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Preface 

Much of classical sociology arose within the context of a debate
first with eighteenth-century thought, the Enlightenment, and later 
with its true heir in the nineteenth century, Karl Marx. 

From this perspective, the Enlightenment appears as the least 
arbitrary and most appropriate point of departure in the study of 
the origins of sociological theory. The eighteenth-century thinkers 
began more consistently than any of their predecessors to study 
the human condition in a methodical way, consciously applying 
what they considered to be scientific principles of analysis to man, 
his nature, and society. 

But there are still other reasons for beginning with the thinkers 
of the Enlightenment: they upheld reason as the critical measure of 
social institutions and their suitability for man's nature. Man, they 
believed, is essentially rational and his rationality can lead him to 
freedom. They believed, too, in the perfectibility of man. Being 
infinitely perfectible meant that by criticizing and changing social 
institutions man could create for himself ever greater degrees of 
freedom, which, in turn, would enable him increasingly to actualize 
his potentially creative powers. These powers were inhibited and 
repressed by the existing institutions so long as they remained 
unreasonable and hence not in accord with man's basic nature. 

The thinkers of the Enlightenment were therefore critical as 
well as scientific. Their major premises, the rationality and per
fectibility of man, eventually inspired the French revolutionaries; 
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viii PREFACE 

and after the Revolution many of the most influential thinkers in Europe 
attributed the causes of that great upheaval to the Philosophes and their ideas 
and attempted to repudiate and discredit them. 

The response to the theories of the Enlightenment and the French Revolu
tion has been treated by historians under the headings of Romanticism and 
the Conservative Reaction. This reaction constitutes an exceedingly interesting 
and important phase in the development of social theory, for it was in this gen
eral context, as we shall see, that sociology in the more formal sense emerged. 
In this first section of the book, Hegel's historical synthesis, the rise of posi
tivism as a reaction to "negative" philosophy, and the thought of Saint-Simon 
and Comte, the founders of sociology, are given special attention. 

From Saint-Simon and Hegel, and particularly one aspect of the latter's 
philosophy-negative-critical thinking-it is apparent that Marx and his 
work is a logical next step. Marx's social thought is treated as a kind of 
intellectual watershed, for more than any of his contemporaries he revived 
and synthesized in his work both tendencies of Enlightenment thought: the 
critical-revolutionary and the scientific. 

Marx's contribution to sociological thinking, it will be argued, is one of the 
most important of the late nineteenth century-perhaps the most important. 
This is true, I believe, not only because of the immensely rich ideas he himself 
advanced but also because his work provoked a response that accounts, in a 
large measure, for the character of Western sociology. My discussion of Marx, 
then, sets the stage for the intense debate with his ghost, the major theme of 
this book. 

In a series of essays the theories of Weber, Pareto, Mosca, Michels, Durk
heim, and Mannheim are examined primarily in relation to Marxian 
thought. Hopefully, this approach achieves a number of purposes: It provides 
a sophisticated critique of Marx's social thought; it indicates the extent to 
which the assumptions, concepts, and specific theories of subsequent thought 
were shaped by the debate with Marxism; and, finally, it brings into relief 
the polemical aspects and ideological elements of classical sociological theory. 
This study is therefore conceived as a critical examination of the development 
of sociological theory-and, more particularly, of its ideological elements. 

I.M.Z. 



Chapter 4 

Contents 

PART I 

THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

Chapter 1 Philosophical Foundations 3 

Chapter 2 Montesquieu 11 

Chapter 3 Rousseau 23 

PART II 

POST-REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT 

The Romantic-Conservative Reaction 

Chapter 5 Bonald and Maistre 

Chapter 6 Sain\Simon 

'--~ Chapter 7 Auguste ~te 

35 

43 

56 

70 

ix 



x CONTENTS 

PART III 

THE MARXIAN WATERSHED 

Chapter 8 Philosophical Orientations 83 

Chapter 9 From Social Philosophy to Social Theory 93 

Chapter 10 Marx's Sociology of Alienated Labor 103 

PART IV 

THE DEBATE WITH MARX'S GHOST 

Chapter 11 L'Max Webe: "\ 111 
--~ 

Chapter 12 Vilfredo Pareto 159 

Chapter 13 Gaetano Mosca 195 

Chapter 14 Robert Michels 218 
~ ....... - ... - .............. ~ '~'''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''! 

Chapter 15 ; Emile Durkheim ~ 234 l ___ . ____ .. __ 

Chapter 16 Karl Mannheim 281 

Epilogue 321 

Index 323 



PART I 

THE 

ENLIGHTENMENT 





1 

The Enlightenment: 
The Philosophical Foundations 

More than the thinkers of any preceding age the men of the 
Enlightenment held firmly to the conviction that the mind could _ 
comprehend the universe and subordinate it to human needs. 
Reason became the god of these philosophers who were enor- -
mously inspired by the scientific achievements of the preceding 
centuries. These achievements led them to a new conception of ~ 
the universe based on the universal applicability of natural laws; 
utilizing the concepts and techniques of the physical sciences, 
they set about the task of creating a new world based on reason 
and truth. Truth became the central goal of the intellectuals / 
of this age but not truth founded on revelation, tradition, or 
authority; rather, it was reason and observation that were to be 
the twin pillars of truth. 

If science revealed the workings of natural laws in the physical 
world, then perhaps similar laws could be discovered in the 
social and cultural world. Thus the Philosophes investigated all 
aspects of social life; they studied and analyzed political, reli
gious, social, and moral institutions, subjected them to merciless 
criticism from the standpoint of reason, and demanded to change 
the unreasonable ones. More often than not, traditional values 
and institutions were found to be irrational. This was another 
way of saying that the prevailing institutions were contrary to 
man's nature and thus inhibitive of his growth and development; 
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4 THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

unreasonable institutions prevented men from realizing their potential. There
fore these thinkers waged constant war against the irrational, and criticism 
became their major weapon. They fought what they considered to be super
stition, bigotry, or intolerance; they struggled against censorship and de
manded freedom of thought; they attacked the prerogatives of the feudal 
classes and their restraints upon the industrial and commercial classes; and, 
finally, they tried to secularize ethics. They were very knowledgeable of 
the positive intellectual achievements up to their time, but they were also 
critical, skeptical, and secular. Basically, it was their faith in reason and 
science which provided so strong an impetus to their work and led them to be 
humanitarian, optimistic, and confident. 

Some students of the Enlightenment have argued, however, that "the 
Pkilosopkes were nearer the Middle Ages, less emancipated from the precon
ceptions of medieval Christian thought, than they quite realized or we have 
commonly supposed."l Rather than their positive achievements, and their 
affirmations, it is their negations which have impressed us and which have 
prompted us to attribute a modern character to their work. The "Pkilosopkes 
demolished the Heavenly City of St. Augustine only to rebuild it with more 
up-to-date materials."2 Ernst Cassirer, perhaps the greatest contemporary 
historian of eighteenth-century philosophy, shares this view to a certain 
degree. "Far more than the men of the epoch were aware," writes Cassirer, 
"their teachings were dependent on the preceding centuries." They "ordered, 
sifted, developed, and clarified this heritage rather than contributed and gave 
currency to new and original ideas."3 Nevertheless, as Cassirer has patiently 
shown, the Enlightenment did produce a completely original form of philo
sophic thought, for it was only with respect to content that it remained 
dependent upon the preceding centuries. To be sure, it continued to build on 
the foundations of seventeenth-century thought-Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, 
Bacon, Hobbes, and Locke-and reworked their major ideas; yet, in this very 
reworking a new meaning and a new perspective appears. Philosophizing 
becomes something different from what it was before. 

The eighteenth-century thinkers had lost faith in the dosed, self-sufficient, 
metaphysical systems of the preceding century; they had lost patience with a 
philosophy confined to definite immutable axioms and deductions from them. 
More so than ever before, philosophy is to become the activity by which the 
fundamental form of all natural and spiritual phenomena can be discovered. 
"Philosophy is no longer to be separated from science, history, jurisprudence, 
and politics; it is rather to be the atmosphere in which they can exist and be 

1 Carl Becker, The Heavenly Cit)' of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1932) , p. 29. 

2 Ibid., p. 31. 
3 The remainder of the quotations in this chapter are taken from Ernst 

Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton, New Jersey: Prince
ton University Press, 1951). This citation is found on p. vi; the other page 
numbers will be noted in parentheses after the extract. 
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effective." (p. vii.) Investigations and inquiries are emphasized; Enlighten
ment thought is not merely reflective, nor is it satisfied to deal solely with 
axiomatic truths. It attributes to thought a creative and critical function, "the 
power and the task of shaping life itself." (p. viii.) Philosophy is no longer 
merely a matter of abstract thinking; it acquires the practical function of 
criticizing existing institutions to show that they are unreasonable and un
natural. It demands that these institutions and the entire old order be re
placed by a new one that is more reasonable, natural, and hence necessary. 
And the fulfillment of the new order is the demonstration of its truth. 
Enlightenment thinking, then, has a negative and critical as well as a positive 
side. It is not so much the particular doctrines, axioms, and theorems which 
lend it a new and original quality; rather, it is the process of criticizing, 
doubting and tearing down-as well as building up. This unity of the "nega
tive" and "positive" tendencies is eventually split; and after the French 
Revolution, as we shall see, they manifest themselves as separate and 
conflicting philosophical principles. 

The Mind of the Enlightenment 

For the Enlightenment thinkers all aspects of man's life and works were 
subject to critical examination-the various sciences, religious revelation, 
metaphysics, aesthetics, etc. These thinkers felt and sensed the many mighty 
forces impelling them along, but they refused to abandon themselves to these 
forces. Self-examination, an understanding of their own activity, their own 
society, and their own time, was an essential function of thought. By knowing, 
understanding, and recognizing the main forces and tendencies of their epoch, 
men could determine the direction and control the consequences of these 
forces. Through reason and science man could attain ever greater degrees of 
freedom and, therefore, ever greater degrees of perfection. Intellectual prog
ress, an idea that permeated the thinking of that age, was to serve constantly 
to further man's general progress. _ 

Unlike the seventeenth-century thinkers, for whom explanation was a 
matter of strict, systematic deduction, the Philosophes constructed their ideal 
of explanation and understanding on the model of the contemporary natural 
sciences. The~ .turned not to Descartes but primarily to Newton, whose 
method was noLpnre Q8Ell:letion bttLanalysis. Ne\Vtoft-.was... interestrul in 
"facts," in the data of experience; his principles, the goal of his investiga
tions, rested to a significant degree on experience and observation-in short, 
on an empirical basis. Newton's research was based on the assumption of 
universal order and law in the material world. Facts are not a chaotic, 
haphazard jumble of separate elements; quite to the contrary, they appear to 
fall into patterns and exhibit definite forms, regularities, and relationships. 
Order is immanent in the universe, Newton believed, and is discovered not by 
abstract principles but by observation and compilation of data. This is the 
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methodology most characteristic of eighteenth-century thought, and it is this 
emphasis which distinguishes it from that of the seventeenth-century Conti
nental philosophers. Condillac, for example, in his Treatise on Systems 
(basing himself on Locke), explicitly justifies this methodology and criticizes 
the great systems of the seventeenth century for having failed to adhere to it. 
Facts, the phenomena of the real world, were, for all practical purposes, 
ignored by the seventeenth-century rationalists. Single ideas and concepts 
were elevated to the status of dogma. The rational spirit dominated knowl
edge completely. Thus Condillac argues the necessity for a new method which 
unites the "positive" and scientific as well as the rational. One must study the 
phenomena themselves if their immanent forms and connections are to be 
known. Condillac, D'Alembert, and others now call for this new method as a 
prerequisite to intellectual progress. The logic of this method is indeed new 
for it is "neither the logic of the scholastic nor of the purely mathematical 
concept; it is rather the 'logic' of the facts." (p. 9.) 

By observing the actual practice of science, the Philosophes concluded that 
the synthesis of the "positive" and the "rational" was not an unattainable 
ideal but one fully realizable. The natural sciences were proving themselves; 
their progress could be clearly perceived as the result of the triumphal march 
of the new scientific method. In the course of a century and a half, science had 
made a number of significant advances and then with Newton a truly quali
tative step forward: The complex multiplicity of natural phenomena was 
reduced to, and comprehended as, the workings of a single universal law. This 
was an impressive victory for the new method. The Philosophes observed that 
Newton's general law of attraction was not the exclusive result of theorizing 
nor of sporadic experimentation or observation unguided by theory; its dis
covery was the fruit of the rigorous application of the scientific method. 
Newton completed what others had begun. Newton retained, used, and 
substantiated the method employed before him by Kepler and Galileo, the 
main feature of which was the interdependence of its analytical and synthetic ' 
aspects. 

Employing Galileo's discovery that falling bodies accelerate at a constant 
rate, and Kepler's observation that there existed a fixed relationship between 
the distance of a planet from the sun and the speed of its revolution, Newton 
arrived at the law that the sun attracted planets to itself at a rate directly 
proportional to their mass and inversely proportional to the square of the 
distance between them. Eventually, he was able to demonstrate that all bodies 
of the universe took their positions and movement through the force of 
gravitation. Moreover, the force which held the planets in orbit also made 
objects fall to the ground. The law was operative throughout the universe. 
The finite universe had become an infinite machine eternally moving by its 
own power and mechanisms. External causation accounted for its operation, 
which was apparently devoid of purpose or meaning. Space, time, mass, 
motion, and force were the essential elements of this mechanical universe 
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which could be comprehended in its entirety by applying the laws of science 
and mathematics. This conception had an incalculable impact on the intellec
tuals of the Enlightenment. Here was a magnificent triumph of reason and 
observation, the new method which takes observed facts and advances an 
interpretation which accounts for what is observed, so that if the interpreta
tion is correct it can guide observers in their quest for new facts. 

What is new and original about Enlightenment thought, therefore, is the 
whole-hearted adoption of the methodological pattern of Newton's physics; 
and what is even more important for our consideration of the philosophical 
foundations of sociological theory is the fact that immediately with its 
adoption it was generalized and employed in realms other than the mathe
matical and physical. It became an indispensable tool in the study of all 
phenomena. "However much individual thinkers and schools differ in their 
results," writes Cassirer, "they agree in this epistemological premise. Vol
taire's Treatise on Metaphysics, d'Alembert's Preliminary Discourse, and 
Kant's Inquiry Concerning the Principles of Natural Theology and Morality 
all concur on this point." (p. 12.) Here again this may be contrasted with the 
seventeenth-century rationalists' understanding of the term "reason." For 
Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, to select the most typical thinkers of that 
period, reason was the realm of "eternal verities"-truth held in common by 
man and God. This is not the view of the eighteenth century which, Cassirer \ 
maintains, "takes reason in a different and more modest sense. I.! is no longer' I 

the sum total of 'innate ideas' given prior to all experience, which reveal the 1 
absolute essence of things. Reason is now looked upon rather as an acquisition 
than as a heritage. It is not the treasury of the mind in which the truth like a 
minted coin lies stored; it is rather the original intellectual force which guides 
the discovery and determination of truth. . . . The whole eighteenth centurn 
understands reason in this sense; not as a sound body of knowledge, prin
ciples, and truths, but as a kind of energy, a force which is fully comprehen
sible only in its agency and effects." (p. 13.) 

Reason bows neither to the merely factual, the simple data of experience, 
nor to the "evidence" of revelation, tradition, or authority. Reason together 
with observation is a facility for the acquisition of truth. Even the authors of 
the Encyclopedia viewed its function from this standpoint: not merely to 
provide knowledge and information but also and primarily to change the 
traditional mode of thinking-"pour changer la fa~on commune de penser." 
(p. 14.) The change did indeed become increasingly manifest, and analysis 
was now applied to psychological and even sociological phenomena and 
problems. In these realms, too, it had become clear that reason is a powerful 
instrument when employed in that special method-analysis into separate 
elements as well as synthetic reconstruction. 

The eighteenth-century thinkers were aware of two philosophical and 
intellectual tendencies of the previous century that had remained relatively 
separate from each other and thus without any significant reciprocal influ-
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ence: rational philosophy, on the one hand, and empirical philosophy on the 
other. Descartes had a fundamental influence in founding the first movement, 
while Galileo used experimentation and Bacon explained its particular virtues. 
One way, then, of viewing the special contribution of the Enlightenment is to 
see its sustained effort at bringing together these distinct philosophical 
approaches into one unified methodology. The Philosophes believed that they 
had synthesized the best elements of both philosophical movements. Empirical 
philosophy had a very profound impact upon their thinking and from that 
standpoint the influence of John Locke, the great exponent of empiricism, was 
almost as great as that of Newton. Since Locke's work tended to challenge 
certain prevailing ideas and since later his own approach was to be challenged 
by others, it will be useful to review briefly his theory of the origin of ideas. 

In his famous Essay Concerning Human Understanding Locke held, in 
opposition to certain of his contemporaries, that ideas are not innate in the 
human mind. Quite the contrary, at birth the mind is a tabula rasa-that is, 
in a blank and empty state; only through experience do ideas enter it. The 
function of the mind is to collect the impressions and materials provided by 
the senses. In this view, the role of the mind is essentially a passive one, with 
little or no creative or organizing function. Clearly, this lent great support to 
the empirical and experimental methods: knowledge could be increased only 
by extending the experiences of the senses. Moreover, Locke further supported 
the scientists' method of focusing on measurable qualities, and ignoring the 
other aspects of the things they were investigating, by advancing a classifica
tion of the qualities of matter into primary and secondary: extension, number, 
and motion could be directly and immediately experienced; on the other hand, 
color and sound had no existence outside of the observer's mind. Subse
quently, Locke's epistemology led to idealism and skepticism among English 
philosophers and to materialism among the French. 

In England, Bishop Berkeley, for example, argued that Locke's distinction 
between "primary" and "secondary" was a very dubious and tenuous one; 
neither of these qualities had any existence apart from the perceiver's mind. 
This was tantamount to saying that matter does not exist-or at least that 
there was no way of proving the existence of matter. Indeed, Berkeley insisted 
that only spirit exists and that this spirit is God. Thus spirit, the subject of 
religion, was defended by attacking matter, the subject of science. A further 
step w~s taken by' David Hume: the mind could know nothing outside itseli.; 
all human knowledge of the -external world is therefore impossib~. Hume's 
work will be discussed in a later context since it was at this point that 
Immanuel Kant began his own philosophical system. 

Among many French philosophers, in contrast, Locke's ideas were trans
lated into scientific materialism-a development probably related to the rigid 
and capricious absolutism in France and its support of the Church. Mate
rialism appeared as an effective ideological weapon against Church dogma. 
Condillac expounded and elaborated Locke's theory of the origin of knowl-
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edge. The most thoroughgoing in this respect was Holbach who rejected all 
spiritual causes and reduced consciousness and thought to the movement of 
molecules within the material body. While Helvetius, Holbach, and La 
Mettrie became exponents of materialism, Condillac, though accepting 
Locke's theory in most of its essentials, introduced important modifications 
whose implications Kant was later to develop even further. Describing 
Condillac's view, Cassirer writes that from the simplest sense data which the 
mind receives, it "gradually acquires the capacity to focus its attention on 
them, to compare and distinguish, to separate and combine them." (p. 18.) 
Condillac thus attributes something of a creative and active role to the mind; 
knowledge is somewhat mediated by the mind and its reasoning powers. If 
Locke's theory implied a passive role on the part of the observer-merely 
receiving sensory impressions, with the mind not playing any active role in 
their organization-Condillac now argues that once the power of thought and 
reasoning is awakened in man, he is no longer passive, and no longer merely 
adapts himself to the existing order. Now thought is able to advance even 
against social reality "summoning it before the tribunal of thought and 
challenging its legal titles to truth and validity. And society must submit to 
being treated like physical reality under investigation." (p. 18.) Sociology is 
to become a science whose method, states Condillac in his Treatise on 
Sensation, "consists in teaching us to recognize in society an 'artificial body' 
composed of parts exerting a reciprocal influence on one another." Condillac 
thus assigned a decisive role to judgment and reason even in the simplest act 
of perception; and this was true whether one was perceiving the natural world 
or the social world. The senses in themselves could never produce the world as 
we know it in our consciousness; the cooperation of the mind is an absolute 
necessity. 

It should be clear, then, why the Enlightenment is a most logical point of 
departure if one is interested in the origins of sociological theory. It is in that 
period that one may see more consistently than before the emergence of the 
scientific method. Reason in itself will not yield a knowledge of reality; 
neither will observation and experimentation alone yield such knowledge. 
Knowledge of reality, whether natural or social, depends on the unity of 
reason and observation in the scientific method. The Enlightenment thinkers 
were as interested in society and history as they were in nature, and these 
were treated as an indivisible unity. By studying nature-including the nature 
of man--one could learn not only about what is, but about what is possible; 
likewise, by studying society and history one could learn not only about the 
workings of the existing factual order, but about its inherent possibilities. 
These thinkers were "negative" in that they were always critical of the exist
ing order which, in their view, stifled man's potential and did not allow the 
possible to emerge from the "is." The existing factual order was studied 
scientifically by these men in order to learn how to transcend it. These 
premises, as will be seen, were either accepted, modified, or rejected in the 
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subsequent development of sociological thought. In these terms, much of 
Western sociology developed as a reaction to the Enlightenment. But before 
examining this reaction, it would be well to consider two Philosophes, 
Montesquieu and Rousseau, who may be regarded as the forerunners of 
sociological theory. 



2 

Montesquieu 
(1689-1755) 

With the exception of Giovanni Vico, who exerted -no influence 
on the Enlightenment (and who remained relatively unknown 
outside Italy until his name was discovered by Jules Michelet in 
1824), it was Montesquieu who made the first attempt in modern 
times at constructing a philosophy of society and history. Vico 
had read Francis Bacon and simultaneously with the Philosophes, 
and apparently independently of them, had decided it ought to 
be possible to apply to the study of human society and history 
the method advocated by Bacon for the study of the natural 
world. In 1725, Vico wrote and published a work informed by 
this point of view: Principles oj a New Science Dealing with the 
Nature oj Nations, Through Which Are Shown Also New Prin
ciples oj the Natural Law oj Peoples. "The nature of things," 
wrote Vico, "is nothing other than that they come into being 
at certain times and in certain ways. Wherever the same circum
stances are present, the same phenomena arise and no others."l 
Thus Vico perceived order, regularity, and perhaps even causa
tion in the natural world; and this, he believed, was equally true 
of the social realm: "the social world is certainly the work oj 
men; and it follows that one can and should find its principles 
in the modifications of the human intelligence itself. Governments 

1 Edmund Wilson, To The Finland Station (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1940), p. 3. 

11 



12 THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

must be conformable to the nature of the governed; governments are even a 
result of that nature."2 Nonetheless, human progress and the perfectibility 
of man in the secular realm, the central ideas of the Enlightenment, are 
nowhere expressed in Vico's writings. He remained essentially medieval and 
theological in his outlook and viewed improvement and salvation as depend
ent on the grace of God. Though he saw successive phases of development, 
these were cyclical and repetitive rather than progressive in the Enlighten
ment sense. 

Montesquieu, on the other hand, was a true son of his age, for he had 
thoroughly emancipated himself from the medieval heritage.3 His concern 
with regularities was more in keeping with the modern conception; he sought 
the laws of social and historical development and this was his main purpose in 
studying the social facts. Facts are studied not for their own sake but for the 
laws which become manifest through them. In his preface to his Spirit oj the 
Laws, Montesquieu wrote: "I began to examine men and I believed that in 
the infinite variety of their laws and customs they were not guided solely by 
their whims. I formulated principles, and then I saw individual cases fitting 
these principles as if of themselves, the history of all nations being only the 
consequence of these principles and every special law bound to another law, or 
depending on another more general law." Particular facts become the medium 
through which he hopes to gain an understanding of general forms and 
tendencies. In putting forward his conception of these forms, he becomes the 
first thinker to utilize consistently in his analysis of society and history the 
construct we today call "ideal-types." His major work, Spirit oj the Laws, 
and all his other writings to a somewhat lesser extent, is an analysis based on 
political and sociological types. This was ~indispensable intellectual tool by 
means of which one could make sense out Of an otherwise incomprehensible 
welter of facts. 

There are forms of government called republic, aristocracy, monarchy, and 
despotism; these are not aggregates of accidentally acquired properties. 
Rather, they express certain underlying social structures. These structures 
remain hidden so long as we merely observe political and social phenomena, 
so long as we merely observe the facts. These seem so complex and varied 
that they appear to defy understanding. Yet, understanding becomes possible, 
writes Cassirer describing Montesquieu's conception, "as soon as we learn to 
go back from appearances to principle, from the diversity of empirical shapes 
to the forming forces. Now we recognize among many instances of republics 
the type of republic, and among the countless monarchies of history we find 

2 Ibid., p. 3. 
3 In the present discussion I rely, in addition to primary sources, on Cas· 

sirer's work cited earlier and the following: John Plamenatz, Man and Society 
(Lol')don: Longmans, Green and Co., Ltd., 1963) ; Emile Durkheim, Montesqllieu 

and Rousseau (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1960); Werner 
Stark, Montesquieu: Pioneer of the Sociology of Knowledge (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1960). 
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,the type of the monarchy."4 What are the principles underlying the types? 
The republic rests on civic virtue; monarchy depends on honor, and despotism 
on fear. Again this is proposed in an ideal-typical sense. No actual political 
form will conform precisely to its ideal qualities; but possibly these qualities 
enable us to study the actual forms. 

Montesquieu views all the institutions making up a society as having an 
interdependent and correlative relationship to one another and as depending 
on the form of the whole. Education and justice,Jorms of marriage and the 
family, and political institutions have not only a reciprocal influence but 
depend on the basic form of the state; and the character of the state in turn 
rests upon these aspects of society. While Montesquieu's ideal-types are static 
forms employed in the study of social structures, he has no doubt of their 
usefulness for the study of process. If the study of a society discloses a certain 
interdependence among its elements, and if a number of societies have so 
much in common that they may be classed under the same type, then the 
functioning processes of these societies may also reveal certain similar, 
characteristic tendencies. These processes and the fate of peoples are not 
determined by accidents. In his study of Roman civilization, for example, he 
proposed to show that there are cultural as well as physical causes that bring 
about the rise, maintenance, and fall of systems of power and even civiliza
tions. Although much has been made of Montesquieu's attention to physical 
conditions like climate, soil, etc., he sees these as primarily limiting factors 
and assigns to them much less importance than socio-cultural variables in 
determining the forms of government, laws, and other institutions. 

Montesquieu was perhaps the most objective of all the Philosophes. He was 
so interested in the "facts" that Condorcet once remarked that Montesquieu 
would have done better if he had not been "more occupied with finding the 
reasons for that which is than with seeking that which ought to be."5 Having 
made a rather careful and empirical study of past and contemporary societies 
to determine the causes of the variety of institutions, he concluded that there 
is no single government which is universally suitable." Political institutions 
must conform to the peculiarities of the society for which they are intended. If 
he differed from his contemporaries it was in the moderation so evident in his \ 
work and in his insistence that one cannot legislate for all men and all places \ 
on the assumption of universally applicable laws. He did not hesitate to point \-.1:, 
out virtues as well as faults in all forms of government. His conspicuous I' 
moderation and objectivity provided all parties on the political spectrum with \ 
arguments supporting their respective positions. 

Though he may have been somewhat less critical than his contemporaries, 
he nonetheless shared their ideal of human freedom. However, here too he 

4 Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton: Prince· 
ton University Press, 1951), pp. 210-11. 

5 Carl Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1932) , p. 101. 
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deviates somewhat in his approach. One of his major concerns was power and 
its relation to freedom. Power should be distributed among the individuals 
and groups of a society so as to ensure maximal freedom. Men are not free 
because they have natural rights, or because they revolt if oppression becomes 
unbearable; they are free to the extent that power is distributed and or
ganized so as to prevent, or at least minimize, its abuse. Liberty is best 
preserved where interest groups or organized publics check one another as 
well as the government, and where laws provide for such checks. 

Throughout his life, he retained an insatiable curiosity about other coun
tries and cultures; and his comparative approach to society and culture was in 
a large part based upon his own travels as well as those recounted by others.6 
When he was not actually traveling he fancied himself to be. For example, 
when he wrote and published his Persian Letters in 1721, it was for 
comparative methodological reasons. Two traveling Persians were writing to 
their friend at home and giving their impressions of France as a foreign 
culture. In this way, Montesquieu could at least in his imagination adopt 
another perspective and view French institutions through foreigners' eyes. 
This was a way of illustrating the variety and relativity of man's institutions. 
Though he had never actually traveled outside of Europe, he did visit in 
1728-29, Germany, Austria, Italy, Holland, and, finally, England where he 
stayed about two years. His English experience was to influence him pro
foundly, for he remained throughout his life quite impressed with the English 
political system, particularly the constitutional separation of powers. When 
he returned to France, he prepared his chief work, The Spirit of the Lo:ws, and 
then a second one, Considerations on the Greatness and Decadence of the 
Romans, published in 1734. When his Spirit of the Laws finally appeared in 
1748 it met with immediate and almost universal enthusiasm in European 
intellectual circles. The new questions he asked and the new assumptions he 
employed, together with his obvious attempt at maintaining objectivity, 
earned him a reputation of originality. This latter quality had already become 
evident in his first work, the Persian Letters, where for the first time, perhaps, 
many institutions of a European society were examined from the standpoint 
of an outsider. 

His book on the Romans was also quite innovative, since he studied 
Roman society and institutions not merely to describe them but in order to 
put forward a theory that might account for the rise, development, and decay 
of Roman civilization. Roman institutions are treated as functionally inter
dependent and interrelated elements of a complex system. Rome's victories 
and conquests are explained as the effects of specific social and political 
conditions. Her success, which required changes in the political structure, led 
inevitably to decline and, finally, to collapse. The final collapse is viewed as a 

6 For these and other biographical details, see John Plamenatz, op. cit., 
p. 253 fl. 
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consequence of the ini,tial success which so transformed the whole structure of 
society as to destroy the very conditions which made for success. 

Montesquieu viewed the social institutions of a society as intimately con
nected; even forms of thought were considered in their relation to those 
institutions. Since he was among the first to take this approach, he may be 
regarded as a founder of the subdiscipline called the sociology of knowledge.7 

He looked at a people not as a multitude of individuals but as a society which 
could be distinguished from others by its customs and institutions, variables 
so intricately connected that a significant change in one is bound to affect the 
others. Political, economic, and other institutions are viewed as aspects of a 
people's life related to still other aspects. And the focus is most often on the 
social rather than the nonsocial. Some traditional interpretations notwith
standing, Montesquieu was not a climatic or geographical determinist. Cli
mate and geography, which he did indeed take into account, are treated as 
extra-social conditions which impose certain limits, at least temporarily, on a 
given society. The limiting effect of these conditions is regarded as temporary 
and variable because the further a particular people is from nature, that is, 
the more developed its institutions and technology, the less is the influence of 
these nonsocial conditions. 

"Spirit" for Montesquieu refers to the distinctive character of a system of 
laws. The way these are related to one another and to other aspects of a 
people's life distinguishes one society from another. Although he is interested 
in the origins of institutions, this is less important than their functions or 
consequences, as is evident in his thesis about the rise and fall of the Romans. 

His sociology of knowledge, however rudimentary, anticipates many, if not 
all, of the major postulates about a society and its consciousness. There is an 
intimate relationship between these aspects of a people's life, between think
ing and doing. How one views the customs and ideas of a society depends on 
the social position one occupies and hence on the cultural perspective one 
adopts. That Montesquieu understands this is clear from the reactions of his 
Persian travelers. They begin to doubt their own customs and ideology as 
soon as they leave their own society; and the longer they are in Europe, the 
less strange do the new customs appear. He posited the social genesis of ideas, 
and the functional interdependence of social action and ideas; and while, at 
times, he invokes physical causes, too, these are generally subordinate to 
sociocultural conditions. He was more aware than most of his contemporaries 
of the human "cultural variety." 

He posited a constant, ubiquitous nature in man which is modified by the 
specific culture; and within a given society and culture, the position one 
occupies in the division of labor-occupations and professions-tends to 
determine one's character as well as one's outlook on life. As will be seen in a 
later discussion, however, Montesquieu is not always consistent; for he 

7 See Werner Stark. op. cit., 
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occasionally speaks of laws of nature which he regards as eternal and 
universal. Men must try to discover these laws and truths and bring their 
society into harmony with them. This is an ideal which can be approached but 
never attained. For man, even with the sharpest of reasoning powers, cannot 
know these truths because of error and ignorance. Man's limited perspec
tives-the particular position from which he views the world-and his special 

"interests make error and ignorance unavoidable. Much later, as we shall see, 

~
Mannheim was to suggest some possible ways in which the limited perspec
tives could be enlarged and transcended; certain groups in society were 
potentially capable of overcoming, at least partially, the limitations of their 
standpoint. 

Montesquieu, then, may definitely be regarded as a forerunner of sociologi
cal theory and method. His consistent concern with laws of development and 
his utilization of the ideal-type construct were something of an innovation in 
his time in comparison with the methods of his predecessors and contempo
raries. If he is therefore regarded as an important forerunner, this is meant in 
the sense of his having delineated the subject matter of sociology and of 
having pioneered in the sketching out of a method. This is the sense in which 
Emile Durkheim referred to Montesquieu as a precurseur.8 A closer look at 
Montesquieu's work is necessary in order to see that the attention given him 
is altogether warranted. 

The study of "reality," Montesquieu understood, is an enormously compli
cated enterprise involving many difficult problems. One of the tasks of science 
is to describe the realities with which it deals; but if these realities differ 
among themselves to such a degree that they cannot be classified or subsumed 
under types, then they truly defy rational comprehension. If there were 
nothing generally discernible about these realities, they would have to be 
considered one by one and independently of one another; but since each 
individual phenomenon involves an infinite number of properties, this would 
be a hopeless and impossible task. In short, without classification and without 
typologies, science is impossible and, of course, so is a science of human 
phenomena. 

Was this not understood before Montesquieu? Yes, indeed, but to a very 
limited extent. Aristotle, for example, did indeed employ the concept of type 
but confined it to political states. Moreover, even if two societies differed 
greatly but both were ruled by kings, he was satisfied to classify them as 
monarchies. His types therefore tell us little about the nature of a specific 
society and its system of government. Aristotle established a tradition in this 
respect and was followed by a great number of philosophers who adopted his 
classification and made no attempt to modify it or provide another. As 
Durkheim had observed, these philosophers "thought it impossible to compare 

8 Emile Durkheim, Montesquiell and Rousseau (Ann Arbor: The University 
of Michigan Press, 1960) . 
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human societies in any respect other than the form of the state. The other 
factors, morality, religion, economic life, the family, etc., ... seemed so 
fortuitous and variable that no one thought of reducing them to types. Yet 
these factors have a strong bearing upon the nature of societies; they are the 
actual stuff of life and consequently the subject matter of social science."9 
Precisely because Montesquieu did give attention to the "actual stuff of life," 
and employ the ideal-type method to comprehend it, his work may be re
garded as innovative to a significant and conspicuous degree. 

Science, however, requires more than description and classification; it in
volves interpretation and explanation. These processes presuppose a deter
minate order in phenomena, such as causal relationships. What is perceived as 
happening is neither arbitrary nor fortuitous; neither is interpretation the 
imposition of a wholly subjective order-an order existing only in the mind
upon a reality essentially chaotic and erratic-in short, orderless. This, too, 
was a basic assumption which guided Montesquieu in his social analysis. In 
his major work, Spirit of the Laws, he not only describes the laws, customs, 
and other diverse practices of a number of peoples, but attempts also to 
uncover the origins and causes for being of specific institutions. He does not 
primarily evaluate but rather tries to understand; thus he suggests the condi
tions which made possible polygamy, "false religions" and slavery. These may 
even have been necessary, he believes, under the conditions he observed. 
Though he tries to be objective, he is also anxious to make recommendations 
which appear to flow from his analysis. Democracy, he observes, is suited-' 
only to small states; therefore, he adds, a democracy should refrain from . 
overextending its frontiers. -1 

Montesquieu's use of the ideal-type differs in still another respect from that 
of his predecessors. His types make no pretense of transcending time and 
place. He recognized that the customs, laws, and other institutions of societies 
vary with other conditions of their existence. He saw certain general types, 
e.g., monarchy, but saw, too, that specific monarchies vary according to time 
and place. Therefore, rules could never be valid for all societies or for all 
peoples. He was as mindful of the constants as of the variables. Regardless of 
the particular form of a society, the nature of man requires that certain basic 
needs be met. 

Montesquieu's Classification of Societies 

When Montesquieu speaks of a republic (including aristocracy and democ
racy), a monarchy, or a despotism, these terms refer to whole societies, not 
just to political systems as is the case with Aristotle. Also, these types are not 
derived from an a priori principle but are founded on observation. His study 

9 Ibid., p. 9. 
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Df a large number Df sDcieties, his study Df histDry and travelers' accDunts, 
and his Dwn travels, all serve as cDmparative empirical material fDr his 
classificatiDn and the cDnclusiDns he draws. When he talks fDr instance abDut 
"republic" he has in mind the Greek and Italian city-states-Athens, Sparta, 
and RDme. Mainly, he is trying to. ShDW that there is a definite relatiDnship 
between pDlitical systems and Dther sDcial and nDnsDcial cDnditiDns. MDn
archy is suited to. the cDnditiDns Df the large natiDns Df mDdern EurDpe. The 
peDples of antiquity also had "kings"; the Greeks, the Germans, and the 
Latins, for example. But these impressed him as quite different from the 
absolute monarch of modern Europe upDn which he based his ideal-type. 
Forms of despotism have also been known to exist in various places and 
periods, often resulting from corruption of other political forms. Nonetheless, 

~
espotism had its "natural" or "perfect" existence only in the Orient. Thus 

when he puts forward his types, he is intent upon showing that these are to be 
distinguished frDm one another not only as different systems of government 
but because these systems are functionally interrelated with Dther conditions. 
Amon the latter, he includes for exam Ie the tion size Df as· e 

istribution 0 the people in a society, and its structure. 
The republican form, he argues, has been found in tDwns and cities and is 

best suited to a small pDpulation. When numbers grDw beyond a certain point, 
the republican form breaks dDwn. The despDtic state, Dn the Dther hand, is 
fDund in large societies and is spread Dver vast areas, especially in Asia. And 
the mDnarchical state stands in between: it is Df medium size, having a 
pDpulatiDn larger than that Df the republic but smaller than that Df the 
despotic state. More impDrtantly, hDwever, these are distinguished with 
regard to their respective social structures. All citizens are equal, and even 
alike, in a republic; and this is particularly true of a demDcracy. A kind of 
sDcial hDmDgeneity, and hence order is evident. There are definite restrictiDns 
Dn excessive accumulatiDn Df wealth and pDwer which, it is suspected, might 
undermine the sDlidarity and the very existence Df the republic. Thus demDc
racy can becDme debased by transfDrming itself into. an aristDcracy, and the 
mDre democratic the republic, the mDre "perfect" it is. In a demDcracy, the 
common welfare Df all is emphasized. A demDcratic republic, then, is rela
tively small, equalitarian, and homDgeneDus and is characterized by sDlidarity. 

In a monarchy social classes have emerged. Farming, trade, and industry, 
and an increasingly cDmplex divisiDn Df labDr in general make fDr a cDmplex 
system of stratification whicK was absent from the republic but nDW reaches 
its maximal development in the monarchy. Yet, it is here and not in the 
demDcracy that Montesquieu envisions maximal pDlitical freedDm. Classes 
check and limit not Dnly the power of the mDnarch but one anDther as well. 
Each prevents the other from becDming tDD powerful and is thus free to. 
pursue its special interests, but in moderatio~. Since the mDnarchy is struc
turally cDmplex, composed Df classes and groups with varying degrees Df 

wealth, power, and prestige, persDnal interest, envy, rivalry, and class interest 
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as well emerge as strong forces. I~ivi~uals and groups now tend to disregard 
the general welfare of society in favor of personal and class !Dterests. In this 
way Montesquieu anticipates the utilitarian doctrine, for he argues that class 
and ersonaI rIvalry lead the members of society to perform their respective 
functions as we I as POSSI Ie an t at t IS con uces u tImately to t e common 
good. Honor, too, becomes a major incentive in the public life of a monarchy 
asmen seek to raise their status as high as possible. 

Finally there is the third type, despotism. Either all orders of the society 
have become so weakened that they can offer no organized resistance to the 
despot, or the regime becomes a "democracy" in which all but the ruler are 
equal in their condition of servitude. If virtue is the basis for participation in 
the republic, and honor is such a basis in a monarchy, then fear is the basis 
for submission to a despot. 

Thus Montesquieu distinguished different types of society, differing in 
many important aspects. He gave as much attention to the differences among 
societies as to their similarities. The reasoning underlying his classification is 
still cogent today. He understood that the growth in complexity of the 
economic and social structures, the growth of differentials in wealth, the 
emergence of strata, etc. forced changes in the political structure. He grasped 
the fact that a republic like ancient Athens or Rome, where private property 
was little developed, would logically exhibit the high degree of social solidarity 
found there; and that a modern society, characterized by a complex division 
of labor, classes, and special interest groups, would exhibit less. Each now 
draws a sharper distinction between himself and his special interest group on 
the one hand and society on the other. Social solidarity to the extent that it 
~ists in the modern society springs frOm a different source It no longer 
d~ends on equality and sameness, but precisely upon the division of labor 
which makes individuals and groups mutYlj.llJL-interdep~nd~~!h_1.!!ter, Durk
heim borrows this idea from Saint-Simon (who in turn borrowed it from 
Montesquieu) and develops his own classification of types of society and their 
corresponding types of solidarity. 

Before concluding the discussion of Montesquieu's classification of socie
ties, attention should be drawn to a fourth type he presented. There are 
societies that live by hunting or cattle raising. Typically, these have small 
populations and hold the land in common. Conduct is regulated by custom, 
not laws. The elders have supreme authority but they are so jealous of their 
freedom that they tolerate no lasting power. This is further divided by 
Montesquieu into two subtypes: savages and barbarians. Savages are gen
erally hunters living in small, relatively nonsedentary societies, while barbar
ians raise cattle, live in larger societies, and are relatively sedentary. These 
distinctions are stilI tenable and useful today in studying nonliterate and 
traditional societies. This fourth type, in particular, shows clearly that 
Montesquieu did not merely take over Aristotle's classification but produced 
an original system. 
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Montesquieu's Conception of Laws 

As was stated at the outset, Montesquieu's originality with respect to 
sociology lies basically in two areas: his classification of societies into types, 
which enabled him to compare them in all their important aspects; and his 
concern with "laws," that is, the necessary relations arising from the nature of 
things. Laws do not apply only to nature but also to human societies. In the 
social realm, laws depend on the form of a society; thus the laws of a republic 
differ from those of a monarchy. Forms of society in turn depend on certain 
conditions-a major one being the "volume of society."l0 The republic, as we 
have seen, has a small population and is confined to relatively narrow limits. 
The affairs of the community are known to every citizen. Since differentials in 
wealth are small or nonexistent, conditions are approximately the same for all 
citizens. Even the leaders of the community have very limited authority and 
are viewed as first among equals. But if the volume of the society increases
population grows and the geographical limits are widened-all aspects of the 
society will change accordingly. The individual can no longer perceive the 
whole society; he tends to see only the interests of his special interest group or 
class. Increasing stratification gives rise to divergent viewpoints and objec
tives; and great differentials in private property give rise to great inequality 
in political power. The leader is now a sovereign who stands far above 
everyone else. As these changes have occurred, the society has inevitably 
evolved from a republican to a monarchical form of government. If these 
developments continue in the same direction, monarchy will yield to des
potism which is now necessary to control the masses. 

Montesquieu thus sees the structure of and any changes in a society 
determined by demographic and social variables. The growth in population of 
a society and the expansion of its geographical limits, a key variable, will 
force changes in all its other aspects. Although the growing division of labor 
and the growth of private property (and the resultant greater differentials in 
wealth) accompany the transition from the republican to the monarchical 
type of society and seem to be functionally interdependent, the volume of a 
society appears to Montesquieu as the chief cause of these changes. This is an 
emphasis which Durkheim later adopts as his own. 

Traditional interpretations of Montesquieu's theory have neglected his 
recognition of the social variables and have drawn attention instead to others: 
geography, topography, fertility of the soil, climate, proximity to (or remote
ness from) the sea, and the .like. Montesquieu recognized all these factors as 
limiting influences upon the structure of a society; they are the differing 
"constants" that by their presence or absence orient a society in a particular 
direction. But these factors remained less important in Montesquieu's mind 
than the social variables. 

10 This concept, and others to be discussed later in the chapter on Durk
heim, show just how great was his intellectual debt to Montesquieu. 
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A "sociological" approach is taken toward all the institutions of a society 
and is applied to an analysis of custom and law. Custom has certain definite 
social correlates which are different from those of law. Customs emerge 
spontaneously from social existence; laws, on the other hand, are established 
by a lawgiver in a formal and explicit fashion. In the latter case, the "law" 
emerges spontaneously, too. The more complex social structure seems to 
require certain definite laws most appropriate to that structure. But these 
would remain hidden and implicit, Montesquieu believed, if some lawgiver 
had not discerned them and formulated them explicitly. These laws may 
nevertheless be at variance with the requirements of a certain society because 
what the nature of a society requires is a matter of judgment. Men have the 
ability to deviate from that nature because their judgments are subject to 
ignorance and error. An element of contingency is thus introduced. A sOciety] 
would be what its nature prescribes were it not for the ignorance and errors of 
those interpreting what these prescriptions are. 

Montesquieu's conception of law as expressing the necessary relation among 
things retains ambiguous elements. He seems to believe that by studying a 
society one can discover its laws (what its nature requires) and therefore 
create legal forms and other institutions which best suit that nature. The 
creation of these institutions involves interpretation of what a society's true 
nature is, and therefore is subject to error. In the absence of this element of 
contingency-ignorance and/or error-man would devise laws in perfect 
accord with society's nature and, apparently, this would be good. Man's life in 
society would be wholly determined, and the elements 'of society would be 
perfectly articulated and integrated. The elements of contingency which 
Montesquieu introduces seem to imply that man can never achieve such 
perfect articulation. Moreover, these elements lead to no small deviations 
from the natural laws. For example, though the institution of slavery was 
present in all the ancient Greek and Italian republics, Montesquieu insists 
that this institution is repugnant to the nature of republics. If men had not 
made mistakes in interpreting this nature, slavery would not have emerged. In 
a republic, slavery is not natural and therefore not necessary. On what does 
Montesquieu base his judgment? Apparently upon the ideal republic he had in 
his head. Slavery may be the necessary result of certain social conditions but 
one of these conditions is the misinterpretation by man of the true nature and 
requirements of a republic. This true nature, which expresses not what is but -, 
what ought to be, has remained hidden from the view of society's members. 
Montesquieu's social laws, then, sometimes are, and sometimes are not, like 
other laws of nature, inherent in phenomena. Laws in the social realm are 
sometimes above the phenomena, where they remain unrecognized and there-
fore inoperative. ' 

The ambiguity in Montesquieu's conception of "laws" seems to flow from \ 
his recognition of certain degrees of freedom in man. Men are not mindless 
creatures adapting themselves passively and automatically to existing condi
tions. Montesquieu seemed to understand at least intuitively that men also act 
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upon the conditions of their environment and change them. This action 
involves an interpretation of what those conditions are and therefore, being 
subject to ignorance and error, men very often bring about conditions which 
are contrary to their nature. However, the degrees of freedom which enabled 
men to institute slavery-which is contrary to the true nature of a republic
also enable them, once having recognized their mistake, to eliminate it. 

To summarize, Montesquieu appears to have seen two kinds of laws-both 
"natural"-one of the physical world and the other of human life. The first 
works itself out automatically, "naturally." The second refers to the "laws of 
nature of human life" which ought to regulate the affairs of men. But acting 
in accordance with these laws is virtually impossible due to the unavoidably 
limited perspectives of men in their respective social positions, and due, also, 
to the fact that men's acts are not totally determined. Montesquieu postulates 
a few small degrees of freedom: it is in the nature of men to act of them
selves.u 

Experience and observation are important for Montesquieu; and more than 
any of his contemporaries he subordinates deduction to these processes. Yet, 
as outstanding as he was in anticipating the method of social science, he more 
often than not sets down the facts briefly and summarily without taking pains 
to verify them even when they are controversial. He was too credulous, for 
example, of travelers' reports which were extremely unreliable. Moreover, as 
Durkheim observed, when" ... he asserts that there is a causal relation 
between two facts, he does not trouble to show that in all or at least most 
cases they appear simultaneously, disappear simultaneously, or vary in the 
same way."12 Sometimes his types are defined by a single characteristic 
observed in one society. For instance, being a great admirer of the English 
constitution, he treats the separation of powers, found in England alone, as 
essential to a monarchy. English liberty, he believed, was a result of the 
constitutional separation of executive, legislative, and judicial authority. PPparentlY he did not see tI!.~ role of the revolutions of the seventeenth 
c~ntury in establisbing the snpremacy of Parliamel1't"15Ver'the-exeettttveand 
the judici~. 

It is, no doubt, always a mistake to trace the birth of certain ideas to a 
particular thinker. Nevertheless, because he used the concepts of ideal-type 
and laws with more consistency than any of his antecedents or contempo
raries, because he understood the need for comparative studies, and because 
he advanced the assumption that the elements of a society are functionally 
interdependent, Montesquieu may be regarded as an important forerunner of 
sociological thinking. 

11 See Werner Stark, op. cit., p. 210. 
12 Durkheim, op. cit., p. 53. 



Rousseau 
(1712-1778) 

Rousseau was very much of an Enlightenment thinker and shared 
with his contemporaries several pre-Revolutionary premises and 
ideals. It would be wrong to interpret Rousseau's concern with 
the "state of nature" as evidence of a yearning for that lost con
dition to which men must return in order to regain their freedom 
and happiness. For Rousseau, man's freedom remained a funda
mental ideal but one which was not to be attained by shaking 
off all society and civilization or by reverting to a so-called natural 
state. The perfectibility of man, his freedom and his happiness, 
and the increasing mastery of his own fate, all depended on a 
clear understanding of the laws of nature. In common with the 
other Philosophes, Rousseau believed that nature and society 
worked according to such laws; and like Montesquieu, he be
lieved that society could depart from the requirements of its 
natural laws. Men act of themselves; it is they who must inter': 
pret these laws. Because of limited perspectives and insufficient 
knowledge, they err-i.e., they act contrary to their nature by 
establishing a social order that violates their basic nature. 
Rousseau's chief objective, therefore, was to find a social order, 
whose laws were in greatest harmony with the fundamental- laws 
of nature. He sought an alternative to the prevailing order 
which, to his mind, precluded man's perfectibility and even 
deformed and violated his nature. 

23 
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For Rousseau, then, there were two conditions, the natural and the social; 
and though the chasm between them was already very great, they could 
in great measure be reconciled. To accomplish this, one must always keep 
in mind these dual aspects of man. In order to assert that the social order 
is at variance with man's nature, one must know something about that 
nature. How can one speak of social man doing violence to natural man 
unless one really knows something about natural man? And how can one 
know "natural man" when men nowhere live outside of society? It was pre
cisely with the purpose of addressing himself to these questions that Rousseau 
postulated man in a "state of nature." This was a hypothetical construct, a 
heuristic device, by which man would be theoretically divested of his social 
and cultural aspects. This would yield a concept of natural man which could 
serve as a kind of yardstick by which to measure the degree of repression 
imposed by a specific society. Or, what amounts to the same thing, it could 
serve as a relatively objective, nonideological means by which to measure the 
degree of perfection and freedom offered by a specific "civil state." If one 
could determine how men departed from their natural condition and how they 
imposed upon themselves a social order at variance with that condition, then, 
perhaps, one could know better how to change that order and replace it with a 
better one. 

The State of Nature 

In the development of this concept, Rousseau is engaged in a very imagina
tive thinking experiment; but the concept also rests, as will be seen, on an 
experiential basis. He knew that there was no such state in which men lived 
before and outside society; in their "pre-social" state men were not men. He 
says clearly that it is a state "which no longer exists, which perhaps never did 
exist, and probably never will exist; and of which it is, nevertheless necessary 
to have true ideas in order to form a proper judgment of our present state."1 
"Natural man" is simply man divested of what he has acquired in society. 
Think away all his social qualities and the residue is bio-psychological man, 
or man reduced to what he might have been if he had actually lived in 
isolation. That this idea is being used in a strictly heuristic sense becomes 
clear when he insists that his description of natural man should not be taken 
as historical truth but as a hypothetical condition. Speculation about the 
primitive state may thmw some light on the basic nature of man. 

Even savages yield a very inaccurate picture of the state of nature, for 
despite their primitive condition they are quite remote from that state. There
fore, Rousseau argues, those who have imputed to natural man cruel and 
warlike tendencies are wrong: they have attributed to natural man character-

1 Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses, translated 
with an introduction by G. D. H. Cole (New York: E. P. Dutton and Company, 
Inc., 1950) , p. 191. 
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istics acquired in society. How then does one acquire an adequate conception 
of the hypothetical state? Fully realizing how complex a problem this was, he 
asked: "What experiments would have to be made to discover the natural 
man? And how are those experiments to be made in a state of society?"2 

Such experiments would be extremely difficult if not impossible. Therefore 
he suggests some alternative techniques with which to approach the problem. 
One can observe animals in their natural habitat to gain insight into natural 
behavior uninfluenced by society. Secondly, one can study primitive peoples
savages-keeping in mind that they have acquired considerable socio-cultural 
baggage. Finally, one could deduce all the factors implied by man's subse
quent social development, such as language, and think them away. Rousseau 
thus sought an objective, nonideological yardstick by which to evaluate 
society. 

If we know something about man's real nature, he reasoned, we can ask 
whether or not certain historical societies have been suited to this nature. If it 
is concluded that a particular social order is unsuited, and we therefore decide 
to change or replace it, an analysis of natural man must provide the principles 
by which to guide the process of change. In order that these principles be as 
free from ideology as possible, we must arrive at this "natural man" by 
putting aside all those elements which have been implanted in man as a result 
of his social existence. Otherwise, our judgments would be purely ideological, 
i.e., we would simply be justifying what we desire and condemning what we 
do not, and in both cases the judgment would be based on the special position 
and interests we have in the society. In such a case one would be demonstrat
ing one prejudice by another-an error Rousseau observed in others and 
wanted to avoid. Hobbes, for example, had, in Rousseau's view, invested his 
"natural men" with very social qualities indeed. 

Rousseau's method therefore required that one subtract all the qualities of 
socio-cultural origin until only the "natural foundation" remained. In his 
"state of nature," then, Rousseau was not describing a lost golden age; 
rather, he was proposing a methodological device by which one might lay bare 
the components of man's basic psychological makeup. In more recent times, 
too, similar approaches have been taken: Freud, for example, having em
ployed some premises about man's basic nature, concluded that there is an 
irremediable antagonism between natural man and civilized man. Marx, on 
the other hand, as we shall see, also based his theory on a conception of 
natural man. "Species-being," an idea derived from Feuerbach, resembles in 
some ways Rousseau's notion that there is a natural man and that the best 
social system is that which enables him to realize his potentialities to the 
fullest. Man is perfectible and social systems should be judged by the degree 
to which they facilitate his perfection. Clearly, if such evaluative judgments 
are to be made about particular societies most objectively and least ideologi-

2 Ibid., p. 191. 
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cally, then some relatively precise conception of natural man is required. This 
is the task that Rousseau set himself when he advanced his ideal construct, 
the "state of nature." 

How does Rousseau conceive of this ideal state which is to provide insight 
into man's basic psychological nature? It is a perfect balance between man's 
needs and the resources at his disposal. He desires and needs only what is to 
be found in his immediate physical environment. Like other animals, he has 
only sensations, but no knowledge and no language. Accepting CondiIIac's 
theory that general, abstract knowledge is impossible without language, 
Rousseau postulates that since language is the product of society, one can 
safely conclude that man in nature has neither language nor knowledge. His 
needs are extremely simple and purely physical-food, a mate, and rest; he 
cannot conceive of the future and is oriented exclusively to the present. 
Harmony is achieved between his internal nature and external nature through 
satisfaction of all his needs; conditions for discord are wholly lacking. Then 
what, if any, is the relation among humans? Certainly not a state of war. He 
rejects the Hobbesian notion of the natural state as a "war of each against 
all." In part one of his Discourse on the Origin oj Inequality,S Rousseau 
develops his own view in opposition to Hobbes. 

In the primitive, natural state men are isolated from, and indifferent to, one 
another. The incentive to war, arising from unmet needs, is lacking. If he has 
what he needs, why should man attack others? Men have no moral or senti
mental bonds, no sense of duty or feeling of sympathy; each man lives for 
himself and strives for self-preservation. Rousseau agrees with Hobbes that 
natural man is egoistic, solitary, and perhaps even brutish; but he disagrees 
that this results in war. Hobbes had not succeeded in divesting natural man of 
all the elements he acquired in society. War is a social institution and men 
learn to make war, Rousseau argued, only in society. Robbery, domination, 
and violence, are unknown to natural man; not violent subjection of others, 
but indifference to them, is the rule. Man is withdrawn and tends to live 
separately. He is, however, capable of sympathy, which is not rooted in his 
instincts but rather a product of his imagination. Even without knowledge 
and without language, man has the ability to place himself in the position of 
another and to sense his feelings; he can empathize with others and to a 
certain degree feel their sorrows. Not being a wolf to his fellows, however, 
does not mean that he is inclined to join with them to form a society. He has 
neither the means nor the need- to do so. In the state of nature, then, men are 
in many respects like other animals: They are neither good nor evil, neither 
quarrelsome nor domineering. In this state, there is no education, no progress, 
and no speech; generations follow one another, but sons are no different from 
their fathers. In short, men do not live in society and have no culture. 

a Ibid., p. 222 D. 
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At this state a perfect balance exists between man and his physical environ
ment. But changes occur and the balance is upset. This is not bad in Rous
seau's view, for it reveals certain previously hidden potentialities in man. It is 
not society in general which stands opposed to man's nature but a certain 
kind of society which divides man against himself. 

The Origin of Society 

The harmonious balance would have prevailed if something in the physical 
environment had not upset it. Man would never have voluntarily surrendered 
a perpetual springtime on earth, a paradise of plenty and sunshine. Probably, 
two developments eventually forced men to come together in society: "In 
proportion as the human race grew more numerous, men's cares increased . 
. . . " And "Barren years, long and sharp winters, scorching summers which 
parched the fruits of the earth, must have demanded a new industry.'" 

Now men had to unite and coordinate their efforts and they could do so 
because they had the potential for society. They were intelligent and resource
ful enough to respond to the challenge; they discovered that they could not 
only adapt to the changed natural conditions but could also, to an increasing 
degree, bend these conditions to their own collective will. First families 
formed and then they banded together to form societies; as they learned to 
act together they learned to speak, and with speech they acquired the ability 
to accumulate knowledge and pass it on to their children. Man had invented 
culture. At this stage there was as yet no social inequality. Such inequalities 
as did exist were within families and not among them; children were depen
dent for survival upon parents. This was not a harmful dependence because it 
was natural and temporary. This was the happiest period for man, for though 
now capable of vanity and envy, he was also capable of love, loyalty, and the 
desire to please. For these reasons Rousseau prefers this period to the natural 
state in which lonely and natural man never experienced such feelings; he 
prefers it also because men have not yet become masters and slaves. 

The cultivation of plants, the domestication of animals, and the division of 
labor generally, opened the way to all kinds of social inequalities which now 
appeared for the first time. Some men begin to prosper more than others, 
accumulate wealth, and pass it on to their children. Once inequalities come 
into being, they create greater opportunities for the rich than the poor; the 
rich increasingly dominate the poor who become correspondingly resentful 
and envious. Strata and classes emerge; society is now for the first time 
divided against itself. Some of the poor acquiesce in their condition of servi
tude while others prefer to live by plundering the rich. Insecurity and 
violence--from which everyone stands to lose, but the rich more than the 

'Ibid., p. 236. 
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poor-are now felt and feared. Under these circumstances, the rich think of a 
device from which all can benefit, but the rich more than the poor. Laws are 
instituted and political society comes into being. 

Like Locke, then, Rousseau believed that government originated to protect 
property-ultimately to protect the rich. Rights, obligations, and rules of 
property, are therefore products of society, as for the first time man learns to 
act against another, to attack him. War, therefore, is not a conflict of indi
vidual men in a state of nature; it is a social phenomenon. Hobbes is wrong, 
Rousseau argues, to assume that men made society and submitted to a strong 
central power to escape the war in nature. On the contrary, man makes war as 
a member of an organized community-his own community against another. 
He becomes a warrior only after he has become a citizen. 

However, aggression and war also emerge within society and this-what 
later thinkers called class and civil conflict-is the result of social inequalities. 
Social relations among men, in which some are rich and some poor, in which 
some dominate and some serve, also give rise to hostility and conflicts among 
them. It is for the purpose of controlling this war that the civil state is 
established. This is quite the reverse of Hobbes' view, in which war in the 
natural state led men to establish a civil state for their mutual security and 
protection. For Rousseau, in contrast, tranquillity and peace reigned in the 
natural state, where plenty, not scarcity, was the rule and thus allowed for a 
perfect equilibrium between man and his environment. It was only after this 
equilibrium was disturbed and finally upset that men created society. The 
social condition led to inequality, inequality to war, and war to the civil 
state. 

For Rousseau, man is perfectible, and this distinguishes him from other 
animals. Perfectibility is possible only through society, but man has this 
potential already in a state of nature. With society, inequalities come about 
and the civil state arises. This state is incompatible with natural man because 
far from allowing for self-fulfillment it repressed and deformed him. Man was 
prevented from becoming what he "could be" under different social conditions. 

Rous~eau conceives of society at this stage as a new kind of entity. It is a 
single, definite body distinct from the individuals who compose it; but since 
only the individual is real and natural, the society is not; it is a product of 
interaction and interdependence. Since individuals compose it, are its matter 
and substance so to speak, society can never attain the unity of a natural 
organism. "It is impossible," says Rousseau, "to prevent each one from 
having an individual and separate existence and attending to his own needs."" 
Whatever unity society has is a function of mutual need, coercion, and-least 
often-reason. In the society of unequals which has now arisen, this "mutual 
need" is highly asymmetrical, even spurious. Rousseau writes: "You need me, 

:; Quoted in Durkheim, MOlllesquieu a1ld ROllsseau (Ann Arbor: The Uni
versity of Michigan Press, 1960) , p. 84. 
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for I am rich and you are poor. Let us therefore make a contract with one 
another. I will do you the honor to permit you to serve me under the condition 
that you give me what little you still have left for the trouble I shall take in 
commanding yoU."6 

Since such a relationship involves elements of coercion, Rousseau replies to 
Hobbes that this "contract" is absurd and unreasonable. Instead of inwardly 
uniting their individual wills, members are compelled to unite in a society 
which is inherently unstable and devoid of an ethical foundation. 

For authority to have moral value the individual will must freely submit to 
the general will. Social unity must be founded on liberty; and liberty includes 
the active submission of the individual to the general will-not to another 
individual or group. But this is far from being the case, Rousseau argues, in 
society as it is today. Men are not united by reason in liberty; they are 
divided by artificial inequalities and held together by force. Such a society is 
contrary to man's nature and hence unreasonable. The prevailing social 
inequalities have no direct relationship to natural differences-differences of 
age, health, physical strength, and mental abilities. In society some men enjoy 
privileges to the detriment of others, some are richer, more respected, and 
more powerful than others; these differences are not natural. Social institu
tions and conventions invest certain individuals and groups with a "superi
ority"; these same individuals and groups, in a state of nature, would not be 
superior and might even have been inferior. In Rousseau's words, "it is 
plainly contrary to the law of nature, however defined, that children should 
command old men, fools, wise men, and that the privileged few should gorge 
themselves with superfluities, while the starving multitude are in want of the 
bare necessities of life."7 The unnatural inequalities, perpetuated by the 
social institution known as inheritance, soon acquire stability and legitimacy. 
So man, who began independent and free, now becomes the tool and victim of 
another. "Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains."8 

But if society as it is now constituted violates man's nature, wiII this be 
true of every society regardless of its form? Is this inherent in all social 
organization, in civilization in general? Is there some irremediable antagonism 
between man's nature and life in society, or can they be reconciled? For 
Rousseau, the suffering caused by civilization seemed far to outweigh its 
"grandeur." Since, however, man is reasonable, perhaps the present evils 
could be eliminated thus leading to a new level of perfection superior even to 
his original state. The prevailing condition was neither inevitable nor neces
sary. Rousseau proposed, therefore, to emancipate the individual not by 
releasing him from society altogether, which he recognized as quite impos-

6 From Rousseau's article, "Economie Politique," Encyclopedie (Paris, 1755, 
vol. v, p. 347). Quoted in Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951) , p. 260. 

7 Rousseau, op. cit., p. 272. 
8 Ibid., p. 3. 
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sible, but by releasing him from a particular form of society. The problem 
was to find a form of society in which every member would be protected by 
the united power of the entire political organization and in which each indi
vidual, though uniting with others, remains free and equal, obeying nobody 
but himself. In short, "each man, in giving himself to all, gives himself to 
nobody; and as there is no associate over which he does not acquire the same 
right as he yields others over himself, he gains an equivalent for everything he 
loses, and an increase of force for the preservation of what he has."9 This is 
the ideal solution Rousseau proposes in his Social Contract. 

The Social Contract 

The new society, or social contract, enables the individual to be absorbed 
into the common, general will without losing his own will, because in giving 
himself to this common will he gives himself to an impersonal force-almost 
indeed a natural force. When a man submits to it, no immoral dependency 
results. He loses little or nothing and gains in return the assurance that he will 
be protected by the full force of society against the encroachment of indi
viduals and groups. He is now a member of a society of equals and has 
regained an equality not unlike the one he enjoyed in nature-but in a new 
form and on a higher level. Freedom and equality are now not only preserved 
but are more perfect than in the state of nature. There is a vast moral differ
ence, Rousseau believed, between subjection to an individual and subjection 
to the whole community. The general interest is expressed in the fact that all 
desire the happiness of each. Yet, when Rousseau set about examining the 
prerequisites of such a society he made many compromises. 

In the new society, Rousseau had argued, sovereignty is inalienable and 
indivisible. In practice, however, he recognized that it was impossible outside 
a very small community to have democracy without representatives and 
without the delegation of powers. He understood that the force of government, 
though it called itself a public force and though it professed to represent the 
general will, could usurp power and act against the common good. Govern
ment is a constant threat to man's freedom and yet it is indispensable; 
government is the corrupting element in society and threatens continually to 
undermine the sovereignty of the people. Thus Rousseau's judgments about 
realizing his good society were not altogether confident and optimistic. If 
democracy is open to constant threat from the very government it requires, 
then "aristocracy" may be the best form of government. This seemed to be 
the best compromise between democracy and monarchy. Aristocracy was to be 
a government composed of a minority chosen on the basis of age and experi
ence. But even then, those who govern will have to be guided by divine 
wisdom and patience. 

9 Ibid., p. 14. 
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Even the wisest, most patient, and best of legislators, however, are doomed 
to failure in the absence of certain preconditions. If legislation is to facilitate 
the desired profound transformation, then the people for whom it is intended 
must be neither too young nor too old. In the latter case they are set in their 
ways and immune to change; and if they are too young, they are not ready 
for the efforts and discipline required. Then, too, the nation must not be so 
large that it will lack homogeneity; for where this is lacking, a general will is 
impossible. Neither must it be so small that it cannot maintain itself. The 
critical moment m'list be seized before it passes. "The whole Social Contract 
favors the establishment of a small society on the model of the ancient city
state or the Geneva Republic."lO Finally, peace and plenty must prevail. 
Although the role of the legislator is a very important one, his success depends 
on certain conditions which are at best problematical. Rousseau appears to 
have believed that the new society will have to wait for some charismatic 
figure who would emerge in an unpredictable way, quite by accident. If and 
when this occurred, and if the other objectively necessary conditions were 
present, success might be possible. On balance, however, he was somewhat 
pessimistic. 

Late in life, when he was asked for some practical advice by the govern
ment of Poland and thus had to address himself quite concretely to the ques
tion of transforming a society, Rousseau advocated slow change and suggested 
the institution of several formal democratic mechanisms. Emancipate the serfs, 
he counsels, only when they prove their fitness for liberty, because men who 
have been servile cannot become citizens overnight. Do not get rid of the "old" 
hastily, but change it slowly. The national assembly is to be elected by 
provincial assemblies; the executive is to be appointed by the legislative; and 
the king is to have great honor but little power. Finally, those elected are to 
be closely bound by instructions. In sum, Rousseau sees social change as a 
deliberate and slow processY 

Later, when the French revolutionaries were to turn their attention to 
Rousseau, they ignored this part of his teachings; and it was only after the 
Revolution that his emphasis on "organic" change was discovered and elabo
rated by the Romantic-Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment and the 
Revolution. 

In conclusion, there are several reasons why Rousseau may be regarded as 
a forerunner of sociology. As a result of his attention to "natural man" and 
the methodological device he employed to deduce him, he had an accurate 
conception of culture--or what man acquires in, through, and from society. 
Also, he was among the first to address himself in a relatively systematic 
manner to the origins, forms, and consequences of inequality in society. He 
saw clearly that the existence of classes and class conflict affected all aspects 

10 Durkheim. op. cit., p. 120 
11 See John Plamenatz. Man and Society (London: Longmans. Green and Co. 

Ltd .• 1963) • pp. 387-88. 
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of men's lives. Inequality had definite inhuman consequences and led to strife 
and war within and among societies. Finally, he saw the possibilities of 
change. There should be a way, he believed, to change or remake the society 
which man's own action has produced but in which he is not his own master. 
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The philosophy of the Enlightenment, as we have seen, was 
rooted in the thought of the seventeenth century. The two main 
philosophical currents of that century-rationalism and em
piricism-were synthesized rather successfully by the Philos
ophes, who expressed great confidence in reason and observation 
as means of solving men's problems. The universe was governed 
by immutable laws, and man and society could be made better 
by ordering the social and political environment according to 
these discoverable laws. These ideas became the foundation of 
the intellectual movements of the nineteenth century as well but 
they were modified considerably by romantic and conservative 
thinkers. They turned away from what they considered to be the 
naive optimism and rationalism of the eighteenth century; they 
did so not only by recognizing the irrational factors in human 
conduct but by assigning them positive value. Tradition, imagina
tion, feeling, and religion were now regarded as natural and 
positive. Generally deploring the disorganizing consequences for 
Europe of the French Revolution, the Romantic and conservative 
thinkers attributed these consequences to the folly of the revolu
tionaries, who had uncritically accepted Enlightenment assump
tions and had attempted to reorder society according to rational 
principles alone. In reaction to the eighteenth-century exalta
tion of reason, then, the nineteenth century extolled instead emo-

35 
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tion and imagination, leading to a great revival of religion, poetry, and 
art. In addition, the group, the community, and the nation now became 
important concepts. Historic memories and loyalties were viewed as bind
ing the individual to his nation, a category now elevated to a position of 
supreme importance. Gone was the cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment. 
Increasingly, the nineteenth century turned to the investigation of the origins 
of existing institutions rather than to their transformation according to 
rational principles. An historical attitude emerged in which more than ever 
before institutions were regarded as the product of slow organic development 
and not of deliberate rational, calculated action. 1 

Although the Romantic movement was in evidence throughout Europe, its 
form varied from one country to another. In England, and especially in 
Germany, this movement reflected a strong national reaction to the radicalism 
of the Enlightenment as expressed in the Revolution and against Napoleonic 
expansionism. In general, the Enlightenment conception of a rational, mecha
nistic universe was now rejected. In every field-literature, art, music, 
philosophy, and religion-an effort was made to free the emotions and the 
imagination from the austere rules and conventions imposed during the 
eighteenth century. In religion, the importance of inner experience was re
stored; and in philosophy, the individual mind was assigned a creative role in 
shaping the world. It is the philosophical movement, in particular, which is 
most directly pertinent to our discussion of social theory. 

This movement, which began with the work of Rousseau and Hume and 
was further developed in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, expressed a shift 
in emphasis from the mechanistic universe of Newton to the creative character 
of the personality, and had as its intention the liberation of the mind from 
purely rationalistic and empirical thinking. Rousseau, as we have seen, though 
an Enlightenment thinker, departed somewhat from the "typical" standpoint; 
he was less inclined than his contemporaries to counsel the reconstruction of 
society according to abstract rational principles alone. Inner moral will, 
conscience, and convictions are also important if man is to free himself. 

The most dramatic break with the Enlightenment, however, was expressed 
in the work of David Hume.2 His critical examination of its leading assump
tions served to undermine the prevailing faith in the universe as a network of 
cause-effect relationships. These are far from being immanent in the universe; 

1 The pre~ellt general discussion has been distilled from a variety of sources 
the most important of which are: C. J. H. Hayes, Historical Evolution of Modem 
Nationalism (Smith, 1931); J. H. Randall, The MaIling of the Modern Mind 
(Houghton Mifllin, 1926) ,Chapter 16; G. H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory 
(Holt, 1937) , Chapters 28-30; R. Aris, History of Political Thought in German)' 
from 1789-1815 (Macmillan, 1936); F. B. Artz, Reaction and Revoilition, 18H-
1832 (Harper, 1934); and H. H. Clement, Romanticism in France (Modern 
Language Association, 1939) . 

2 See Gladys Bryson, Man and Society: The Scottish Inquiry of the Eighteenth 
Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945) . 
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instead, he argued, "causality" is simply an idea, a customary way of 
thinking. Since phenomenon B follows A, one assumes that B is the effect of 
A. Hume thus assigned a creative role to the mind by insisting that the 
mechanistic conception is merely a way of thinking whose relationship to the 
real world is an open question. In this way. Hume along with other thinkers, 
notably Leibniz-who accepted the Newtonian conception but saw in it 
personal, idealistic, and teleological elements-laid the groundwork for 
Kant's epoch-making philosophy. 

With Kant, explicit, consistent, and careful attention was for the first time 
given to an epistemological question which has continued to occupy philos
ophers since that time: the role of the mind in the determination of 
knowledge.3 Kant insisted that one cannot know the world as it actually is in 
itself. There are certain patterns like space, time, and causality, which are 
inherent in the mind; and science describes the universe in terms of these a 
priori categories. If, therefore, Newton had viewed the universe as a mecha
nism, it was not because it actually was a machine but because the logical 
categories of his mind had conduced to such a view. In contrast to Locke, who 
attributed to the mind an essentially passive function, Kant assigned it a 
creative and dynamic role: it actively shaped and organized the data of the 
senses into a particular conception of the phenomenon in question. In this way 
Kant tried to free the mind from its dependence on solely external sources for 
knowledge and to give a renewed validity to truth derived from the spiritual 
realm-religion, morality, and art.4 The Philosophes had regarded "knowl
edge" derived from these realms as inferior to that provided by science; only 
science could provide a true conception of nature and society, that is, a 
conception of the world as it actually is. For Kant, the knowledge derived 
from both realms, the spiritual as well as the scientific, had the same validity. 
If the concepts "causality" and "necessity" are also the product of the 
creative activity of the mind, why should scientific knowledge have greater 
validity than nonscientific knowledge? By demonstrating the limitations of 
scientific knowledge, Kant intended to restore the validity of faith and intui
tion. And, indeed, in sharp contrast to the Enligh..tenment, the Romantic 
thinkers regarded faith and intuition as essential for an understanding of 
nature and society. 

If it was Kant who challenged the general methodological assumptions of 
the Philosophes, it was Edmund Burke who criticized their sociological 
assumptions.5 He expressed the growing national and conservative reaction to 
both the principles of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. Burke's 

3 See Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, (Princeton: Prince· 
ton University Press, 1951) , pp. 93-133. 

4 William J. Bossenbrook, The GermaD M;ud (Detroit: Wayne State Univer
sity PreSs, IY61) , p. 227 U. 

5 George H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory (New York: Holt, Rhine
hart and Winston, 1961) , p. 597 U. 
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views, as well as those of Hegel, provide an important background for an 
understanding of the intellectual and historical context in which the founders 
of sociology, Saint-Simon and Comte, developed their own ideas. Burke's 
critical reflections contributed greatly, not only in England but also on the 
Continent, to the formation of a conservative political and social philosophy. 
While he criticized and condemned the French revolutionary leaders, he had a 
different view of the American Revolution. The American colonists were 
attempting to preserve the organic character of society by struggling to retain 
their ancient rights and privileges; and, in effect, it was George III who was 
undermining this organic character by attempting to deprive them of these 
privileges. Society is an "organism," but its separate organs are not neces
sarily perfectly coordinated as they are in a natural organism. In the social 
organism some parts may change more rapidly than others. And when this 
occurs reforms are necessary to bring the parts into harmony again. Reforms, 
not revolution. That he favored reforms is clear from his stand with respect to 
British rule in India and Ireland. Reforms were necessary to bring the state 
into harmony with the other social conditions. But there should be no sudden 
breaks with the past as had been the case in France. 

In advancing his organic conception of society, Burke was explicitly 
repudiating the abstract rational conception of the Philosophes, namely, that 
there were general natural laws and natural rights which could be discovered 
by the mind; and that the laws men make should conform with the ideal 
principles as nearly as possible. In their application of this doctrine, Burke 
argued, the revolutionaries had treated society as a machine, thinking they 
could simply pluck out the obsolete parts and replace them with new ones. 
They therefore discarded old and established institutions, which had de
veloped through time and which were integral parts of the social order and 
tried to replace those institutions on the basis of some abstract formula. The 
individual was proclaimed more important than the nation or state, the 
element more important than the whole; and the state, far from being con-

t ceived as organically related to the rest of the social order, was treated as a 

~mere contractual relationship. The implications were clear: if the state is a 
mere contract, then it can, and indeed should, be dissolved as soon as the 
ontracting parties decide that it no longer satisfies their interests. 

In his Reflections on the Revolution in France, Burke presents a point-for
point rebuttal of the rationalistic position.6 The individual has no abstract 
rights. On the contrary, he lias only those rights and privileges which prevail 
in a given community and which he acquires by virtue of having been born 
there. Rights and privileges develop slowly and organically; they are histori
cal in character not abstract. A community does not exist merely in the 
present; it is an endless chain of generations, each one inheriting from its 
predecessors and each individual being but one link. The generation of the 

6 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (New York: 
Dutton) , 1960. 
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Revolution therefore had no right to destroy customs and institutions which 
belonged not solely to them but to past generations and even future genera
tions. Twenty-six million Frenchmen had no right to regard themselves as 
having sovereign authority over what belonged equally to the past and the 
future. Each generation should merely add to what the dead have achieved 
and left behind, and pass on the total to its heirs. 

As for the state, it is no mere contract made by individuals for the attain
ment of limited ends and therefore to be dissolved when the ends are attained 
or the agreement breached. Quite the contrary, the state is a higher organic 
unity, an integral part of the national community. The state, Burke wrote, "is 
a partnership in all science; a partnership in all art; a partnership in every 
virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends of such a partnership cannot be 
obtained in many generations, it becomes a partnership not only between 
those who are living, but between those who are dead and those who are to be 
born."7 The state and the nation are organisms and hence the product of a 
long process of growth; they are not deliberate calculated inventions out of 
whole cloth. Moreover, it is not calculated interest nor rational convictions 
which hold nations and societies together, but certain nonrational factors. Not 
only material interests but spiritual ties and sentiments bind the members of a 
community together. These ties may be "light as air" but they are "as strong 
as links of iron."s Burke had thus formulated his conservative reflections on 
the Revolution. As an Englishman, and a privileged one at that, he cherished 
the liberties he had inherited from his forefathers. It is therefore no wonder 
that he desired to conserve them and that when he looked at France from his 
perspective he could see only the "reign of terror" of his time, not the 
thousand-year reign of terror that preceded it and led to the upheaval he so 
abhorred. 

The ideology he developed, however, also embodied within it a relatively 
new conception of society, which now alerted social thinkers to a variety of 
factors the Enlightenment had relatively ignored. Burke had advanced a 
historical dev 10 mental organic view of society and together WIth his 
emphasis on the nonrational e emen s In urn , 
important perspective from whIch to VIew the structure of a soclet 
process y w ICll it Ulan ea. lca an conservative conception of 
thestate and nation was given a more explicitly philosophical foundation by 
the German philosopher, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. 

Hegel's Historical Synthesis 

For Hegel, the Romantic-Conservative conception of "historical develop
ment" and the Enlightenment emphasis on reason were each in their own way 
very important ideas. He therefore attempted to bring them together in one 

7 Ibid., p. II7. 
S Ibid., p. 219. 
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philosophical synthesis. Reason, he argued, is not merely a faculty existing in 
the individual by which he might measure customs and institutions ;~as~s 
inherent in the process of development itself. This is the meaning of his 
cereora:ted notion that "what is rational is real" and "what is real is rational." 
Reason is not, as the Philosophes had regarded it, a mere abstraction from the 
real; it is an immanent force which determines the structure and development 
of the universe. In this way Hegel transforms reason into a great cosmic force 
which he variously calls the Idea, the Spirit, the Absolute, or, finally, God. 
This is not an unchanging essence, but is continually developing and becom
ing. Moreover, it is an impersonal, logical, and cosmic process which unites 
the social as well as the natural realm; all customs, habits, institutions, and 
conceptions are united into one dynamic and organic whole. 

The historical process is the manifestation of the progressive unfolding of 
Reason in the various social and cultural institutions; and this development 
follows a form not unsimilar to the way human thought develops. The cosmic 
reason objectifies itself in institutions by the process of fusion of contradic
tions; this fusion produces new contradictions, which in turn are brought 
together in a new synthesis, and so on to infinity. In other words, each thesis 
engenders its own antithesis; both are then resolved in a synthesis, which in 
turn becomes a new thesis. If the cosmic reason is to be distinguished in any 
way from individual reason it is by the greater or more complete unfolding of 
the former's inherent potentialities. The individual mind can comprehend only 
aspects of reality; the acorn, however, becomes what it can become; it unfolds 
into an oak tree. 

In the human realm, the nation stands higher than all other institutions, for 
it is the vehicle through which the cosmic reason realizes its destiny. This 
becomes clear from Hegel's philosophy of history in which he divides history 
into a series of succeeding epochs each of which expresses a particular phase 
in the development of the World Spirit. When a nation is still in its ascending 
phase, it embodies not the whole of cosmic reason, but only a particular 
phase of its ultimate fulfillment. A nation is an individualized expression of 
the World Spirit and is therefore the medium through which the spirit 
achieves self-consciousness. In his Philosophy of History, one learns, much'to 
one's astonishment, that Hegel concludes the process with the Spirit ulti
mately having reified itself in the Prussian state, the highest expression of the 
Cosmic Reason on earth. A surprising conclusion indeed! One can see, then, 
two distinct and opposing tendencies in Hegel's thought. On the one hand, it 
led explicitly to the ideological defense of the Prussian state and of German 

, society at the time; many concluded that what is, is rational and therefore 

~ecessary and unavoidable. So in these terms Hegel's philosophy became 
definitely conservative in its influence. But on the other hand, there was the 
emphasis on constant change, a dynamic and dialectical development which 
would continue ceaselessly and inexorably. 
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To perceive more clearly the two tendencies in Hegel's thought it will be 
instructiv!! to examine more closely his conception of dialectical develop
ment.9 On the one side, one can see the emphasis on slow, organic growth 
determined by immanent rational laws. Between phases, however, as in the 
transition from the acorn to the oak tree, there is a kind of "dialectical leap" 
from one quality (acorn) to another (oak tree). T,!is takes place when the 
quantitative accumulation of slow ~rg~!!~<; chl!!!g.eJel!cJ1_e~ a ~odal_ point at 
which the addition, of a quantum prod~c~s a qualitativ( cJ1~nge. This proce~s 
~ay also be described as the "negation of the negation." The acorn in this 
example was itself a negation of the previous form (the seed), in which the 
acorn was inherent. With the continuation of the quantitative changes it, too, 
is negated by the new and potential form within it-the oak tree. Contained 
already within the seed is the chain of opposing forces which, if the seed is to 
develop, must continue to negate one another until its full potential is actual
ized. Each thing or form contains its own negation, and each is a unity of 
opposites. When a particular thing is "negated," it is superseded by a new 
force which continues to '1 it, too, engenders its own negation. 
T.his is precisely what "d-tvelopment' means-changing according !2- the 
immanent pattern of a given. thing. ~egation, then, is not synonymous with 
outright destruction. The seed, or acorn, or even the tree, is not negated when 
it is destroyed-e.g., by crushing the seed. Negation occurs only when the 
i~itial form is transce~_~_«:.~_i?Y~w ~~l}!!~-inli~~nt m the first, and when the 
new qualities in their subsequent development actualize the full potentia! of." 
the initial form . 

. Thmgs stnveto attain actually what they always were potentially, Hegel is 
saying, in his own formulation of an essentially Aristotelian notion. In natural 
organisms, this takes place in a "direct, unopposed, unhindered manner." 
Why? Because between "the Idea and its realization-the essential constitu
tion of the original germ and the conformity to it of the existence derived 
from it-no disturbing influence can intrude."lo In nature, typically, essence 
is actualized in existence as an undisturbed process, harmoniously,--The 
o osite, however, is true in relation to S irit or the human socio-cultgral 
r~:' ... t e realization of its Ideal is mediated by consciousne~_~nd 
will. . . . Thus SpInt IS at war with itself; it has to overcome itself as its 
most formidable obstacle. That aevelopmenCwIllcflm the spllereoT"Natmeis 
a- peaceful growth, ~that of Spirit, a severe, a mighty conflict with itself. 
What Spirit really strives for is the realization of its Ideal being; but in doing 
so, it hides that goal from its own vision, and is proud and well satisfied in 
this alienation from it." The development of the socio-cultural sphere, 

o See Hegel, Science of Logic, translated by W. H. Johnston and L. G. 
Struthers (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1951) , Vol. I, p. 147 fj. 

10 G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History (,",ew York: Dover Publications, 
Inc., 1956) , p. 55. 
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therefore," ... does not present the harmless tranquillity of mere growth, 
as does that of organic life, but a stern reluctant working against itself."l1 

In rather obscure metaphysical terms Hegel is saying that the dialectical 
development in the social realm is a process characterized by conflict; if 
development means that each succeeding phase is a step forward or "higher" 
than the preceding phase, then this progressive development is a conflictive 
one. It is easy to see some of the radical implications of this philosophy, 
particularly those which Marx later found so appealing. For in the cQltural - . realm Hegel had emphasized that development toward freedom, far from 
being a natural and mindless rocess was contmgent~2on consci!rnsness and 
will." mveisal history . . . shows the development of the consciousness of 
Freedom on the part of the Spirit, and the consequent realization of that 
Freedom. This development implies a gradation-a series of increasingly 
adequate expressions or manifestations of Freedom, which result from its 
Idea."12 

Yet, this philosophy, as we have seen, had its conspicuously conservative 
side. Much like Burke, ~el argued that it is not the individual, not even the 
family, but the State thatisJ:.he embodiment of Law~-The State is the highest 
order to which all others must~idinate themselves. Real World History, 
for Hegel, begins with the State; and its Right and Law supersede all prehis
torical forms-family, community, etc.-with their right and law. But in the 
final analysis, it is not just any state or nation, but the German state which 
embodies the true, the eternal wisdom of the Spirit-of God. Thus Hegel 
concludes: "We have now arrived at the third period of the German World, 
and thus enter upon the period of Spirit conscious that it is free, inasmuch as 
it wills the True, the Eternal-that which is in and for itself Universal."13 
Hegel believed that he was living in the final and most perfect state of world 
history. 

As will be seen later in a discussion of Marx's intellectual origins, he 
adopted some of the negative-critical or radical aspects of Hegel's thought but 
rejected the others. Marx's theory is of a completely different order and 
cannot be adequately comprehended as an extension of any of Hegel's themes. 
But before this can be taken up, other aspects of the Conservative Reaction to 
the Enlightenment and the Revolution must be explored. 

11 I bid., p. 55. 
12 Ibid., p. 63. 
13 Ibid., p. 412. 
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Bonald 

and Maistre 

The Conservative Reaction to the Enlightenment and particularly 
to the Revolution was felt throughout Europe. While outside 
France, especially among German thinkers, the movement took 
on a strong nationalistic character as a reaction against Napo
leonic imperialism; among French thinkers the movement 
assumed both a religious and reactionary character. The French 
conservatives who reflected on the Revolution and its aftermath 
regarded the period after 1789 as a terrible ordeal and generally 
abhorred its events and consequences. Two thinkers in particular, 
Bonald and Maistre, developed the Catholic counterrevolutionary 
philosophy, which not only provided an ideological defense of the 
post-Revolutionary order-the Restoration-but called for addi
tional regression to the order of the old regime. These men were 
traditionalists who idealized the lost medieval order and who 
yearned for its providentially arranged harmony. Contradicting 
the ideas of the Enlightenment, they posited the inferiority of 
individual reason as compared with revealed and traditional truth. 
They put forward a religious and philosophical doctrine in which 
man acquired knowledge not by means of his individual reason, 
but rather as a social being through tradition, that is, by growing 
up in a cultural community. However, unlike the secularists whose 
conceptions of this process only emerged later, Bonald and 
Maistre viewed tradition as beginning with an original revelation, 
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afterwards transmitted and supported by the Church and other fundamen
tal institutions. This was a reaction against the optimistic faith of the 
eighteenth century in the power of individual reason to fashion and re
fashion social systems. The traditionalists rejected this major premise of the 
Enlightenment thinkers; instead they revived all the dead elements of a 
transcendental philosophy of history-Divine Providence, original sin, final 
causes, and an infallible Church. Thus Bonald and Maistre rejected the 
immediate past by defending Providence against the naturalism of the 
Philosophes. Resisting the secularization of thought and society by insisting 
that Providence worked through historical and social laws, Bonald and 
Maistre furthered the tendency toward historicism begun by the Romantics. 
Ironically, however, they thus unknowingly provided the major concepts 
which utrin'raretyWere to become the elements of a secular social SI ien-ce:lhe 
piiTIOsophy of Bonald and Maistre merits consideration, then, in the light of 
the proposition that philosophical conservatism is the source, historically, of 
mci]OrSoCwfogical concepts and ideas. 

Louis de Bonald (1754-1850)1 

Bonald's first and best known work, Theorie du Pouvoir, was a polemic 
against Rousseau's Social Contract and Montesquieu's Spirit of the Laws. In 
his Theorie, Bonald treats all forms of "knowledge," such as art and 
literature, as products and expressions of the society which produces them. 
Literature, for example, is a manifestation of the moral aspect of society, of 
its constitution, which is the soul, the spirit, and the character of a society. 
Bonald thus denies the efficacy of individual action or creativity by treating 
literature and other arts as social products. Every art is a collective effort and 
therefore the individual is simply the tool rather than the creator of an art 
work. Not only are the positive achievements of an artist viewed as the 

... achievements of society, but his errors as well are viewed as the fault of an 
~lage not of the man. In this as in all his subsequent work, Bonald is intent 
I upon proving the errors of individualism and the validity of traditional ideas. 

His "sociology" is thus developed in the course of a sustained polemic against 
the Enlightenment: Liberty, equality, and other such ideas, are not general 
abstractions nor are they the results of natural law as the Philosophes 
understood it. Quite the contrary, rights exist only in definite and concrete 
social relationships. 

1 The following discussion is based on Bonald's Oeuvres, and particularly on 
his Demonstration Philosophique du Principe Constitutif de la Societe (Paris: 
Libraire D'Adrien Le Clere et C, 1840). This work, Volume 12 of his Oeuvres, 
which he wrote in 1829, is a general summary of his social philosophy. In 
addition, I have consulted the following secondary sources: Emile Faguet, 
Politiques et Moralistes du Dix·Neuvieme Siecle (Paris: Societe Francaise 
D'Imprimerie et de Librairie, 1890); and George Brandes, Main Currents in 
Nineteenth·Century Literature (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1906) . 
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The term "natural" as it was used by Rousseau and his contemporaries 
implied to Bonald simply the existence of natural man anterior to society. 
Men's rights, thus understood, were natural and did not result from social 
organization. This conception of natural man was a meaningless abstraction 
for Bonald. There is no natural man, he argues, only social man; there are no 
natural rights only social rights, and these are relative to a particular social 
order. The men of the Enlightenment had wrenched words out of their social 
context and had transformed them into weapons for criticism and revolution. 
Bonald also attacked Condillac's view of ideas and language, namely, that 
ideas were the result of sensory experience and that men invented language by 
transforming their gestures and natural signs into spoken words. Bonald 
rejected this theory because of its secular and revolutionary implications. If 
men could invent language and language in turn was necessary for social 
existence, then men could create and recreate society according to their 
desires. It reinforced the view that man was not always a social being but 
evolved into a social state from a natural one. Condillac's view was offensive, 
because it denied revelation and affirmed that man not God made society, that 
man could make, change, and destroy its forms. In opposition to this view, 
Bonald wanted to demonstrate logically the divine origin of society, the 
organic links between the present and the past, the unbroken chain of 
tradition, the divine basis of authority, the superiority of society over the 
individual, the general over the particular, and duties over rights. In short, his 
work was an attempt to undermine every major assumption of the Enlighten
ment. 

Ideas, for Bonald, were innate, but not, in the Cartesian sense, in the 
individual man. Knowledge of moral truth is innate in society, and is 
transmitted to the individual through speech. Thus "the word" is the 
principal instrument of Truth. Man did not invent language-it had a divine 
origin as the Old Testament had shown. Language did not arise out of social 
interaction; the opposite is true: knowledge and language preceded society. In 
the beginning there was the word. The word was given by revelation which 
imparted general truth, and society became the context for language and 
truth. The family, the Church, and the State derived their respective aspects 
of the truth from the general Truth. Man is born into society and becomes a 
part of it by acquiring language and the social truth. He learns aspects of this 
truth within the respective social institutions. In this way, Bonald sought to 
restore revelation, tradition, and authority as the bases of Truth. Man 
receives the word from God and tradition is preserved in the continuity of the 
family, the Church, and the state authority, the last of these being the main 
defender of tradition. The individual should therefore obey God's will by 
subordinating himself to the domestic, religious, and political traditions and 
institutions of society. 

Clearly, Bonald was developing a point-for-point rebuttal of the Enlighten
ment ideas whose consequences he decried and whose implications he still 
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feared. The assumption that language was a human product he found 
particularly abhorrent. If men invented language, then the meaning of words 
was arbitrary and conventional; these meanings could be changed. "The 
Church," contrary to the meaning it had in its original context, could be 
construed as the guardian of superstition; and "the State" could be conceived 
as a despotism and therefore criticized and undermined with all the fearful 
results of the French Revolution. On the other hand, if language were a divine 
gift, a tool of Providence, and the word acquired its meaning from the 
traditional social complex, then the individual by his own reason could not 
know meanings and could learn them only in particular social relationships. 
In this way, Bonald reasoned, God's order could be protected from individual 
reason and criticism. God imposed language, society, and authority, and 
individual men had no right to tamper with them. Apparently, Bonald did not 
see how quite opposite conclusions could be drawn from his theory, as in fact 
they later were. If meaning was dependent on definite social relationships, 
then by rejecting his first premise of divine revelation one could argue that 
knowledge is a function of social conditions. In these terms one could argue, 
as indeed a sociologist would, that both the ideas of the Enlightenment and of 
Bonald-indeed all ideas-were a function of the socio-historical conditions 
in which they were conceived and formulated. And this, of course, eventually 
became a major postulate of Marx's theory of ideology and later of the 
sociology of knowledge-both eminently secular theories. 

For Bonald, authority, like language, was divinely established and fit into 
the providential scheme. His fondness for the number "three," no doubt 
inspired by the Catholic conception of the Trinity, led him to posit three 
functions which expressed the divine: "A general will, a general love, (and) a 
general force achieve the aim which is the conservation of social beings."2 
Authority is a unity which must be both general and perpetual in order to 
avoid social divisiveness and strife. The father guarantees the perpetuity of 
domestic authority and the Church, as the expression of Christ, guarantees 
religious authority. If, however, unity and perpetuity in these realms are not 
guaranteed in the political realm, the society will be wracked by conflict and 
revolution. The continual authority of the State must therefore be assured, 
and this is best accomplished by a hereditary monarchy. 

The family, the Church, and the State must assure general social stability 
and cohesion. These institutions are based on fundamental laws, for the 
structure of society has been decreed by God, nature, and history as a unity. 
Society's structure is an ensemble of laws or necessary relationships that exist 
between the beings who compose them. These laws and relationships are based 
on the nature of man-a God-given nature. Social laws express the will of 
God, the ultimate author of the underlying social relationships. And the 

2 Louis de Bonald, Oeuvres, I (Paris: Librairie D'Adrien Le Clere et C, 1840), 
p.I46. 
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purpose of society is the conservation of being which is desired by the general 
will. This will, unlike Rousseau's, is not the sum of particular wills, but an 
expression of the divine, natural order, the will of God. 

Bonald also rejected, as did Burke, the Enlightenment idea of the Social 
Contract. There was no evidence of such a contract in any social relationship 
-between God and man, father and son, monarch and subject. Society was 
not, as implied in the contract notion, dependent on the will of man. There 
was no contract, but natural (divine) and necessary relationships. Society 
must have three elements. These are monarchy, nobility, and subjects, the 
best and most natural elements. A single hereditary monarch must reign 
supreme in a given society, best administered by a hereditary nobility serving 
both monarch and subjects and acting as a buffer between them. In order to 
do so, the nobility must remain an independent class-i.e., propertied and 
thus financially independent. The best form of society is one guided by a 
paternalistic monarchy and nobility; all other forms, including of course 
democracy and aristocracy, are inherently unstable because they lack a 
definite center of authority and are therefore destined to suffer from chronic 
conflict and disorder. Against the Enlightenment, Bonald thus argued that 
anything which undermined the patriarchal, monogamous family, the Catholic 
Church, and the monarchical state would result in anarchy. For this reason he 
inveighs against divorce, which had been legalized in 1792. 

It is clear, then, that Bonald's theory was an idealization of the status quo 
ante, the medieval order, which for him symbolized perfection. This was his 
model for the reconstruction of post-Revolutionary society; in fact he sup
ported the Restoration as an attempt to reestablish such a society. Subjects 
must obey authority which represents the general will of society and which in 
turn is a manifestation of the will of God. Anything which contradicts this 
order-popular sovereignty, representative government, separation of powers 
-he abhors. Naturally, most of all he detests the two historical events that 
contributed most to the downfall of the old order-the Reformation and the 
French Revolution. The first had destroyed the unity of the Church and the 
second, the feudal social system. 

If Bonald admired the feudal order, it followed that he would despise what 
the bourgeoisie stood for, i.e., commerce and industry. It was the very same 
principles of the Philosophes, he noted with irony, which held up natural man 
as a standard for measuring existing societies and for condemning their 
crippling and deforming tendencies, that led to the Industrial Revolution-a 
far cry from the original image and ideal. Bonald's work thus became-ift part 
a severe critique of bour eois societ a critique which anticipated in many 
respects a er socialist thinking, but from a different standpoint. 

Bonald longed for the "good old days" of the pre-bourgeois era, while the 
socialists looked forward to a future condition which would transcend and 
supersede bourgeois civilization. Bonald scoffed at those who now saw 
industry as providing for man's needs and pleasures, at those who wished 
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" .. to see us all in palaces, spinning cloth of gold and silk. . .. Every
thing is resolved for man in society to produce in order to consume and to 
consume in order to produce; and to their eyes all of society is divided into 
two classes, producers and consumers .... "3 He derided them for seeing 
industry as an independent force which guarantees peace and liberty, while, in 
fact, it was agricultural society that was in all respects superior to industrial 
society. The agricultural family can feed and nourish itself; it is not 
dependent on other men and other social events to assure its continued 
existence. The industrial family, on the other hand, produces children whom it 
cannot be sure of supporting, dependent as it is on the vicissitudes of the 
market. In the agricultural family, moreover, the natural and divine order is 
respected because the father is the authority. Which is not at all the case in 
the industrial system where the father, mother, and children are isolated, and 
family unity is disturbed. The industrial system thus undermines the most 
~l and sacred of social u'ilfis. It imposes harsh labor on children thereby 
preventmg their education and destroying their health in an artificial and foul 
environment. And while it cripples the young, it also discards the old and 
weak who cannot work.4 Agriculture, therefore, unifies society while industry 
tends to divide it into hostile classes and factions. Bonald's critique of 
bourgeois-industrial society, though made from a conservative standpoint, did 
anticipate some of the criticisms of later socialists. For example, Saint-Simon, 
as we shall see, acknowledged Bonald's influence and expressed admiration for 
his ideas. 

Ultimately, Bonald justified his conception of things by arguing that 
society must express the fundamental laws of God or suffer from crisis and 
anarchy. God's laws gave order to society and guaranteed the conservation of 
being. The individual learns these laws only through his social existence, i.e., 
within social institutions which are the depositories of tradition and which 
thus impart truth to man. Knowledge (culture) is transmitted by tradition, 
historical development, and revelation. The individual, an integral part of 
society, may in no instance place his individual will above the general will. 
Man must not arrogate to himself the right of judging, changing, or rebelling 
against general society, for then he is dethroning the general, providential 
reason and wisdom, historically arrived at, and putting in its place individual 
reason. 

In Bonald's scheme, then, the words "nature" and "natural laws" have a 
meaning quite different from that of the Philosophes. For Bonald, God was 
beyond nature, not in it nor of it. He was the great conserver of being who 
employed toward this end nature, history, and men. Vet, in one ambiguous 
formulation he comes close to compromising this view and thus opens the way 
for the secularization of his theory; and, indeed, later thinkers were to note 
that, divested of its metaphysical assumptions and aspects, Bonald's theory 

8 Ibid., II, p. 237. 
4 Ibid., II, p. 239. 
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could be transformed into a secular sociological one. "The general will of 
society," Bonald writes, "of the social body, of social man, the nature of 
social beings or of society, the social will, the will of God are synonymous 
expressions in this work."5 

One sees how easily this could lead to a proposition quite the reverse of 
Bonald's, viz., that_~God" is an expression of society_-::-1!S __ :Qli~~heim:}ater 
formulated it. Stripped, then, of its theological assumptions and aspects, 
Bonald's work becomes the source of major sociological concepts and ideas. 
Society is .an historicalIy evolved, organic unity of institutions. Common 
values and traditions constitute its major binding force. Language and 
culture, though not viewed as products of social interaction by Bonald, are 
nonetheless seen as embedded in the social context and inseparable from that 
context. And it is the "individual," not society, which is an abstraction.;.JQ.r 
outside society an indhddual is nonexi.st.enkaILimpQ.s.sibJlity. Furthermore, 
Bonald saw clearly the historical forces and trends which had led to the 
dissolution of the medieval unity; he saw and feared the growing seculariza
tion that had accompanied the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the 
Revolution and thus anticipated the various theorists who later centered 
attention on the historical shift in Europe from the Gemeinschaft of the 
Middle Ages to the increasingly gesellschaftliche character of the modern era. 
FinalIy, he saw clearly some of the repressive and alienating consequences of 
industrial civilization. 

Bonald had written his Theorie du Pouvoir as an emigre in Heidelberg. 
Although the police of the Directory had destroyed almost the entire edition 
of the book, a copy sent to Napoleon impressed him so favorably that he had 
the author's name removed from the list of the exiled. And little wonder that 
Bonaparte was so impressed. In Bonald's view, history expressed the tension 
between the divine will to order society according to a larger providential 
design and man's ability either to sabotage that design or to cooperate in 
bringing it about. Being a free agent but tainted with original sin, man does in 
fact, at least periodically, obstruct and even destroy that design. Whenever 
this happens there is little doubt that Providence wiII sooner or later prevail. 
The obstruction of the design and the consequent social chaos is always 
temporary, because it cannot long oppose the nature of being. In these terms, 
even that most violent of upheavals, the French Revolution was a "salutary 
crisis." The revolutionaries were instruments of providence, and the obstruc
tions they had erected before the providential design were eventually turned 
against the revolutionaries themselves. 

The Revolution, therefore, even for Bonald, was not purely negative and 
destructive. It was a kind of chastisement of man by Providence which, 
despite its temporary catastrophic results, was bound, like alI other crises, 
ultimately to have salutary effects; for it cleared the way for the reestablish-

5 Bonald, Theo1'ie du Pouvoir, Oeuvres, I, p. 133. 



50 POST REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT 

ment of order. Napoleon could not fail to be impressed, then, when 
Bonald taught that revolutions begin with the subjects but end with the ruler; 
that they break out because the authorities have become weak and have 
yielded, but subside when authority has been restored and strengthened. 
Every disturbance will ultimately serve only to strengthen authority. Bonald 
had prophesied that the revolution which had begun with the declaration of 
the rights of man would culminate in the declaration of the rights of God; and 
since these were the very rights Bonaparte was now proclaiming, Bonald's 
position was very secure indeed.6 

Before turning to a more detailed examination of Bonald's sociological 
concepts, it will be instructive, first, to consider briefly the ideas of another 
conservative thinker, Bonald's contemporary and "partner in arms," Joseph 
de Maistre. 

Joseph de Maistre (1754-1821) 

Joseph de Maistre was born in the same year as was Bonald; and although 
the two men had never met personally, they agreed on all the fundamentals of 
their respective theories and expressed great admiration for each other. 
Bonald tells of a letter he received from Maistre not long before he died: "Je 
n'ai rien pense que vous ne l'ayez ecrit; je n'ai rien ecrit que vous ne l'ayez 
pense."7 

Maistre's work, like that of Bonald, may be read as a sustained polemic 
against the philosophy of the Enlightenment. He also devoted his life to 
discrediting those principles which had led to the Revolution and to defending 
those of the counterrevolution. 

Maistre found particularly offensive the Enlightenment conception of the 
origin of society. He had read Rousseau's discourses less as an attempt to 
fashion a device by which natural man could be "separated out" by stripping 
him of his socio-cultural attributes, than as an assertion that there was in fact 
a pre-social state of man. Thus understood, Rousseau's conception offended 
Maistre because it implied that human society had a beginning without the 
intervention of the Divine and that there had existed somewhere in the remote 
past a pre- or nonsocial condition of man. This assumption Maistre rejected 
altogether. Man is unthinkable, an impossibility, before, or outside, society; 
and if such creatures did exist, whatever they were they were not men. He 
insists that the opposite possibility be entertained-that society had no 
beginning in a temporal or historical sense, and, therefore, that it may very 
well be an aspect of human nature by definition.8 

This approach is on firmer ground than the other, Maistre argues, since it 

6 See George Brandes. op. cit., p. 113. 
7 Bonald. op. cit., XII. pp. 198-199. 
8 Joseph de Maistre. Oeuvres Completes 1. (Lyon: Vitte et Perrussel. 1884-86) • 

p. 315. Translated selections may be found in Joseph de Maistre. Works, selected. 
translated and introduced by Jack Lively (New York: Macmillan. 1965). 
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coincides with our experience and our historical knowledge. He misreads 
Rousseau as having posited an antithesis between nature and society, between 
natural and social man, and ignores the fact that Rousseau posited such an 
antithesis only between "natural man" and certain definite forms of society
not society in general. Rousseau was not, as Maistre assumed he was, positing 
the superiority of the state of nature ("man is born free") to all society 
("and everywhere he is in chains"). But having understood it in this way, he 
resented the implication that society was inferior to the state of nature. 
Apparently, he conveniently ignored the proposition that Rousseau insisted 
upon, namely, that certain social states were unquestionably superior to the so
called natural state (which he admitted probably never existed), because they 
allowed for man's perfectibility, a goal he cherished and considered impossible 
outside of society. 

Maistre really understood that Rousseau was to a large degree exercising 
his imagination when talking about the "state of nature," and that he had 
advanced this concept for heuristic purposes. Even so, he found himself 
indignant at the way in which Rousseau had raised and resolved the issue in 
question: Is man essentially a natural being or a social being? Rousseau had 
suggested that man in the "natural state," though he had the potential for 
society and thus for perfection, lived out his life as a nonsocial being. And 
what bothered Maistre most about this image was both the amoral character 
of man's natural life as Rousseau had depicted it, and the fact that when he 
spoke of man acquiring "conventions" he treated them negatively and thus 
tended to stigmatize basic moral conceptions of Western and Christian 
civilization. 

When Rousseau had said that in the state of nature, man gets together with 
woman for physical love only, and that immediately with the mutual satisfac
tion of their needs they parted and became independent again; when he said 
that children remained with parents only so long as it was necessary for their 
survival and then cut off the natural relation, after which neither father nor_ 
children had any mutual obligations; when he argued, in short, that the ' 
family as a moral unit did not exist in the natural state, this offended Mai- ,..\ 
stre's religious sensibilities. For in this description Rousseau was not only 
being cavalier about historical and anthropological fact, he was questioning 
the sacred character of one of the most fundamental institutions of Western 
Christendom: the monogamous family. 

First, on the anthropological level, Maistre criticizes Rousseau for his 
inconsistencies. He observes that Rousseau himself had noted the brutality of 
savages and had tried to save himself from a contradiction by asserting that 
even the most primitive savage was far removed from the state of nature. 
Maistre attacks Rousseau for his ambiguity and, for all practical purposes, 
dismisses his views as nonsense. The brutality of the savage does pose a 
problem, Maistre admits: This is not a later stage than the tranquil first state, 
as Rousseau had suggested, but a degraded state, an objectification of original 
sin. The savage state follows the civilized state, and, wherever it is in 
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evidence, it represents the degeneration of a civilized people. Maistre _!~~ 
reversed Rousseau's picture in keeE!!tL'YjJlLGhIjgia~_!!!ytltQ!o~y,-~v~~~~_ 
not an original condition of mankind but a terminal state in which man has 
completely lost his original and natural erfection. 

alstre insists t at istory is the full account of man's stay and develop
ment on earth; and that if we address ourselves to history, we shall see the 
incontrovertible fact that man is and always has been a social being.9 And if 
anyone believes differently, the onus is upon him to prove it. But since in fact 
such proof is impossible, Maistre believes that history and anthropology have 
demonstrated beyond any doubt that man has always dwelt in society and 
that he is social by nature. Was there, however, an historical origin to 
society? Treating the Old Testament as an historical document, Maistre 
builds upon the story in Genesis. 

The family is prototypical of society. Sexual differentiation was constituted 
with the divine purpose of peopling the earth. It was a kind of secondary 
causal force by which Providence intended to carry out its purpose. The end, 
the total human society, or series of societies, was posited in the first sexual 
pair and their offspring. The first pair was physically mature. When blood 

\1 line no longer suffices to unite a group, when the genitor can no longer be the 

\ sole source of authority due to multiplication, death, etc., ~I!_ a "lawgiver" 
like Moses must arise to substitute a moral for a ph sical bond of unit . The 

I "nation" emerges. ere aistre views a aspects of culture--morals, religion, 
government, art-as fulfilling essential social functions: the conservation of 
being through society . 

. - A nation has a common consciousness, a common soul, a common lan
guage; it is a cultural unity. A society's continuity requires as much moral 
unity, even unanimity, as possible; and for Maistre, as for Bonald, the ideal 
form of this unity was approximated in the Middle Ages. Unlike Burke, 
however, who saw the necessity and desirability of reforms, Maistre regarded 
reforms as dangerous. Reforms will inevitably lead to unforeseen conse
quences, worse than the original, alleged wrongs that one wants to correct. 
Reforms are dangerous because man has incomplete knowledge. In order to 
reform, man would have to possess a thorough knowledge of the course and 
trend of the historical process, a complete survey of its elements. This is 
impossible. Therefore, it is in the best interest of man to leave the entire 
matter in the hands of Providence, the sole force capable of perfecting social 
forms. -

Both Maistre and Bonald, then, maintained that man by his very nature is 
a social, moral, and cultural being. Man had never had an existence before or 
outside society, and to the extent that Rousseau or his followers believed 
otherwise, their speculations were immoral as well as absurd. If Rousseau had 
wanted to use the concept of "natural man" as a criterion for evaluating 

9 Ibid., VII, p. 541. 
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specific social systems, and thus for providing man with some guidance in 
changing society to facilitate his perfection, Bonald and Maistre now insisted 
that man is and always has been social an.d that the historical development of 
s~ciety is guided by an omniscient Providence. M.3ii::nemg less than omni
scient, must not tamper With society nor attempt to reform it, because the 
cure will always be worse than the alleged disease. In developing their 
ideological standpoint, however, Bonald, Maistre, and other representatives of 
the Conservative Reaction advanced a number of ideas which have since been 
incorporated into sociology as important working concepts and assumptions. 

Conservative Philosophy and Sociology, A Summary 

We have seen how the principles of the Enlightenment, as they became 
manifest in the Revolution, engendered a conservative philosophical reaction. 
This reaction, in turn, engendered a new interest in social order and ~arious 
!elated problems and concepts. 

Conservatives, like Burke, Hegel, Bonald, and Maistre, are so called 
because they desired quite literally to conserve and maintain the prevailing 
order. Moreover, some of them, as we have seen, sought not so much to 
conserve the existing order as to regress to a status quo ante. The disorder, 
anarchy, and radical changes which these thinkers observed after the Revolu
tion led them in their philosophy to generate concepts which relate to aspects 
of order and stability: tradition, authority, status, cohesion, adjustment, 
function, norm, symbol, ritual. As compared with the ei this 
constituted a definite shift of in eres rom t e individual to the group, from 
criticism of t~~ ~~~_l!g..Q!"~ to Ifs defense, and from social change to social 
staE-i1i!y.10 

-From the conservative standpoint, the social changes following in the wake 
of the Revolution had undermined and destroyed fundamental social 
institutions and had resulted in the loss of political stability. The conserva
tives traced these results to certain preceding events and processes in Eu
ropean history that had led, they believed, to the progressive weakening of the 
medieval order and hence to the upheaval of the Revolution. Quite precisely, 
they singled out Protestantism, capitalism, and science as the major forces. 
These processes, "'furthermore, which were hailed as progressive by their 
liberal and radical contemporaries, were leading even now to an increasing 
atomization of peoples. Large "masses" now appeared, presumably unan
chored in any stable social groups; widespread insecurity, frustration, and] 
alienation became evident; and, finally, a monolithic secular power had 
emerged which was dependent for its existence on the mass of rootless 
individuals. 

10 In the present discussion I have drawn upon a number of points made by 
Robert A. Nisbet in his article entitled "Conservatism and Sociology," American 
Journal of Sociology (September, 1952) . 
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The conservatives had idealized the medieval order, and from this stand
point the modern era was very wanting indeed. As an antidote to the 
principles of the Philosophes, and as a critique of the post-Revolutionary 
"disorder," the conservatives advanced a number of propositions about 
society: 

1. It is an organic unity with internal laws of development and deep roots 
in the past, not simply a mechanical aggregate of individual elements. The 
conservatives were "social realists" in the sense that they firmly believed in 
society as a reality greater than the individuals who comprise it. This was in 
direct opposition to the social nominalism of the Enlightenment, the view that 
only individuals exist and that society is simply the name one gives to these 
individuals in their interrelationships. 

2. Society antedates the individual and is ethically superior to him. Man 
has no existence outside of a social group or context, and he becomes human 
only by participating in society. Far from individuals constituting society, it 
is society which creates the individual by means of moral education, to 
employ Durkheim's term. 

3. The individual is an abstraction and not the basic element of a society. 
Society is composed of relationships and institutions; and individuals are 
simply members of society who fulfill certain statuses and roles--father, son, 
priest, etc. 

4. The parts of a society are interdependent and interrelated. Customs, 
beliefs, and institutions are organically intertwined so that changing or 
remaking one part will undermine the complex relationships maintaining the 
stability of society as a whole. 

5. Man has constant and unalterable needs, which every society and each 
of its institutions serve to fulfill. Institutions are thus positive agencies by 
which basic human needs are met. If these agencies are disturbed or dis
rupted, suffering and disorder will result. 

6. The various customs and institutions of a society are positively func
tional; they either fulfill human needs directly or indirectly by serving other 
indispensable institutions. Even prejudice is viewed in these terms; it tends to 
unify certain groups and also increases their sense of security. 

7. The existence and maintenance of small groups is essential to society. 
The family, neighborhood, province, religious groups, occupational groups, 
these are the basic units of a society, the basic supports of men's lives. 

8. The conservatives also conceived of "social organization." The Revolu
tion, as they saw it, had led not to a higher form of organization, but to social 
and moral disintegration. They wanted to preserve the older religious forms, 
Catholicism not Protestantism, and sought to restore the religious unity of 

lr medieval Europe'. ~rotestantism, in teachin the' or ance of' .. al 
faith, had undermined the .. m f ociet . And as we have seen in 
th~ case OI~crnaI '; Isorganizi~ conse.<l~nces of ~ 
com~e reco lzed. 

---- --
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9. The conservatives insisted, in addition, on the essential importance and 
positive value of the nonrational aspects of human existence. Man needs 
ritual, ceremony, and worship. The Philosophes, in their merciless criticism of 
these activities as irrational vestiges of the past, had weakened the sacred 
supports of society. 

10. Status and hierarchy were also treated as essential to society. The 
conservatives feared that equality would destroy the "natural" and time
honored agencies by which values were passed on from one generation to 
another. Hierarchy was necessary in the family, the Church, and the State, 
without which social stability was impossible. 

These are some of the major sociological tenets of the conservative 
legacy-a legacy which greatly influenced such thinkers as Saint-Simon, 
Comte, and, later, Durkheim. These and other thinkers attempted to take 
conservative ideas and concepts out of their theological-reactionary context 
and to make them part and parcel of a scientific sociology. To see the 
beginnings of this attempt, the work of Saint-Simon and Comte, the founders 
of modern sociology, has to be considered. 



6 

Saint-Simon 
(1760-1825) 

The conservatism of Louis de Bonald and Joseph de Maistre, as 
we have seen, took the form of a reactionary response to the Revo
lution and to the principles of the Enlightenment. They called for 
a post-Revolutionary society similar to that of medieval times. In 
advancing their philosophy they centered attention on a number 
of problems and aspects of society which later became a major 
source of sociological concepts and ideas. In fact, both Saint
Simon and. Comte, the official founders· of sociology, were directly 
influenced by Bonald and accepted some of his basic assumptions 
even while reinterpreting them and placing them in a different 
theoretical context. 

From an ideological standpoint, Comte was conservative in a 
different sense from Bonald and Maistre. Comte wanted to con
serve not the status quo ante but the status quo, that is, middle
class society then in the process of emerging and consolidating 
itself. Comte's so-called positive philosophy was an explicit re
pudiation of the "negative" philosophy of the Enlightenment and 
Revolution. Comte wanted to preserve the "is." Each stage in the 
evolutionary development of society as he saw it was necessary 
and perfect. He had great respect for the existing factual order, 
which was not to be transcended or negated under any circum
stances. 

The philosophy of Saint-Simon, on the other hand, in which 
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virtually all of Comte's ideas originated and which he so ungraciously pla~ 
giarized, was at least in some limited respects a critique of the status quo. 
It is for this reason that Saint-Simon has sometimes been regarded as a founder 
of socialism. Yet, this opinion, as we shall see, is by no means unanimous. 
Some students of his work deny any socialistic tendency in his theories. 
Others, like Karl Marx, dubbed him a "utopian socialist"-meaning by that 
term that Saint-Simon lived and wrote before industrial development had 
reached the critical point at which the "contradictions" of capitalism had 
become dear-i.e., before class conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat 
had become a normal phenomenon. In Marx's view, then, Saint-Simon appar
ently could not, or did not, see the conflict of interests between these major 
classes of the industrial system and therefore not only treated them as one 
class with common interests, but left bourgeois property institutions intact in 
his blueprint for the future society. 

Still other students of Saint-Simon's thought have argued that there is no 
appreciable difference from an ideological point of view between the ideas of 
Saint-Simon and Comte and that both thinkers advanced a sociological theory 
which is little more than a "scientific" rationale for a totalitarian type of 
society.l 

In comparison with his students, particularly Thierry and Comte, and 
despite his aristocratic background, Saint-Simon's education was relatively 
unsystematic. For the most part he was self-educated except for the help of 
some private tutors, the best known being d'Alembert, the Encyclopedist.2 

Since, in addition, he had once visited Rousseau, it is clear that he had some 
firsthand contact with the Enlightenment thinkers. The versatility of his 
interests and activities is demonstrated by the fact that among other things he 
had fought with distinction in the American Revolution and had been among 
the first to advance a scheme for a canal to join the Atlantic with the Pacific. 
As for the French Revolution, he was ambivalent toward that momentous 
event and indicated this in his autobiography of 1808: "I did not wish to take 
part in it, because, on the one hand, I was convinced that the Ancien Regime 
could not be prolonged, and, on the other, I had an aversion to destruction."s 
Records from the revolutionary period reveal, however, that he had been 
much more enthusiastic a follower of the Revolution than he afterwards 

1 This view may be found in Albert Salomon, The T)'ranny of Progress (The 
Noonday Press, 1955) . 

2 These and other biographical details may be found in F. M. H. Markham's 
excellent introduction to the selected writings of Henri Comte de Saint·Simon 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1952). To the best of my knowledge, the most 
thorough study of Saint-Simon and his work is Frank E. Manuel's The New 
World of Henri Saint-Simon (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1956) . 
Another important source, of course, is Emile Durkheim's Socialism and Saint-
Simon (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1958) . . 

3 Claude Henri Saint-Simon, Oeuvres Completes de Saint-Simon et Enfantin, 
1865-76, XV, Paris, 1865-76, p. 66. 
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admitted. He had, for instance, given up his aristocratic title, prepared the 
cahier of his local canton for the Estates-General, and presided at the first 
meeting of his commune. In addition, he was awarded in 1793 two certificates 
of civisme (good citizenship) and in the autumn of the same year was active 
in Hebertist and other radical circles in Paris. Saint-Simon's ideas retained to 
the end elements of Enlightenment and Revolutionary thought; but these, as 
we shall see, were fused with Romantic and conservative elements. 

Scholars have now firmly established that Saint-Simon developed before 
1814 all the major ideas which Thierry and Comte later claimed as their own. 
These ideas-positivism, industrialism, internationalism, a "new religion"
and the originality with which he approached them make Saint-Simon one of 
the most important social thinkers of the nineteenth century. 

Like Bonald before him, Saint-Simon attributed the great stability of 
medieval civilization to its universally accepted religion; and like Marx after 
him, Saint-Simon viewed the historical transformation of European society as 
the result of forces which had been maturing in the womb of the old order. 
The growth of science, the emergence of an industrial and commercial 
bourgeoisie, the Protestant Reformation, and, finally, the negative-critical 
philosophical movement of the Enlightenment, all served to undermine the 
Catholic Church and hence the unity of medieval society. The Philosophes, 
Saint-Simon argued, with their insistence on the principles of equality and 
natural rights had contributed to the disintegration of the old order. Their 
principles were destructive of the old society and led ultimately to that great 
revolutionary crisis of his time. Yet, these same principles gave little or no 
guidance for the successful reconstruction of society. Saint-Simon therefore 
saw it as his task and the task of his contemporaries to create a new and 
organic social order based upon the new principles and forces that had come 
into view. Thus he wrote that "The philosophy of the eighteenth century has 
been critical and revolutionary; that of the nineteenth century will be 
inventive and constructive."4 

If Saint-Simon admired the social unity of the medieval order quite as 
much as Bonald, he also recognized that there was no going back to that 
order, thus parting ways with the theorists of the Catholic revival. The new 
social unity must rest on a new unity in the realm of thought, of intellectual 
principles. Human knowledge has passed through three stages in its develop
ment; from the theological to the metaphysical and finally to the scientific. 
The study of human conduct, which Saint-Simon called "social physiology" 
must become a positive science in much the same way as the study of physical 
phenomena had become scientific. Scientific knowledge will thus take the 
place of religious dogma, and scientists and industrialists will emerge as the 
new "natural" elite to replace the leaders of medieval society, the clergy and 
nobility. Again, like Bonald, Saint-Simon admired the educated international 

4 Ibid., p. 92. 
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elite of the old order and believed that such an elite would also be necessary in 
the new society. The older cultivated and educated elite of the Middle Ages 
would be replaced by a new international, scientific-industrial elite. Science in 
the new order must fulfill the function of religion in the old. How? By means 
of positivism, or the application of scientific principles to all natural and 
human phenomena. 

Positivism in this sense was evident, if not in name then in spirit, in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Saint-Simon drew his inspiration from 
the scientific work of his predecessors and modeled his approach after theirs. 
He hoped that the human sciences would attain the unity and elegance of the 
natural sciences and was particularly impressed with Newton's law of gravita
tion. He realized that he was not a scientist and admitted that he lacked the 
training to carry out the program of making the social studies positive. 
Although he eventually abandoned the idea of unifying the sciences, he held 
on to his conception of science as a body of verified and established beliefs 
which could take the place of religion as the binding force of society. Religion, 
whose essential function had been to provide a coherent view of the universe 
and of human existence, and thus to unite people on the basis of common 
truths, would now be replaced by science. For those who are unable to grasp 
scientific truth intellectually, knowledge will be imparted by means of rituals, 
cults, and mystical processes. The educated elite, on the other hand, will learn 
the ideas directly as scientific principles. 

A spiritual as well as a temporal elite remain essential in Saint-Simon's 
picture of the future society; the former is made up of scientists and the latter 
of industrialists and other "productive" property owners. It is an authori
tarian society in which a scientific-technological elite will rule together with 
the property owners. This vision of the structure of the new society holds 
throughout his work. For example, in his Letters from an Inhabitant of 
Geneva, one of his earlier works, he views the old society as divided into three 
classes. The first is made up of the scientists, artists, and men of liberal ideas; 
the second, the property owners, resists change and wants to preserve the old 
order; the third class, "which rallies to the word 'equality,' comprises the rest 
of humanity." The class structure, in short, consists of the intellectuals, the 
"haves," and the "have-nots." As the class conflict between the haves and 
have-nots increased in intensity, and as the insurrection of the latter began to 
succeed, the intellectuals joined their movement as its leaders. The Revolution 
occurred because the haves could no longer contain this movement, could no 
longer control the have-nots. The reason for this was the loss of cultural and 
intellectual superiority on the part of the old elite consisting of monarch, 
priests, and nobles. 

For the post-Revolutionary society to regain its unity, a new scientific elite, 
a council of Newton, must replace the spiritual authority of the Church by 
providing a unified scientific doctrine centered on Newton's law of gravita
tion. Thus the structure of the new society remains essentially the same: 
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Science replaces religion as the main force holding society together and each 
elite of the old system is superseded by a new one-priests by scientists, and 
feudal lords by industrialists. The conflict between the new haves and have
nots will continue, but the former may now regain control over the latter. In 
effect, Saint-Simon is imploring the propertied classes to align themselves with 
the most enlightened group in society, the intellectuals. Such an alignment 
will bring about a stable social order in which control over the have-nots is 
regained and revolution is thereby forestalled. Speaking to his imaginary 
audience of property owners, he asks them to do with good grace "what the 
scientists, artists, and men of liberal ideas, allied with the have-nots, will 
sooner or later compel them to do." 
. It is easy to see, then, the extent to which Saint-Simon's view of society was 
inspired by his conception of the social order of the medieval period. This, for 
him, was not a totally dark age as it had been for the Enlightenment thinkers. 
After all, the modern era had had its beginnings in that period; and science, 
too, stimulated by the Arabs in Europe, had emerged in the Middle Ages. He 
admired the alleged spiritual and social unity of medieval society and the 
alliance between the spiritual and temporal elites which had maintained that 
-unity. He differed with Bonald and Maistre, however, about the possibility of 
restoring that unity on the basis of Catholic theology. Science has made this 
impossible once and for all. The dualism of mind and matter which emerged 
as an attempt at compromise between spiritual and temporal powers must be 
eliminated. Mind and matter must again be viewed as aspects of one and the 
same unity-but this is not to be accomplished by an outmoded theology but 
rather by means of scientific laws. 

Changes in history are thus related to changes in religious ideas, and these 
in turn represent the state of beliefs and knowledge in a given period. History 
has passed through polytheism and theism, and now with physicism has left 
the conjectural stages to arrive at a positive stage in which all knowledge will 
be unified on a scientific positive basis. The conclusion is therefore inescap
able that Saint-Simon conceived both the name and the essentials of positive 
philosophy. Emile Durkheim was among the first to realize this and he sought 
tirelessly to demonstrate the fact: " ... the idea, the word, and even the 
outline of positivist philosophy are all found in Saint-Simon. He was the first 
to conceive that between the formal generalities of metaphysical philosophy 
and the narrow specialization of the particular sciences; there was a place for 
a new enterprise, whose pattern-he supplied and himself attempted. Therefore, 
it is to him that one must, in full justice, award the honor currently given 
Comte.":i Durkheim goes on to show that the credit for founding positive 
sociology also belongs to Saint-Simon and not to Comte. Contemporary 
students of the problem agree with Durkheim; the judgment of F. M. H. 
Markham is typical in this regard: "The 'Law of the Three Stages,' pomp-

5 Durkheim. op. cit., p. 104. 
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ously announced by Comte as an original discovery, is merely a precise 
formulation of Saint-Simon's argument, which goes back to the Letters from 
an Inhabitant of Geneva."6 

That the medieval order is always the model for Saint-Simon's conception 
of society is also borne out by his approach to the Reorganization of 
European Society. In this work the influence of the theorists of the Catholic 
revival is again evident: for Saint-Simon viewed medieval civilization as an 
international order, resting on an international organization-the Church. 
Since there is no going back, one must go forward and establish a new 
international organization on the basis of new international principles. And 
are there any principles more international than scientific ones? Science and 
positive philosophy must bind the nations of Europe into one international 
community, for without international order there can be no order or stability· 
in the individual societies of Europe. 

In his later as well as his earlier works, the structure of each national 
society is the same: there are "producers" and there are "idlers." In the 
"productive" class Saint-Simon lumped together bankers, industrialists, scien
tists, managers, and manual workers, assuming that they all share common 
interests. This was later to strike Marx as a very naive view of the class 
structure of industrial society and perhaps the weakest part of Saint-Simon's 
system. Moreover, in his projection of the "new" society, Saint-Simon leaves 
the class structure and, hence, the institution of private property intact; the 
only change he advocates is the compensation of tenants for improving the 
land they worked. Equality, he believed, is a foreign idea having no place in 
European civilization. . 

In the earlier years of his intellectual labors (1815-21), Saint-Simon's 
views toward economics are clearly laissez-faire. But he differs with the 
Classical Economists in several important respects. He sees production not as 
an end in itself but as a means of improving the conditions of life; and this 
becomes possible in his hierarchical and organic society only by means of 
rational planning of production. In his work, Organisateur, he outlines a plan 
for an industrial parliament, or planning body, composed of three chambers: 
invention, examination, and execution. The first consists of the scientists, 
artists, and engineers who are to plan the various public projects; the second, 
of the scientists who are to supervise the projects and control education; and 
the third, of industrialists, who are to carry out the plans and control the 
budget. He also disagrees with the assumption of the Classical Economists 
that the pursuit of individual well-being will lead automatically to the general 
good. The unbridled egoism of the rich as well as the uncurbed rebelliousness 
of the poor will have disorganizing consequences in the absence of a worldly 
ethic of some kind; the new society will therefore require a secular equivalent 
of religion. Saint-Simon had been influenced by Sismondi's Nouveaux Prin-

6 F. M. H. Markham, op. cit., p. xxv n. 
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cipes d' Economie Politique (1819) in which he had shown that the poor suffer 
most from economic crises and depression, and therefore that the utilitarians 
and Classical Economists were wrong. Saint-Simon begins to emphasize in his 
Systeme lndustriel the necessity of improving the condition of the poorest 
classes and of founding the industrial system on the principle of brotherly 
love. The artists must contribute to the moral unity of society by shaping 
beliefs, opinions, and sentiments. 

Thus as Saint-Simon viewed the historical transformation of European 
society, the supersession of the feudal nobility by the industrial bourgeoisie 
was inevitable; but as F. M. H. Markham has observed, for him to go on to 
predict, as Marx later did, that the bourgeoisie would in turn be superseded 
by the proletariat was unthinkable. Always keeping in mind as an ideal the 
spiritual elite of the Middle Ages, he could not conceive of a society governed 
by anyone but an educated elite. The scientists and industrialists were 
therefore to his mind the "natural" leaders of the working class. He did 
foresee conflict between owners and non-owners, between capitalists and 
workers, and between rich and poor generally, but he believed that this 
conflict could and should be averted in a truly organic society. Further, he 
argues that the main purpose of politics is to preserve property and that "the 
only barrier which the property owners can put up against the proletariat is a 
system of ethics."7 Comte, as we shall see, becomes quite fascinated with this 
idea and his ideological defense of the bourgeoisie becomes much more 
blatant. Later, the unresolved problems raised by Saint-Simon and Comte 
were to intrigue Durkheim, much of whose work can be read as an attempt to 
reconcile the structured inequality of modern society with the requirements of 
social solidarity. 

From the foregoing discussion, one can truly wonder why the term "social
ist" was ever applied to Saint-Simon's doctrine, particularly if this term is 
taken to mean the abolition of private property and the maximal equalization 
of life chances. Saint-Simon's doctrine is quite remote from the Marxian 
conception of the future society, in which class conflict and the classes 
themselves would be abolished. What remains, then, as the sole "socialist" 
element in Saint-Simon's new society is centralized planning of the economic 
system. More than Saint-Simon himself, it was his followers-Bazard, En
fantin, and others-who somewhat radicalized his critique of the "idlers" in 
society and who attacked the institution of inheritance and combined this 
with the advocacy of a planned economy. But their "socialism," too, was 
short-lived. 

To ~~mmarize--knowledge, for Saint-Simon, is the underlying and sustain
ing factor 01 society; a social system is the application of a system of ideas. 
The historical growth of knowledge, or science, was a major cause of the 
transformation of European society. Knowledge, therefore, is both the moving 

7 Saint·Simon, Oeuvres Completes, XVIII, p. 221. 
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power of progress and the binding force of society, which is in fact a 
community of ideas. Given the importance of ideas, Saint-Simon saw it as his 
task to determine which ideas were best suited to the condition of European 
society at the beginning of the nineteenth century. What unites people is their 
common way of thinking and of picturing the world; but this way of thinking 
among the people as a whole lags behind the progress of scientific knowledge, 
behind positive fact. Therefore, by systematizing scientific knowledge one 
could define what the consciousness of a people should be at a given time. 
Inasmuch as a social system is the application of ideas, it will be impossible to 
build the new society until positive philosophy, which is to be its basis, has 
developed. While there already exist many sciences, the most important one is 
missing: a science of man. This is the only science which can reconcile the 
interests of classes and thus serve as the foundation of a unified organic 
society. The human science should be modeled after the other natural sciences 
because man is, after all, a part of nature. 

'-.--' Saint-Simon thus looked forward to a time when politics would be a science 
and political questions would be handled in much the same way that other 
phenomena are treated by science. The main task of science is to discover the 
laws of social development, evolution, and progress; these are inevitable and 
absolute. All that man can do is submit. Progress takes place in stages and 
each stage is necessary and contributes something to the further progress of 
mankind. (As we have seen, medieval civilization was not all dark, since the 
elements of modern civilization had their origin here.) Once man has 
discovered the laws of social development, they will indicate the direction 
progress must follow. Thus the future can be deduced from the past and the 
present. The scientific elite will discover the principles or laws most appropri
ate to the new society and will appeal to the haves to cooperate in bringing 
that society about. Failing such cooperation, the haves are warned, the have
nots may again, as in the case of the French Revolution, win over the 
disaffected intellectuals, who will become the leaders of a new insurrection. 
Individual freedom has no place in this scheme and appears not to have 
concerned Saint-Simon. All considerations are subordinated to the establish
ment and maintenance of a hierarchical but "organically unified" society. 

Saint-Simon's Developmental View of History 

Simultaneously with Hegel, but independently of him, Saint-Simon ad
vanced a remarkably similar conception of historical development. Hegel 
viewed the historical development of society as the increasing realization 
of reason; Saint-Simon placed scientific knowledge in this role. Both thinkers 
conceived of historical development advancing in stages; for Saint-Simon as 
for Hegel each stage embodied some degree of rationality, and therefore some 
necessity. Both thinkers regarded development and progress as the struggle 
of opposing forces. Keeping Hegel's conception in mind, we can sketch Saint-
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Simon's conception of European history, as found in his Organisateur, and 
note the similarities underlying the general outlook of both thinkers. 

As a social system comes into being it enters its ascending phase, which 
continues until it reaches maturity; with maturity the system begins to 
decline. The feudal system, for example, reached maturity according to Saint
Simon during the tenth century or thereabouts and from that time to the 
eve of the Revolution showed an uninterrupted decline. During this period 
of decline, the industrial and scientific forces, which had formed in the midst 
of the old system, manifested themselves not only by their tendency to 
undermine and ultimately to destroy the old order, but also by giving rise to 
the new one. The new forces, while detaching consciences and wills from the 
old centers, which until then had provided direction and unity to the system, 
gathered momentum and increasingly became themselves new foci of common 
action and centers of organization. A new social system was emerging in the 
bosom of the old, which was now powerless to arrest the process and was thus 
moving inevitably to its demise. Emile Durkheim described Saint-Simon's 
general conception of these processes in the following terms: "In the measure 
that the ancient social system gave way, another was formed in the very 
bosom of the first. The old society contained within itself a new society, in 
process of formation and every day acquiring more strength and consistency. 
But these two organizations are necessarily antagonistic to each other. They 
result from opposing forces and aim at contradictory ends. One is essentially 
aggressive, warlike, the other essentially pacifist. The one sees in other 
peoples enemies to destroy; the other tends to view them as collaborators in a 
common undertaking. One has conquest for its aim, the other, production. 
Similarly in spiritual affairs the first calls on faith and imposes beliefs which 
it puts beyond discussion. The second calls on reason and even trust-it 
requires a type of intellectual subordination which is essential to rationality, a 
commitment to further exploration and testing. Thus these two societies could 
not coexist without contradicting each other."s In this formulation, Saint
Simon's organic and conflictive view of historical development becomes quite 
evident; as we shall see, this conception of the historical change which 
European society had undergone profoundly influenced Marx's theory of 
social change. 

In his Systeme Industriel, Saint-Simon shows that this process eventually 
led to the French Revolution. "This tremendous crisis did not at all have its 
origin in this or that isolated fact. . . . It operated as an overturning of the 
political system for the simple reason that the state of society to which the 
ancient order corresponded had totally changed in nature. A civil and moral 
revolution which had gradually developed for more than six centuries en
gendered and necessitated a political revolution .... If one insists on 

8 Durkheim, op. cit., pp. 118-19. 
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attributing the French Revolution to one source, it must be dated from the 
day the liberation of the communes and the cultivation of exact sciences in 
western Europe began."9 Thus Marx's theory of revolution, at least in its 
very general aspects, is anticipated. 

For Saint-Simon, the Revolution was necessary and inevitable; neverthe
less, he criticizes the revolutionaries: it was rash to overthrow the old 
institutions without determining what to put in their place. He objects not to 
the Revolution but to its not having become what it might have; the Revolu
tion stopped midway in its course and did not culminate positively. The 
critical, destructive, and negative work of the metaphysicians and revolu
tionaries was necessary to clear the way for the new order; but they never 
went beyond their negative, rigid, abstract principles to form a positive 
philosophical basis for the new order. The new organic society must be built 
exclusively on positive principles. Had it not become clear that societies based 
on conflicting tendencies and principles are doomed to instability, crisis, and 
revolution? Like Hegel, then, who brought his dialectical process to an abrupt 
stop with the Prussian state, the highest expression of reason, Saint-Simon, 
tool now wanted to eliminate all conflictive elements from the new organic 
system. 

Saint-Simon perhaps meant well when he advocated the rule of the 
scientists and industrialists. He wanted not the strongest to rule but the most 
capable and knowledgeable in science and industry. The scientific-industrial 
elite was not to dictate orders but only to declare what conforms to the nature 
of things. "In the old system," he wrote, "society is governed essentially by 
men; in the new it is governed only by principles.ll1O In the new society there 
was to be scientific administration, but no politics properly speaking. Those 
who direct and administer would not be "above," they would merely fulfill a 
different function. How would this be reconciled with the preservation of 
private property? Would not the ownership of productive resources on the 
part of the industrialists lead to the concentration of power in their hands? 
Perhaps, but more important is that property should not run counter to the 
general need; it must not be separated from so-called intelligence and 
capacity. 

The check on egoism in the new society is to be Christian brotherly love. 
"Love one another," is the motto Saint-Simon inscribed on the first page of 
his Systeme Industriel. The fate of the proletariat is to be improved as much 
as possible, not so much for their sake as for that of the elite. There are two 
ways of keeping this class in check: either use force to impose the social 
order, or make them love it. The latter is by far the more rational for the 
propertied and scientific elite and will ensure the social peace more effectively 
than repressive measures. 

9 Quoted in Durkheim. Ibid., p. 120. 
10 Saint-Simon, op. cit., IV, p. 197. 
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Saint-Simon's "new society" will no doubt strike many as a rather trans
parent ideological rationale for the emerging elites of his time. And when one 
considers the various approximations of his "new society" in the twentieth 
century, its grotesque quality, which he apparently never saw, becomes very 
obvious indeed. Individual freedom counted for nothing in his new order, a 
fact that has prompted Albert Salomon, among others, to regard Saint-Simon 
as one of the founders of totalitarian ideology. This will be further explored in 
our discussion of Comte in whom this tendency is even more pronounced. But 
first we must consider a final aspect of Saint-Simon's doctrine: the role of 
internationalism and religion in the new society. 

Internationalism and Religion 

The transition to the new society cannot take place in a single country, 
independently of the developments in others. The European societies are not 
isolated from one another; rather, there are definite bonds which unite them. 
Therefore they must become a community of nations where despotism is 
eliminated from each and everyone. "The great moral movement," Saint
Simon wrote, "which should make society pass from the modified despotic 
regime to one most advantageous to the majority of society, cannot be effected 
except by being common to the most enlightened peoples."ll Why does this 
interdependence exist among the societies of Europe? They are neighbors who 
share a similar social, economic, and religious history. They were all at one 
time subjected to feudal regimes and shared a common religion and clergy, 
whose head, the Pope, was independent of all individual governments. Any 
important change in one European nation is bound to have repercussions in 
another, as was proved by both the revolution and the counterrevolution. 
Europe must be unified in peace. But how can one nation disarm and become 
peaceful while the rest remain armed and warlike? Peace would in fact be 
impossible, Saint-Simon argues, were it not for the newly emergent industrial 
forces and spirit which now render the military spirit quite obsolete. National 
rivalries and hatreds as expressed in international military conflicts can only 
hinder the development of the industrial civilization on which the future well
being of all Europe rests. The industrial spirit will bind peoples instead of 
dividing them; for all the countries of Europe will now have the same 
interests of furthering production and this will increasingly be the case. All 
the societies of Europe will now be united by the common need for security in 
production and liberty in exchange. "The producers of all lands are therefore 
essentially friends." Thus it is not only nationally but internationally as well 
that all "producers" have common interests conducing to social solidarity. 

In addressing himself to the possibility of a peaceful and united European 

11 Quoted in Durkheim, op. cit., p. 170. 
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community, Saint-Simon did not adequately take into account the survival of 
feudal elements in each society. Nor did he foresee the new nationalism in 
Europe, which became manifest later in the century as a distinctly economic 
rivalry among nations and which led to ever more bitter and extensive military 
conflicts. The so-called common industrial spirit did not prove itself to be the 
internationally unifying factor Saint-Simon had assumed it would be. 

Saint-Simon also regarded science as an antidote to nationalism. An 
international community of scholars and scientists-a new international 
spiritual elite to replace the old-would emerge as a unifying force. Although 
national rivalries would remain for a time, they would merely be vestiges of a 
transitional phase. Saint-Simon saw some kind of professional and occupational 
solidarity emerging, capable presumably of corroding the irrational national
istic sentiments. The universalistic interests of the industrial professions and 
occupations would undermine and supersede all the particularisms of the old 
order. Eventually the industrial system would embrace all of Europe and, 
perhaps, even all of humanity. Nations would not disappear entirely; they 
would retain some degree of cultural distinctiveness and political autonomy, 
but not the moral importance they historically have had. 

Nationalism is a form of egoism which must be drastically reduced, if not 
eliminated, in the new society. Patriotism, he writes, " ... is nothing but 
national egoism; and this egoism causes the same injustices to be committed 
by nation to nation as personal egoism does among individuals.1l12 Saint
Simon did not expect this international community to develop in an altogether 
spontaneous fashion. Common institutions and organization will be necessary 
-otherwise everyone will continue to resort to force. Supranational forms of 
organization based on the common industrial spirit will bring about a 
revolution in international rt:lations. However, these conditions, conducing to 
an international, temporal bond, are insufficient for real international peace 
and unity. In addition, a spiritual bond will be necessary-a common body of 
doctrines and beliefs affording moral unity to all European societies. And 
again, as in the Middle Ages, this will take the form of a common religion, for 
it is conflicting beliefs which lead inevitably to war. The spiritual and moral 
unity of men and nations would be based on the New Christianity. 

Although Le Nouveau Christianisme did not constitute an about-face, it did 
represent a discernible change in his outlook. In his earliest writings, the 
emphasis is on the purely scientific. But in his Systeme Industriel and 
especially in this final work, the idea of God comes to the fore. Increasingly 
Saint-Simon was led to the conclusion that interests and organizations were 
not sufficient to guarantee peace and unity, either within societies or among 
them. Moral sentiments were now assigned an important role. Thus he differs 
from the utilitarians who relied on self-interest to ensure the well-being of 

12 Ibid., p. 175. 
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society. Saint-Simon, more emphatically and systematically than they, begins 
in his later works to stress the need for moral unity as an additional and 
equally essential basis of social order and unity. Charity, mutual obligation, 
and philanthropy are essential; and while the new religion will have its creed 
and dogma, morality will be its central core. (Later, it will be seen how 
Durkheim employs Saint-Simonian ideas in his attempt to reconcile the 
disorganizing effects of industrial development with the requirements of social 
order and unity.) 

Saint-Simon's God is impersonal and immanent in all nature. His final 
doctrine is a form of pantheism in which spirit and matter are once again 
unified. For Saint-Simon, morality is basically secular having no end beyond 
the temporal. It is only by procuring for mankind "the greatest degree of 
happiness it can achieve during its worldly life that you will succeed in 
establishing Christianity."13 His final word on the subject, then, is that the 
new world will require religion as well as science. Positive philosophy and 
science, which were to supersede once and for all the theological and metaphys
ical stages, become a somewhat secularized religion. Eventually, as we shall 
see, things go so far in this direction that Comte, in his later work, Politique 
Positive, proclaims himself the pope of the new positive religion. 

Looking back over Saint-Simon's doctrine as a whole, one sees clearly the 
two main intellectual currents which shaped it. He lived and wrote at the 
turn of the century, when the Romantic, conservative, and Catholic move
ments were challenging every single premise bequeathed by the Enlighten
ment. Like the Philosophes, Saint-Simon had great faith in the power of 
reason to change the world; he was optimistic and cosmopolitan in his 
outlook. As for the Revolution he did not condemn it. It had simply not gone 
far enough, and this was mainly due to the negative-critical principles of the 
Philosophes. Where he parts company with the Enlightenment thinkers is in 
their evaluation of the Middle Ages. He rejects their total repudiation of that 
period as an age of superstition and ignorance. Here the influence of the 
reaction is clear. For like the conservatives and the theorists of the Catholic 
revival, he admired the "medieval unity" so much that he adopted it as the 
model for his new world. The medieval world, he believed, was for a time an 
intellectual and social unity; it was international, organic, hierarchical, and 
stable, and it was ruled by both a spiritual and a temporal elite. But such 
social orders do not flower twice in history. Science and industry, from the 
moment they appeared in the bosom of the old order, sounded its death knell. 
And this is where he departs from Bonald and Maistre. Science and industry 
have not only led once and for all to the demise of the old order, they have 
become the essential positive principles of the new one. The emergence of 
conflicting principles and forces within the old system inevitably led to the 
Revolution and to the destruction of the medieval order. The new society, 

13 Saint·Simon, op cit., VII, p. 154. 
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therefore, must not be based on conflicting principles if it is to escape the fate 
of its predecessor. It, too, must be international, organic, hierarchical, and 
stable, ruled by a spiritual and a temporal elite, and, finally, unified by an 
international religion. In this way Saint-Simon absorbs and reflects the 
influence of both the Enlightenment and the counterrevolution. On balance, 
however, his synthesis represents, ideologically, the bourgeoisie and the 
related professional and scientific elites who were struggling to consolidate 
and advance the position of power they had gained during the Revolution 
and the Empire. When the bourgeoisie finally repudiated him, it was not for 
his "socialism" but for his theological tendencies. 

Saint-Simon viewed the new elements of his age not as conflicting forces but 
potentially as parts of an organic whole. In a larger context, his thought 
patterns merely reflect the conditions of early nineteenth-century Europe: 
nationalism was offset by a semblance of European unity; Catholicism seemed 
to be making its peace with liberal democracy; and large-scale industry with 
its accompanying proletariat had not yet appeared on the Continent. There
fore the intense class struggles of the latter part of the century were still 
unknown phenomena in Saint-Simon's time. The peoples of the nineteenth 
century failed to achieve an integrated industrial civilization, and those of the 
twentieth experienced directly a type of "technocratic utopia" not unlike the 
one Saint-Simon had advocated. He had ignored the problem of freedom and 
had looked forward to an essentially rigid, caste society. 

Auguste Comte, though he denied it, appropriated virtually all of Saint
Simon's ideas, as we shall presently see. 



7 

Auguste Comte 
(1798-1857) 

The term "positive," as Comte employed it in his positive phi- ). \)~ 
losophy, was explicitly polemical and intended as an ideological 1'/ 
weapon with which to combat the philosophical legacy of the __ 
Enlightenment and the Reyolution. The gil:tcBJ and cksp actIve 
E!"inciples of negative !l:hilosophy were to be discredited and re
pudiate~~t. tbey..coold be repJ!!~~9. .9xJhe affirmati~L an4 

..@nstructive principles of positi~'e philosoph~ Actually, this 
counterattack also took place in Germany, where positivists at
tempted to challenge the radical tendency in Hegel's thought. 
Their most fundamental objection to Hegel's negative philosophy 
was that it ". . . ',!legates' things as they are. The matters of fact 
~at_make up-the giv~_n state 01 affairs, when .viewed .. lD tlie ~lgh1 
of reason, become neg~tive, limited, transitory-they become 

.F.J!!i!?!:tJng forms within a comprehensive process that le~Q&.Qeyond 
~. _The' Hegelia,n~ ~fale~t!c w~s-·see.n -as the' prototype of all 
~ctiY~U!~.~tk>I!.~.9.!....the.,,~~«:~I. f~r in. it' every. immediately 
given form .pas.s~sjn.to its ~pposite and attains its .true content 
only by so doing. This kind of philosophy, the critics said, denies 
to the given the dignity of the real; it contains the principle of 
revolution."l In the present discussion, attention will be confined 
to France where Comte fought against the heritage of the Phi
losophes and in the process formed his own philosophy. 

1 Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1960), p. 325. For a full discussion of the positive reaction, see pp. 323-
74. 
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Comte saw a "deplorable state of anarchy" in his time, and he believed 
that his "social physics," bearing directly upon the "principal needs and 
grievances of society ~d heIR. bring .?!i~~~.~!._~!I~~ 2 He hoped 

_tp __ caIL.th.is.~:Sdenc~".,to the aJ,tention of statesmen who :'profess ,to -devote 
themselves to the task of resolving the alarming revolutiona,ry constitution 

_ of modern-~oae1ies." 'Social and moral ana-rcny are the- result of intellectual 
anarchy, itself a consequence of the fact that, on the one hand, theologico
metaphysical philosophy has declined and, on the other, positive philosophy 
has not yet reached the point where it can provide an intellectual basis for 
a new organization and thus deliver society from the peril of dissolution. 

Order and progress, which the ancients thought irreconcilable, must be 
united once and for all. Comte considered it the great misfortune of his time 
that the two principles were regarded as contradictory and were represented 
by opposing political parties. What h,t...~alled "lh~.r~tmgr..ade=-P'R-ty:,,:was {or 
order, while the an~rchical I:~~%or E!.<?E~~; The principle of order was 
derived from the tatTiOIiC-feudal, or theological, state of social philosophy, 
whose exponents were Ronald, Maistre, et at. The principle of progress, on the 
other hand, was derived from the critical tendencies of the Reformation and 
the Enlightenment. Existing social classes, much to Comte's chagrin, tended 
to polarize and to support either one or the other. Hence, class conflict, 
disorder, and anarchy. In every crisis, the retrograde party argued that the 
problem was due to the destruction of the old order and therefore demanded 
its complete restoration; the anarchical party, in contrast, argued that the 
trouble stemmed from the fact that the destruction of the old order was 
incomplete, and, therefore, that the revolution must continue. 

Comte, like Saint-Simon, appreciated certain aspects of the feudal-theologi
cal order and did not reject it altogether. True, it had become "pernicious" by 
outliving its usefulness, but it had facilitated the development of modern 
society. Since, however, it can no longer hold its own before the natural 
progress of scientific intelligence and other social changes, the theological 
polity can never again become the basis of social order. Thus Comte, unlike 
Ronald, believed it was impossible to restore the old order. The decline of the 
old is not temporary; neither is it the work of Providence. Somehow, Comte 
argues, a synthesis of the opposing ideas, order and progress, must be 
achieved, because only through intellectual unity and harmony can social 
unity be restored. 

Science and industry were the main causes of the decline of the feudal
theological order, and the rise of the scientific spirit now precludes the 

2 The present discussion of Comte is based on the second volume of Harriet 
Martineau's translation and condensation of his COUTS de Philosophie Positive. 
It appeared in English as The Positive Philosoph)" 2 Volumes (London: Kegan 
Paul. 1893). Her rendition so impressed Comte that he recommended it over 
the original and as a result her version was retranslated into French. (The 
following references to this work wiII merely cite the page numbers in paren
theses after the passage.) 
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restoration of that order; likewise with the industrial spirit, which now 
prevents the recurrence of the feudal-military spirit. Moreover, the new spirit 
is so strong that the spokesmen for the theological school are themselves 
infected with it. De Maistre, for example, tried to justify the restoration on 
the grounds of reason rather than divine right, thereby showing he was a child 
of his times. Also, the spokesmen for this school are not unified; torn as they 
are by sects, they have even accepted many basic principles which are 
antagonistic to their theological spirit, e.g., subordinating the spiritual to the 
temporal authority. If, finally, they could succeed even temporarily in 
restoring the old order, the crisis would break out all over again-but even 
more violently than before because the same disintegrating forces would 
constantly be at work within it. So much for the theological stage and any 
hopes for restoring it. What about the metaphysical? r The principles of the "metaphysicians,!' .Comte's term for the Enlighten- __ 
ment thinkers, were essentially critical and revolutionary. T-hey-contributed to... 

_progress but C?n!.y in .lLn~Jh:e sen~.: The metaphysical stage was necessary 
ecause it broke for the next stage-

the positive one which will ut an end to the revolutionar eriod b 
formation of a social order unitin the rinciples of order and ro ress. The 
metaphysical stage, necessary but provisional, must e angerously active 
till the new political organization which is to succeed it is ready to put an end 
to its agitation." (p. 9.) The metaphysical spirit was necessary to direct the 
struggle and organize the maximum energy for the overthrow of the great 
ancient system. But, it, too, has outlived its usefulness and has become 
obstructive. Comte is especially indignant at the metaphysical view that 
represents "all government as being the enemy of society, and the duty of 
society to be to keep up a perpetual suspicion and vigilance, restricting the 
activity of government more and more, in order to guard against its encroach
ments. . .. " (p. 11.) Liberty of conscience is a dogma which had value as a 
weapon against theological dogmatism but is no longer useful because it can 
never be a positive organic principle, i.e., the basis for the reorganization of 
society. The various demands for liberty are strictly "negative" principles. 

ust as astronomers, h sicist I not allow la 
question or mter ere with their operations, so in social physics (the term 
"sociology" does not yet appear at this stage of his discussion) the scientific 
experts should not yield to the incompetent. Social reorganization requires 
intellectual reorganization, ana this is impossible so long as individuals have 
the right of inquiry on subjects above their qualifications. Comte insists that 
unity and unanimity will be essential in the new organic society. Social order, 
he writes, " ... must ever be incompatible with a perpetual discussion of 
the foundations of society." (p. 13.) > 

Equality is another dogma: it had limited historical value as a weapon, but 
must not be turned into an absolute. It is an anarchic principle and hostile to 
order, as is the dogma of the "sovereignty of the people," which condemns the 

~ ---
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s~peri?_r:_t~ .cI.ep~~g~!=_~on _ the .masse&-and..oppo~e.S..E.PIganj zati~~_ 
principles. 

Comte also finds particularly objectionable Rousseau's "metaphysical no
tion of a supposed state of nature" and his representation of "civilization as 
an ever growing degeneracy from the primitive ideal type." Rousseau's 
presupposition that one can ask questions about the suitability of social 
systems for the nature of individuals was for Comte presumptuous and 
dangerous. He therefore dismisses Rousseau's conception as nothing more 
than the "metaphysical form of the theological dogma of the degradation of 
the human race by original sin." (p. 16.) The disciples of the metaphysical 
school are also inconsistent if not hypocritical; for once in power they change 
their conduct and adopt many retrograde principles: war, centralization, 
natural religion, etc. 

Social crisis will continue so long as the two conflicting doctrines, the 
theological and the metaphysical, prevail. No order is possible until both are 
superseded by the positive stage, which will be more organic than the 
theological and more progressive than t~~_metaphysiql. B!!l...ill!.Lm..qsjJlQL. 
r~r-ing...about -the new order.rRather, the people must wait patientl~ .!.?..:_ 
t!!LIJ.eW."system-tG-emerge, and w~n th~_righLconditiqns_.2-ris~(t~!y_will 
~).lbmit .to,_the"rl!J~.§._whl~!t_~g!~~ure it~~ti~n. The new society will not 
arise so long as the theological and metaphysical spirits prevail, for they are 
mutually contradictory and cannot survive together indefinitely in one system. 
All contradictions must be banished from the new order. England's constitu
tional monarchy is based on contradictory principles and therefore, predicts 
Comte, its "inevitable end cannot be very far off." (p. 22.) 

Comte despised intellectual anarchy and regarded it as the main cause of 
moral disunity. He had disdain for those laymen who expressed themselves 
about complex social and political issues as if these were not dependent on 
education and training. True moral order, Comte believed, "is incompatible 
with the existing vagabond liberty of individual minds if such license were to 
last; for the great social rules which should become customary cannot be 
abandoned to the blind and arbitrary decision of an incompetent public 
without losing all their efficacy." (p. 25.) Comte feared and disliked social 
criticism and its disorganizing results. Criticism of the traditional patriarchal 
family, for example, had led to the legalization of divorce, and hence to 
personal and domestic disorder. Questioning and criticizing time-honored 
institutions is destructive and threatens to undermine all social life. No 
important social duties should be questioned or discussed until such time 
as the discussion is directed by "true" positive principles. Such principles 
will provide a basis for intellectual unity; lacking this unity, society also 
lacks a moral authority and degenerates into a state of terror, anarchy, and 
corruption. . 

Comte also feared the contemporary emphasis on "material" considerations 
and regarded it as fatal to progress. This emphasis had revolutionary 



74 POST REVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT 

implications, dangerously annulling the resignation and submissiveness of the 
lower classes which he so strongly desired. The source of social evils is not to 
be sought in basic economic and political institutions but in ideas and man
ners. "When all political evils," he writes, "are imputed to institutions instead 
of to ideas and social manners, which are now the real seat of the mischief; 
the remedy is vainly sought in changes, each more serious than the last, in 
institutions and existing powers." (p. 31.) Private property, to be sure, brings 
with it certain evils but "it is equally evident that the remedy must arise from 
opinions, customs, and manners, and that political regulations can have no 
radical efficacy." (p. 32.) The point, then, is not to tamper with, or change, 
existing institutions but rather to bring about a moral reorganization-a 
euphemism for the acquiescence of the lower classes to their social condition. 
There will be neither order nor progress so long as men fail to recognize that 
their suffering is not of a physical but "of a moral nature." 

The Advent of Positive Philosophy 

Comte had great confidence in the ascendancy of the positive doctrine. Its 
"perfect logical coherence" and its social function assured this. For this 
doctrine "will impart a homogeneous and rational character to the desultory 
politics of our day, and it will ... establish a general harmony in the entire 
system of social ideas .... " (p. 35.) Positive philosophy, he believed, is 
undoubtedly superior to its predecessors. For while the metaphysical school 
condemned all periods prior to the Revolution, and the retrograde school 
disparaged the whole of the modern era, only the positive principle is able to 
recognize "the fundamental law of continuous human development, represent
ing the existing evolution as the necessary result of the gradual series of 
former transformations, by simply extending to social phenomena the spirit 
which governs the treatment of all other natural phenomena." (p. 36.)~ 
tow rd what end is this ositive science to be develo ed? "It is lain that true 
~cience has no other aim than the establishment of intellectual order, w lC is 
~ basis of every other order." (p. 3jJ 

We must let Comte speak for himself to demonstrate the degree to which he 
advanced his positive doctrine with one purpose in mind-to avert revolution 
and to achieve the resignation of the "multitude" to the conditions of the 
existing order. He explicitly pushes to the ex.treme some of t~e conclusions 
which were only implicit in Saint-Simon's work and purges from that work 
every last critical element that might have remained. "It is only by the 

ositive olity that the revolutionary spirit can be restrained because b It -
alone can the ill uenc the critica oc nne be justl estimated and 
circumscribe. : . _. Under the rule of the posItive spiili, agaiB, aB the 
diffi~ult aruidelicate..questions , .. hich now keep up a perpetual irritation in the 
bosom of society, and ~7bicb can never be settled while mere political solutions 

_are proposed, will be scientifically estimated, to the great fur theraB€@ of so~i~l 
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peace. . . . At the same time, it [the positive polity] will be teaching society 
that, in the present state of their ideas, no political change can be of supreme 
importance, while the perturbation attending change is supremely mischiev
ous, in the way both of immediate hindrance, and of diverting attention from 
the true need and procedure .... Again, the positive spirit tends to consoli
date order, by the rational development of a wise resignation to incurable 
political evils .... A true resignation-that is, a permanent disposition to 
endure, steadily, and without hope of compensation, all inevitable evils, can 
proceed only from a deep sense of the connection of all kinds of natural 
phenomena with invariable laws. If there are (as I doubt not there are) 
political evils which, like some personal sufferings, cannot be remedied by 
science, science at least proves to us that they are incurable, so as to calm our 
restlessness under pain by the conviction that it is by natural laws that they 
are rendered insurmountable. Human nature suffers in its relations with the 
astronomical world, and the physical, chemical, and biological, as well as 
the political. How is it that we turbulently resist in the last case, while, in the 
others, we are calm and resigned ... ? Finally, the positive philosophy 
befriends public order by bringing back men's understanding to a normal 
state through the influence of its method alone, before it has had time to 
establish any social theory. It dissipates disorder at once by imposing a series 
of indisputable scientific conditions on the study of political questions. By 
including social science in the scientific hierarchy, the positive spirit admits to 
success in this study only well-prepared and disciplined minds, so trained in 
the preceding departments of knowledge as to be fit for the complex problems 
of the last. The long and difficult preliminary elaboration must disgust and 
deter vulgar and ill-prepared minds~~~_e the most rebellious." (pp. 
37-38.) ---

The positive conception of progress is superior to all others, and especially 
superior to the revolutionary view in which progress consists of the continuous 
extension of freedom, and the "gradual expansion of human powers. Now, 
even in the restricted and negative sense in which this is true-that of the 
perpetual diminution of obstacles-the positive philosophy is incontestably 
superior: for true liberty is nothing else than a rational submission to the 
.2reponderance of the laws of nature..:.. ... " (p. 39.) The scientific elite will be 
the final authority of what these laws are and will indicate the degree to which 
the lot of the lower classes may be slowly improved. In this way the positive 
doctrine will provide a so-called constructive alternative to the insurrectionary 
solution advocated by the revolutionary school. Basic economic and political 
institutions are not to be changed, for history has shown that such change 
avails nothing. ~lass stwcture should remain as it is; and class conflict 

_presumably will be reduced, even eliminated, through the moral reconciliation 
~he classe§,. This will be facilitated by imposing a moral authority betwee.!!

the working classes and the leaders of society. 
-Those who identify with the theological-retrograde school probably will not 
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support the positive doctrine because they are not interested in just any order 
but in their unique one. The "stationary school," the defenders of the status 
quo, on the other hand, may be won over when they recognize that it will fur
ther their interests. But Comte's real target is the revolutionary school whose 
"doctrines will be absorbed by the new philosophy, while all its anarchical 
tendencies will be extinguished." The present generation of scientists, how
ever, is too much infected with revolutionary principles to adopt the 
positive view. Therefore the chance of winning over the scientists will depend 
Oft the younger generation who will be given a really thorough positive 
education. In all cases, "progress" will depend on "an intellectual, and then a 
moral reorganization [which] must precede and direct the political." (p. 
42.) 

The Positive Method in its Application to Social Phenomena 

For Comte, what distinguishes the scientific spirit is its steady subordina
t~f i~a~~~~~~!~_~I?~~!_y~!.iQ~.1._of !e~~on ~o '~.~~:~:.!.his is quite different 
froiinbe eighteenth-century COnceptIon III wnich reasoning and observing are 
coordinate functions of the scientific method. In Comte's view, prediction, or 
"prevision" as he calls it, will facilitate social control, a primary and even 
exclusive aim of his positive doctrine. In these terms, "to predict in order to 
!=ontrol," becomes a totalitarian slogan in his hands. This becomes even 
clearer in his "scientific" conception of society. 

Order and progress are the static and dynamic aspects of a society. Order 
refers to the harmony which prevails among the various conditions of 
existence, while progress refers to the society's orderly development according 
to natural social laws. Thus the two principles, previously mutually antago
nistic, are reconciled. It is natural and normal for the elements of the social 
system, the institutions of society, to be interdependent and interrelated. 
Therefore, even for analytical purposes social elements should not be con
templated separately as if they had an independent existence. All the parts of 
the system make up an harmonious whole, which, by definition, is divested of 
all-confiictive, contradictory, and antagonistic elements. He enunciates as a 
scientific principle "that there must always be a spontaneous harmon~ 
between the whole- and the parts of the social system," and be insists ib;t 
harmony will establish itself through radical consensus, the only condition 
proper to the social organism.- Emphasis is always on adjustment to the 
"natural" social laws, quite deliberately opposed to Enlightenment princi
ples where the emphasis is on changing the social system to allow for the 
infinite perfection of man. Again and again Comte stresses that the scientific 
,method requires that society be studied as a whole and not separated into its 
component parts. It is as if he fears that the logical analysis of a society's ~ 
institutions will inevitabl lead to its actual dissolution; an anal tical vi 
society, In W essential relationships are critically scrutinized, will reviv~ 
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the very same critical, negative, and revolutionary philosophy that positivism 
was to replace once and for all. 

Social dynamics refers to the study of the patterns of evolutionary progress 
in which the sequences of development are necessary and inevitable. Social 
dynamics, then, is really "dynamic order" proceeding according to natural, 
orderly, and necessary laws. For "unless the movement was determined by 
those laws, it would occasion the entire destruction of the social system." (p. 
72.) Amelioration accompanies development but it is not unlimited. "The 
chimerical notion of unlimited perfectibility is thus at once excluded." (p. 
73.) The tendency toward improvement is spontaneous, and therefore does 
not require any special political action directed toward change. The latter is 
in effect "superfluous," because each stage is as perfect as it can be. Not only 
political action but human action in general is very limited in its effects and 
subject to the constriction heless be 
mo 1 e In any w~? The human race could perhaps accelerate or retard 
~ertain tendencies but never change the nature of those tendencies. It 
certainly cannot reverse certain orders of development nor can it skip stages. 
The importance of human action, in general, and political action, in particu
lar, has been greatly exaggerated. 

As for other aspects of Comte's method, he emphasized such techniques as 
observation, experiment, and comparison. And in spite of the transparent 
ideological elements of his methodology, he does manage to grasp some of the 
principles of scientific method-which always remains subordinated, however, 
to the construction of his hierarchical, organic, authoritarian society . ..abs!:r:. 
vation js jmpossible without theory, first to direct it and then to interpret 
what is observe Facts cannot s eak for themselves, for "though we are 
steepe to the lips in them, we can make no use of them, nor even e aware of 
~m, for want of speculative guidance in examining ~" (p. 81.) Facts 
must be attached at least by a tentative hypothesis to the laws of social 
development. But for Comte, as we have seen, these laws as well as all his 
other assumptions and concepts about society were in the first instance 
inspired by their ideological function . .The .... th9}e a~~aFat.YS of hjs positive t::/JtL_ 
doctrine is ideolo ical in the strictest sense of that term, and science never /\, 
achieves very much autonomy in his doctrinaire and totalitarian sys em. e 
remained blind throughout his work to the ideal of freedom even as it related 
to science and apparently failed to see how many aspects of society he had 
dogmatically closed off from the view of science by means of his doctrinaire 
pronouncements. 

As Comte proceeds in his exposition of social statics, he considers the 
individual, the family, and society, "the last comprehending in a scientific 
sense, the whole of the human species, and chiefly, the whole of the white 
race." (p. 105, italics added.) Not the individual but the family is the true 
social unit; for the family is the school of social life. Man is a social being 
whose social nature is formed in the family context. But these assertions and 
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the like are always made with a specific ideological intention in mind. The 
subordination of woman is natural and will continue in the "new" society: 
The female sex is in a state of perpetual infancy. "Sociology will prove that 
the equality of the sexes, of which so much is said, is incompatible with all 
social existence .... " (p. 112.) Thus Comte argues the organic inferiority of 
woman and attempts to provide a "scientific" rationale for the same state of 
affairs that the theological school regarded as determined by Providence. 

Generally, "providential wisdom," though in a secularized form, dominates 
Comte's conception of society and its development. The changes brought 
about by the inherent wisdom of the spontaneous evolutionary process are 
always "superior to any that the most eminent reformers would have ventured 
to conceive of before hand." (p. 114.) Nevertheless, there are developments 
which, though natural, can threaten the very existence of society-particu
larly its consensus and solidarity. Comte views the division of labor, growing 
increasingly complex, in this light. It seems to be an inexorable process, the 
very principle of society's development; but at the same time as the division 
of labor is extended, it seems to decompose and fragment society. Thus 
government is assigned the role "to guard against and restrain the funda
mental dispersion of ideas, sentiments, and ideals, which is the inevitable 
result of the very principle of human development, and which, if left to itself, 
would put a stop to social progression in all important respects." (p. 119.) 
Every element and institution of the society, including government, must 
serve to further stability, solidarity, and order. Society is everything in 
Comte's scheme-the individual, nothing. Each must subordinate himself, but 
this has its rewards because "there can be no one who, in his secret mind, has 
not often felt, more or less vividly, how sweet it is to obey when he can have 
the rare privilege of consigning the burdensome responsibility of his general 
self-conduct to wise and trustworthy guidance .... " (p. 122.) 

This review of Cornte's work should suffice to show how much of it was 
explicitly justificatory and apologetic of his "b " 
Des ite the li service he aid to "science," virtually ever assertion he 
makes is based not OP experience an observation but on values and 
sentiments. And these are primarily the values, sentiments, and interests of 
the bourgeoisie. He did not see, or did not want to see, that the principles of 
organization he enunciated-his a prioris-were rooted in a specific socio
historical c refused to see that man is not merel an object but an 
~ctive subject; tl.!.at he determines and is not merely determine; a e can 
change society according to goals, " ... something which positivism -rnust 
deny, for goals, in their very nature, are something that have not as yet been 
experienced." 3 He rejected, as extremely dangerous, the idea that man can 
transcend the immediate factual order to comprehend and organize social 

~ 3 See Frank Hartung, "The Social Functions of Positivism," Philosophy of 
Science, Vol. 12, April 1945, no. 2. 
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reality and thus free himself from so-called "inexorable" forces and conditions. 
In his later work, Politique Positive (1851-54), the religious and senti

mental factor finally prevailed and Comte unabashedly proclaimed himself 
pope of the new positive religion-an ironic turn of events for the ardent 
defender of positive science. Little wonder, then, that J. S. Mill described 
Comte's later views as "the most com lete system of spiritual and temporal 
des otism that ever issued from the em '---E!xce t 
p rhaps, Ignatius Loyol~4 

Despite Comte's philosophic efforts, the peoples of Europe failed to achieve 
an organic, integrated, conflict-free civilization. And it was Karl Marx who 
was to draw the most radical conclusions from this failure. 

4 Quoted in F. M. H. Markham, Henri COlllte de Saint·Simon, Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1952, p. xlviii. 
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Comte's positive philosophy, as we have seen, was a conscious 
attempt to discredit and repudiate what he and other positivists 
had termed "negative" philosophy. The negative-critical philoso
phy which emerged and took shape with the Enlightenment had 
proved itself a formidable weapon in the hands of the rising bour
geoisie in its struggle against the older classes of the theological
feudal order. Ultimately, this struggle resulted in the French 
Revolution and the dissolution of the old order. In these terms, 
negative philosophy, even for Comte, had fulfilled a useful histori
cal function. Now, however, with the establishment of the bour
geois order, Comte believed negative philosophy, the legacy of the 
Enlightenment, had outlived its usefulness. Now, when the major 
task had become consolidation of the new bourgeois-industrial 
order and creation of a truly organic and integrated society, nega
tive philosophy led only to divisiveness, conflict, and disorder. It 
stirred the imagination and hopes of the proletariat and encour
aged class conflict. The proletarians, instead of finding their place 
in the new organic society and adjusting peacefully to it as Comte 
desired, were being agitated to struggle for the transformation of 
the existing society. Not that Comte did not see the need for im
proving the condition of this class; but the emphasis for him was 
always on improvement and precisely that. ' 

Each stage in the evolution of the new organic society was 

83 
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viewed by him as a necessary one; therefore, the working class must adjust 
to the present stage. Improvement would come about organically as the 
society progressed harmoniously from stage to stage. Revolution-i.e., a 
total transformation of the social system-was out of the question. Revo
lution could have only negative consequences; it would only shatter the 
existing order without bringing in its wake any fundamental change in the 
condition of the vast majority of the people. Progress was best assured not 
by criticism, class conflict, and revolutionary activity but by reconciling the 
conflicting tendencies and classes; by educating all classes of society-and 
especially the lower classes-to take their proper place in the new, hierarchi
cally organized society and to resign themselves to their condition. This is 
what the new positive science taught and this was to be its chief function: to 
achieve an organic and conflict-free social order. 

If with Comte, then, there is a complete renunciation of the legacy of the 
Enlightenment (and the French Revolution), with Marx we return full circle 
to a whole-hearted reaffirmation of that legacy. Marx restores, and skillfully 
employs, the very philosophical premises Comte so intensely detested. 

First among these premises was the perfectibility of man. Marx had a 
conception of "natural man"-the individual human being, his needs, and his 

\ potential for development-not unlike that of Rousseau and, more generally, 
l.. of the Enlightenment thinkers. Although this conception is expressed most 

explicitly in his early writings, it remains throughout his life the basis of his 
analysis and criticism of the capitalist system, and of his hopes for the 
attainment of a truly human society. 

Man, Marx believed, as did the Philosophes before him, is infinitely 
perfectible. Man's essential powers-his latent and potential human powers
are unlimited in their capacity for development. If man is now no more than a 
laboring beast, he need not remain in this condition; he can attain the highest 
forms of creativity, thought and action. This is the underlying conception by 
which Marx assessed and evaluated social systems. Man's latent creative 
powers were stifled and repressed under the social conditions of all class 

i societies. The existing system, capitalism, was not only preventing the 
fulfillment of his potential as man, it was even depriving him of his animal 
needs-fresh air, food, sex, etc. Hunger, for example, was not felt as a result 
of external, natural conditions nor was it experienced simply as a phase in the 
recurrent and inevitable rhythm of man's metabolism. Quite the contrary: 
hunger was a condition of deprivation imposed by other men. Marx thus 
condemned the capitalist system for its effect on individual human beings. 
This view finds its clearest and most consistent expression in one of Marx's 
early philosophical works, The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844, to which we now turn. 

It offended Marx's conception of man that the capitalist-industrial system 
had reduced him to an animal laborans, "a beast reduced to the strictest 
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bodily needs."l The workers' "needs" were now at the "barest and most 
miserable level of physical subsistence" and their activity for the better part 
of their waking day was a tedious and repetitive mechanical movement. The 
lowest possible level of life and activity had become the general standard
one in which men were deprived not only of their human needs but of their 
animal needs as well. 

Even the need for fresh air ceases for the worker. Man returns to living 
in a cave, which is now, however, contaminated with the mephitic breath 
of plague given off by civilization, and which he continues to occupy only 
precariously, it being for him an alien habitation which can be withdrawn 
from him any day-a place from which, if he does not pay, he can be 
thrown out any day. For this mortuary he has to pay. A dwelling in the 
light, which Prometheus in Aeschylus designated as one of the greatest 
boons, by means of which he made the savage into a human being, ceases 
to exist for the worker. Light, air, etc.-the simplest animal cleanliness
ceases to be a need for man. Dirt-this stagnation and putrefaction of man 
-the sewage of civilization (speaking quite literally) -comes to be the 
element of life for him. Utter, unnatural neglect, putrefied nature, comes 
to be his life-element. None of his senses exist any longer, and not only in 
his human fashion, but in an inhuman fashion, and therefore, not even in 
an animal fashion." (p. 117.) 

Clearly Marx had an image of man as he could be and hence ought to be, andl 
what he saw and described was a far cry from that image. Far from 
developing his essential human powers, man was being debased and deformed 
and thus becoming something less than an animal. 

In these philosophical writings, the dehumanization of man was viewed by 
Marx as a consequence of alienation. This idea, though Hegelian in origin, 
was fundamentally transformed in the hands of Marx. Alienation for Hegel, 
like his other constructs, was exclusively a phenomenon of the mind. With the 
Left-Hegelians the concept was significantly altered but remained primarily a 
philosophical notion, viz., a condition in which man's own powers appear as 
independent forces or entities controlling his actions. Feuerbach, for instance, 
had used the concept of alienation in his explanation of religious phenomena 
and viewed extramundane beings as man's own invention: The higher beings 
which man's religious fantasies created were, unbeknownst to him, the 
fantastic reflections of his own essence. Marx, going beyond Feuerbach, no 
longer treated alienation as a strictly philosophico-psychological phenomenon. 
Rather, alienation was now analyzed as an explicitly social phenomenon in 
the context of specific social relationships and in a specific socio-historical 
system. (As we shall see, Marx never abandons his interest in the problem of 
alienation, though his express mention of the term becomes less frequent in his 

1 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Moscow: Foreign 
Languages Publishing House. 1961), p. 30. (Subsequent references to this work 
will be cited in parentheses after the particular extract.) 
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later writings.) Moreover, already in these early writings he is moving from 
predominantly philosophical concepts to those of political economy. He is 
intent upon assuring his reader that his conclusions have been reached "by 
means of a wholly empirical analysis based on a conscientious critical study of 
political economy." (p. 15.) His analysis proceeds from actual economic 
facts-not, as we shall see, in order to resign himself to those facts, but 
precisely in order to change them. 

There are a number of senses in which Marx employed the term "aliena
tion"; and the meanings which he assigned to the concept may best be 
grasped from the two German words he used most frequently to describe the 
phenomenon he had in mind: (a) entiiussern (verb) or, in its noun form, 
Entiiusserungj and (b) entjremden (verb) and Entjremdung (noun). The 
first of these means "to part with," "to give up," "to deprive one's self of," 
"to divest one's self of," and, as noted by the translator of these manuscripts, 
it also implies "making external to one's self." The noun Entiiusserung is also 
explicitly defined as alienation (of property). The second German word, also 
rendered in English as "to alienate," connotes primarily two people becoming 
estranged from each other. Thus, the term "alienation" refers to a complex 
process with several aspects. As will be seen in a later discussion of Capital, 
Marx described this process and its consequences in great detail. Here it may 
be summarized in general terms. 

The process begins with the separation of men from their means of 
production and subsistence (as was the case in England when the yeomen 
were driven from their land following passage of the various Enclosure Acts). 
Men are alienated from their property and therefore compelled, if they are to 
avoid starving and becoming vagabonds, to sell their labor power to the 
capitalist entrepreneurs awaiting them. The two parties, capitalist as well as 
laborer, thus enter into an essentially instrumental relationship with each 
other. Forming this relationship is and remains an act of expediency, and the 
two parties remain estranged from each other because the relationship is 
based on conflicting interests and fundamentally different conditions of life. 

Immediately upon entering this relationship, the worker begins to consume 
his energies in the production of things; his labor power becomes objectified 
in commodities over which he has no control. In this sense the more he 
produces, the poorer he becomes. 

All these consequences ~re contained in the definition that the worker 
is related to the product of his labor as an alien object. For on this premise 
it is clear that the more the worker spends himself, the more powerful the 
alien objective world becomes which he creates over against himself, the 
poorer he himself-his inner world-becomes, the less belongs to him as 
his own .... The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no 
longer belongs to him but to the object. Hence, the greater this activity, 
the greater is the worker's lack of objects. Whatever the product of his 

~ahor is, he is not. Therefore the greater this product, the less is he him
'&el£. The alienation of the worker from his product means not only that 
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, his labor becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists out
side him, independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes 
a power on its own confronting him; it means that the life which he has 
conferred on the object confronts him as something hostile and alien. 
(p. 70.) 

/The worker has no control over the process of production or its results; his 
. labor is an alienating activity, not only because he loses the product in which 

he has reified a part of himself, but because the whole productive process is 
external to him and his human needs. In "his work, therefore, he does not 
affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, does not 
develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and 
ruins his mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and 
in his work feels outside himself. He is at home when he is not working, 
and when he is working he is not at home. His labor is therefore not voluntary, 
but coerced; it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it 
is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it. Its alien character emerges 
clearly in the fact that as soon as no physical or other compulsion exists, labor 
is shunned like the plague." (p. 72.) Consequently, he experiences the process 
of production as an oppressive activity, as a loss of freedom. He 

no longer feels himself to be freely active in any but his animal functions
eating, drinking, procreating .... And in his human functions he no 
longer feels himself to be anything but an animal. ... Certainly eating, 
drinking, procreating, etc., are also genuinely human functions. But in 
the abstraction which separates them from the sphere of all other human 
activity and turns them into sole and ultimate ends, they are animal. 
(p. 73.) 

. Man, as worker, has become something less than human for he is separated 
from his potential human qualities. The animal, Marx says, is immediately 
identical with its life activity; man, on the other hand, has the ability to make 
his life activity the object of his will and consciousness. This is what makes it 
possible for man to· attain ever greater degrees of freedom. The animal 
produces only when dominated by his immediate physical needs; man, 
however, can produce "even when he is free from physical need and only truly 
produces in freedom therefrom." (p. 75.) This is reversed under conditions of 
alienated labor where man's whole conscious being and life activity, "his 
essential being [becomes] a mere means to his existence." 

Thus we have an initial alienation from his means of production which 
forces a man (the worker) to form an estranged relationship with another 
man (the employer). The activity itself, which he now performs for the means 
of his existence, is an alienating activity, for the product remains alien to the 
worker and the process of production itself remains external to his conscious
ness and to his human needs and desires. Man becomes increasingly alienated 
ff,om himself, a fact that expresses itself in his estrangement from others. One 
can then see why Marx remained unimpressed with the "forcing-up of wages" 
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and other such ameliorative measures that would not alter the basic relation
ships underlying the conditions of alienation and "would therefore be nothing 
but better payment for the slave, and would not conquer either for the worker 
or for labor their human status and dignity." (p. 81.) 

It is not the worker alone, however, but the nonworker as well (albeit in a 
different form and in differing degrees) who is subject to the condition of 
alienation. Everything" ... which appears in the worker as an activity of 
alienation, of estrangement, appears in the nonworker as a state of alienation, 
of estrangement." (p. 83.) The capitalist who regards as luxury everything 
the worker desires above his barest physical needs is himself subject, though 
to a lesser extent than the worker, to denial and want. For political economy, 
denial and want, or thrift and saving, were major virtues of both the capitalist 
and the worker. "This science of marvelous industry is simultaneously the 
science of asceticism, and its true ideal is the ascetic but extortionate miser 
and the ascetic but productive slave. . . . Thus political economy-despite its 
worldly and wanton appearance-is a true moral science, the most moral of 
all the sciences. Self-denial, the denial of life and of all human needs, is its 
cardinal doctrine. The less you eat, drink, and read books; the less you go to 
the theatre, the dance hall, the public house; the less you think, love, theorize, 
sing, paint, fence, etc., the more you save-the greater becomes your treasure 
which neither moths nor dust will devour-your capital. The less you are, the 
more you have; the less you express your own life, the greater is your 
alienated life-the greater is the store of your estranged being." (p. 119.) 

This general condition, then, a consequence of specific social relationships 
and processes, was one that had to be abolished if men were to elevate 
themselves to a truly human status. For Marx, this was possible only "in a 
practical way, by virtue of the practical energy of men." (p. 109.) If men 
were to develop their essential human powers, if they were to perfect 
themselves, they had first of all to abolish the conditions of their present 
malaise. This was to be a process, a movement. Therefore, the establishment 
of what Marx called "communism" was not an end but a means to man's 
greater freedom and hence to man's greater humanity. "Communism," wrote 
Marx in another early work, German Ideology, "is for us not a stable state 
which is to be established, an ideal to which reality will have to adjust itself. 
We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state of 
things. The conditions of this movement result from the premises now in 
existence."2 Communism is no- static utopia toward which men should strive 
but a critical and revolutionary movement. "Communism . . . is the actual 
phase necessary for the next stage of historical development in the process of 
human emancipation and recovery."3 

It is clear, then, that Marx had a conception of the human individual as he 

2 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology (New York: Inter
national Publishers, 1960) , p. 26. 

3 Karl Marx, op. cit., p. 114. 
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could be and that this was his measure of the existing social system. Man's 
creative powers, his capacity for self-perfection and self-realization, are 
practically unlimited-given the abolition of those relationships and condi
tions which until now have so drastically impeded this development. Man is 
a creature of the very social conditions he himself has created, but he need not 
remain a prisoner oj those conditions. To understand how, in Marx's view, 
men could make their history more consciously than ever before, we must 
examine another aspect of the Enlightenment legacy-negative-critical think
ing-the dialectical form of which Marx learned directly from Hegel but 
fundamentally transformed. 

Style of Thinking 

For Hegel, it will be recalled, reason embraced the total universe; all of its 
realms, the inorganic as well as the organic, nature as well as society, were 
governed by the Idea and its dialectical logic. Reason was an immanent force 
that expressed itself in the unfolding of reality. In the natural realm, 
development and change-things becoming actually what they always were 
potentially-took place in "a direct, unopposed, unhindered manner." It was 
both a peaceful process and one of blind necessity. Not so in the human 
realm, where history had shown that development was a conflictive process 
dependent on human consciousness and will. The rational structure of being 
could be comprehended by the human mind and this was a necessary 
condition of freedom: the actualization of the potentialities inherent in 
reality. "Truth" was not strictly a function of formal propositions; the 
criterion of truth was reality in process. Herbert Marcuse has explained 
Hegel's view rather well: "Something is true if it is what it can be, fulfilling 
all its objective possibilities."4 If, for instance, a man is a slave, he 
nevertheless retains some freedom to change his condition. One must always 
see the possibility of negating the relationship implicit in the statement, "A 
man is a slave." 

For Hegel, the form in which a thing immediately appears is not yet its true 
form. What one sees at first is a negative condition, not the real potentialities 
of a thing. Something becomes true "only in the process of overcoming this 
negativity, so that the birth of the truth requires the death of the given state 
of being. . . . All forms are seized by the dissolving movement of reason 
which cancels and alters them until they are adequate to their notion."5 In 
these terms, there is a revolutionary side to Hegel's philosophy. The given 
facts as they appear can never be more than a temporary and partial truth. 
For they represent only one negative phase in the unfolding of truth which 
reveals itself precisely by the destruction and supersession of that phase. 

4 Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, 2nd ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1954) , p. 25. 

5 Ibid., p. 26. 
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This dialectical conception of reality which can be traced to Aristotle and 
even to certain pre-Socratic philosophers profoundly influenced Marx's think
ing about social phenomena.6 The realm of the "is" must always be criticized 
and challenged to reveal the possibilities within it. The existing factual order 
is a transient negativity which can be transcended. One cannot even compre
hend the existing order, let alone free its potentialities, unless it is critically 
opposed and ultimately transcended. The data are not "positives"; nor is the 
existing factual order inviolable. On the contrary, since that order imposes a 
subhuman condition of existence upon men, since they are therefore less than 
they can be, men must strive to change that order. 

This approach is directly opposed to that of positivism, which treats facts 

)
in their immediately given form as truth. By their rejection of universal 
concepts and their reduction of truth to the immediately observable and 
verifiable, the positivists exclude "from the domain of knowledge everything 
that may not yet be a fact."7 Marx, like Hegel-at least up to a given point in 
the latter's system-refused to limit truth to a particular "given"; he firmly 
believed "that the potentialities of men and things are not exhausted in the 
given forms and relations in which they may actually appear .... "8 

Of course, all this should not be taken to mean that Marx had no use or 
regard for "the facts"; this would be patently false and absurd. The point is, 
rather, that he was always conscious of the transient character of any given 
facts which are but negative moments in a ceaseless historical process. The 
existing factual order of capitalism, for instance, had to be studied carefully if 
only to learn how to negate it. The possibility of revolution rested on certain 
apparently objective economic and political conditions, and these could be 
grasped through an analysis of the structure and tendencies of capitalism. 
Only with this factual knowledge could Marx develop (as was his intention) a 
general theory to guide the revolutionary action of the working class. 
Moreover, once he arrived at an empirical generalization or theoretical 
proposition which he regarded as true, he always pointed to the historically 
specific conditions to which they applied. The proposition, for example, that 
the "relations of production" tend to determine the character of men, 
including their consciousness, is regarded by Marx as a socio-historical fact; 
but this is precisely what he regards as man's alienated condition. At the same 
time, therefore, that he is describing that fact he is exposing the materialistic 
nature of the prevailing order in which relations of production are funda
mental in forming and deforming human relations and in divesting man of his 
human character. Thus, 

6 In this connection, Hannah Arendt has remarked that "the influence of 
Aristotle on the style of Marx's thought seems to me almost as characteristic and 
decisive as the influence of Hegel's philosophy." The Human Condition, (New 
York: Anchor Books, 1959), p. 365. (Italics mine.) 

7 Marcuse, op cit., p. 113. 
8 Ibid., p. 113. 
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Marx's proposition is a critical one, implying that the prevailing relation 
between consciousness and social existence is a false one that must be over
come before the true relation can come to light. The truth of the material
istic thesis is thus to be fulfilled in its negation. 

Marx emphasizes time and again that his materialistic starting point is 
forced upon him by the materialistic quality of the society he analyzes.9 

Misunderstanding of this point has led to the worst distortions of Marx's 
theory, in which the very opposite of what he believed is attributed to 
him-namely, that his ideal was a materialistic society. Actually, his ideal 
was to invert the prevalent relationship between social being and social 
consciousness. Precisely what Marx meant by leaving the domain of "neces
sity" and entering the domain of "freedom" was that men would now begin 
consciously to determine their fate. This is the view Marx held not only in his 
early philosophical writings but in his maturity as well. In Capital, he 
wrote: 

The life-process of society, which is based on the process of material pro
duction, does not strip off its mystical veil until it is treated as production 
by freely associated men, and is consciously regulated by them in accord
ance with a settled plan.10 

In these terms, as was pointed out earlier, Marx viewed socialism and/or 
communism not as ends in themselves. The abolition of private property and 
the socialization of the means of production are the first steps in the abolition 
of alienated labor. That this will lead to "an association, in which the free 
development of each is the condition for the free development of all" is not at 
all inevitable. Everything will depend on what men do with the socialized 
resources. If men do not associate freely and utilize these resources to fulfill 
their human needs and to further their human development, then the social
ization of the means of production has merely substituted one form of 
subjugation for another. Marx foresaw this danger and warned against 
reifying "society" and setting it up against the individual: 

What is to be avoided above all is the reestablishing of "Society" as an \' 
abstraction vis-a-vis the individual. The individual is the social being. His 
life ... is therefore an expression and confirmation of social iife.n 

The needs and freedom of the individual thus remain paramount in Marx's 
ideal; he therefore condemns any society that imposes a division of labor 
without considering the need for well-being and for maximum self-realization 
of each and every individual. This is his main criticism of class society: it is a 
situation in which an individual's entire fate tends to be determined by his 
class position and the function assigned him in the system of production. The 

9 Ibid., pp. 27!!-74. 
10 Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. I (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 

1954), p. 80. 
11 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, p. 105. 



92 THE MARXIAN WATERSHED 

difference between this condition and the one he envisioned in the future, 
Marx made clear in a famous passage: 

The division of labor offers us the first example of how, as long as man 
remains in natural society [i.e., governed by laws which are inexorable, 
like natural laws over which men have no control], that is as long as a 
cleavage exists between the particular and the common interest, as long 
therefore as activity is not voluntarily, but naturally, divided, man's own 
deed becomes an alien power opposed to him, which enslaves him instead 
of being controlled by him. For as soon as labor is distributed, each man 
has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and 
from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd, or 
a critical critic, and must remain so if he does not want to lose his means 
of livelihood; while in communist society, where nobody has one exclusive 
sphere of activity, but each man can become accomplished in any branch 
he wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it pos
sible for me to do one thing to-day and another to-morrow, to hunt in the 
morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after 
dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, 
shepherd or critic.12 

From Hegel, then, Marx took the emphasis on negative critical thinking 
which he integrated into his intellectual consciousness.13 With Marx, how-

./ ever, dialectical thinking is not only critical and revolutionary but empirical 
and sociological as well. Conflict, for example, is explained not abstractly but 
in terms of concrete and specific social relationships. One class owns the 
means of production while the other does not; this is the basis of the various 
forms of conflict between them. Marx views the entire capitalist system as 
resting on conflicting principles and tendencies: "contradictions" exist be
tween the ~ocial character of production and the institution of private 
property, or between the growth of the "productive forces" and the existing 
"relations of production"; ~etween production for use and production for 
profit; between production and consumption) and still others-all arrived at 
inductively. For Marx, these conflicting principles are rooted in definite social 
relationships, and his dialectical reasoning is therefore quite the opposite of 
Hegel's closed ontological system. Marx's thought is in all respects a different 
order of truth from Hegel'S, and not to be interpreted in terms of the latter's 
philosophical concepts. This can only be appreciated by further examining 
Marx's work. 

12 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, op cit., p. 22. 
13 However, unlike his friend and colleague, Frederick Engels, Marx made no 

attempt to codify dialectical reasoning into a rigid system equally applicable 
to nature and society. A critique of Engels' view of the dialectic and his vacilla
tion between Hegelianism and Positivism may be found in George Lichtheim's 
Marxism: An Historical and Critical Study (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
1962) , and in Sidney Hook's Reason, Social Myths and Democracy (New York: 
The John Day Company, 1940) . Also a brief critical discussion of the way Engels 
treats the dialectic sometimes as an ontology and sometimes as a heuristic device 
may be found in my own recently published study, Marxism: A Re-Examination 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Van Nostrand, 1967) . 
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From 
Social Philosophy 
to Social Theory 

Marx worked out his own theory of the relationship between social 
existence and social consciousness-the so-called materialist con
ception of history-in direct opposition to Hegel's idealistic 
conception of that relationship. Throughout his life Marx con
tinued to honor his intellectual debt to that "mighty thinker" by 
coquetting with the Hegelian mode of expression. Nevertheless, he 
believed that dialectical thinking had suffered from mystification 
in Hegel's hands. "With him it is standing on its head. It must be 
turned right side up again, if you would discover the rational 
kernel within the mystical shell.ll1 What was this rational kernel? 
"In its rational form," Marx wrote, "it [the dialectic] is a scandal 
and abomination to bourgeoisdom and its doctrinaire professors, 
because it includes in its comprehension and affirmative recogni
tion of the existing state of things, at the same time also, the 
recognition of the negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking 
up; because it regards every historically developed social form as 
in fluid movement, and therefore takes into account its transient 
nature not less than its momentary existence; because it lets noth
ing impose upon it, and is in its essence critical and revolu
tionary."2 

1 Karl Marx. Capital, Vol. I (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House. 
1954) • p. 20. 

2 Ibid., p. 20. 
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In Hegel, moreover, the "existing state of things" appeared as an expres
sion of the Idea or Spirit; he had held, apparently, to an inverted conception 
of the relationship between existence and consciousness. This prompted 
Marx to state once more in his maturity what he had already repeatedly 
insisted upon in his youth. 

My dialectical method is not only different from the Hegelian, but its 
direct opposite. To Hegel, the life· process of the human brain, i.e., the 
process of thinking, which, under the name of "the Idea," he even trans
forms into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world, and 
the real world is only the external, phenomenal form of "the Idea." With 
me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the material world 
reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought.3 

This was the standpoint Marx had already arrived at in 1843-if not 
before-when he had developed the rudiments of his own theory in critical 
opposition not only to Hegel but to the Left- or Young-Hegelians as well. One 
of the latter, Bruno Bauer, had written two essays on the so-called "Jewish 
Question," in which his analysis of the causes of Jewish persecution, as well as 
the solution he proposed, remained within a theological framework. In effect, 
Bauer had argued that the Jews must overcome their religious parochialism, 
give up their Judaism, as a precondition of their political and social emanci
pation. In reply, Marx argued that religion is not the basis but the manifesta
tion of secular conditions. "We do not claim that [men] must transcend their 
religious narrowness in order to get rid of their secular limitations. We claim 
that they will transcend their religious narrowness once they have overcome 
their secular limitations. We do not turn secular questions into theological 
questions; we turn theological questions into secular ones."4 

Since Bauer was an implacable enemy of religion, as were the other Left
Hegelians, the solution he proposed was religious criticism. Bauer, Marx 
observed, had merely restated a theological question-Was a Jew or a 
Christian more likely to attain salvation?-in another, albeit more enlight
ened, form: Was a Jew or a Christian more capable of emancipation? Bauer 
was not proposing that the Jews give up Judaism for Christianity, but for 
Christianity in dissolution. They must join in negating Christianity; they 
must be critical and enlightened and in this way they wiII contribute to a 
"free humanity." Thus for Bauer the emancipation of the Jews was a matter 
of religious criticism. He reasoned that since it is the Christian qua Christian 
who finds Judaism offensive, he wiII cease to find it so when he ceases to 
profess Christianity. Therefore, by adopting a critical and enlightened atti
tude toward the Christian religion, by contributing to its dissolution, the Jews 
help to remove the cause of their presecution. The Jew is thus saddled with a 

3 Ibid., p. 19. 
4 Karl Marx, Early Writings, translated and edited by T. B. Bottomore (Lon

don: C. A. Watts and Co., Ltd., 1963), p. 10. 
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two-fold responsibility: he must in addition to his own work take on the work 
of the Christian-the "criticism of the Gospels," of the "life of Jesus," etc. 

In reply, Marx advances his own approach, simultaneously sociological and 
revolutionary. Sociological because he posits a social condition underlying the 
phenomenon of Judaism, and revolutionary because it is precisely this 
condition which must be abolished if the phenomenon is to disappear. Marx 
thus attempts to escape the theological formulation of the problem by 
transforming it into a secular, sociological one. What is the secular basis of 
"Judaism"? Self-interest, egoism, huckstering, money-in a word, capitalism. 
Marx was here exploiting the double meaning of ludentum, which in the 
language of the time meant "commerce" as well as Judaism.5 

Marx took the opportunity afforded by Bauer's essays to put forward his 
own recently acquired point of view. The essence of the prevailing social 
system was huckstering j human worth was measured by the value of the 
commodities each held. In the sense, then, in which Marx used the term 
ludentum, all civil society was now dominated by its practical spirit. He 
paraphrases a passage from Thomas Hamilton's Men and Manners in North 
America to demonstrate the extent to which Mammon had become the idol of 
the devout New Englander: "In his view the world is no more than a Stock 
Exchange, and he is convinced that he has no other destiny here below than to 
become richer than his neighbor. Trade has seized upon all his thoughts, and 
he has no other recreation than to exchange objects. When he travels he 
carries, so to speak, his goods and his counter on his back and talks only of 
interest and profit. If he loses sight of his own business for an instant it is 
only in order to pry into the business of his competitors."6 As Marx saw it 
then, the task of the age was to emancipate itself from huckstering and 
money. "An organization of society which would abolish the preconditions 
and thus the very possibility of huckstering, would make the Jew impossible. lIT 

The Jew, as others, must recognize this. "In the final analysis, the emancipa
tion of the Jews is the emancipation of mankind from ludaism"-or from 
what he was later to call capitalism. By eliminating huckstering and its 
preconditions, the huckstering consciousness no longer becomes possible. 
Marx criticized Bauer for remaining in the realm of pure thought and for not 
recognizing the connection between forms of religious consciousness and the 

5 Sidney Hook, in his classic study, From Hegel to Marx, observed in this 
regard: "Although Marx was free of antisemitic prejudice, he unfortunately was 
not oversensitive to using the term, 'Jew: often with unsavory adjectives. as an 
epithet of abuse." I hope it is superfluous to point out that in presenting Marx's 
argument as he states it. I am not defending his practice. Jews had apparently 
played a conspicuous role in European commerce since the Middle Ages and 
for this reason "Jew" became a synonym for merchant. In this connection it will 
be recalled that Werner Sombart attributed a fundamental role to the Jews in 
the formation of capitalism. 

6 Karl Marx, Early Writings, p. 35. 
7 Ibid., p. 34. 
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real conditions of social life. Essentially, this was the same criticism Marx 
had of Hegel's view. 

In his Critique oj Hegel's Philosophy oj Right, written about the same time 
as his reply to Bauer, Marx treats religion as a state of alienation and 
presents the premises of his own approach-a few of which can be quoted 
here: 

The basis of irreligious criticism is this: man makes religion; religion does 
not make man. Religion is indeed man's self-consciousness and self-aware
ness so long as he has not found himself or has lost himself again. But man 
is not an abstract being, squatting outside the world. Man is the human 
world, the state, society. 

It [religion] is the fantastic realization of the human being inasmuch as the 
human being possesses no true reality. 

Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of real suffering and 
a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed crea
ture, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. 
It is the opium of the people. 

The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is a demand 
for their real happiness. The call to abandon their illusions about their 
condition is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions. 

Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers from the chain, not in order 
that man shall bear the chain without caprice or consolation but so that 
he shall cast off the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of 
religion disillusions man so that he will think, act and fashion his reality 
as a man who has lost his illusions and regained his reason .... 

It is the task of history, therefore, once the other-world of truth has van
ished, to establish the truth of this world. The immediate task of philoso
phy, which is in the service of history, is to unmask human self-alienation 
in its secular form now that it has been unmasked in its sacred form. Thus 
the criticism of heaven is transformed into the criticism of earth, the 
criticism Of religion into the criticism of law, and the criticism of theology 
into the criticism of politics.8 

Marx goes on and adumbrates already in this early essay what was later to 
become his theory of social change and revolution and the role of the working 
class within it.9 

This brief review of Marx's early writings should lend greater cogency to 
the assertion that Marx developed his own theory in critical opposition to the 
Old- and Young-Hegelians alike. With the exception of Feuerbach, whose 
great achievement, Marx believed, was to make "the social relationship of 
'man to man' the basic principle of his theory," none of the Young-Hegelians 
had gone much beyond Hegel conceptually. But Feuerbach had committed a 
different type of error-that of the mechanical materialists: he had ignored 

8 Ibid., p. 43-44. 
9 See Ibid., especially pages 52, 58-59. 
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the active, creative side of practical human activity. Therefore, Marx's theory 
(which takes this active side into account) cannot be adequately understood 
as materialism in the traditional sense. His view, as he himself characterized 
it, was to be distinguished from both idealism and materialism "constituting 
at the same time the unifying truth of both."10 It is to this view, as a theory 
of man, society, and history, that we now turn. 

The General Theory 

The premises from which Marx begins are real, flesh-and-blood human 
individuals. In the first instance, these real men are physical organisms with 
real physical needs. Like all other natural organisms, men, in order to survive, 
must enter into a metabolic relationship with nature. Men survive and 
develop only by interacting with nature, and this interaction, being the basis 
of their life process, is indispensable under any social circumstances. Essen-

i tially, then, as in the case of all other animals, man's major and most 
, fundamental activity, laboring, is the production of life, the maintenance of 
the life process. "By producing their means of subsistence men are indirectly 
producing their actual material life."ll Men, however, unlike all other 
animals do not simply take from nature what they need for the maintenance 
of life: they produce their means of subsistence. While it is true, therefore, 
that what and how men produce always remains in varying degrees dependent 
"on the nature of the actual means they find in existence and have to 
reproduce," it is equally true that men can and do modify these means, 
thereby reducing their immediate dependence upon natural conditions. In 
these terms, the labor activity of men is not a mere adaptation to nature but a 
conscious and purposeful transformation of natural conditions. Men appropri
ate the materials of nature and by their modification create a super-organic 
world of man-made artifacts. Man is not only an animallaborans but a homo 
faber who lives and acts in two worlds simultaneously-the artificial and the 
natural. 

For Marx, the labor process is not only natural but social: Men produce not 
in isolation from one another but by interacting and cooperating with one 
another. Men act upon nature by interacting with other men. "The fact is," 
wrote Marx, "that definite individuals who are productively active in a 
definite way enter into ... definite social and political relations." Individ
uals "produce materially and are active under definite material limits, 
presuppositions, and conditions independent of their Will."12 "Material 
limits" refers to both the natural and social conditions which are imposed 

10 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Moscow: 
Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1961), p. 151. 

11 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology (New York: Inter· 
national Publishers, 1960) , p. 7. 

12 Ibid., p. 13. 
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upon men. Though these limits can ultimately be widened and the conditions 
changed, at any given moment men are born into, and act within, the 
framework of existing material conditions. In Marx's words, the 

. . . mode of production must not be considered simply as being the repro
duction of the physical existence of the individuals. Rather it is a definite 
form of activity of these individuals, a definite form of expressing their 
life, a definite mode of life on their part. As individuals express their life, 
so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides with their production, both 
with what they produce and with how they produce. The nature of in
dividuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their 
production. 13 

"Mode of production" is the general concept which Marx employed to 
encompass the complex process through which men simultaneously interact 
both with nature and with one another. There is a dialectical relationship 
between the two kinds of conditions: the interaction of men with nature 
determines the character of their social relationships, while the character of 
their social relations determines their mode of interaction with nature. These 
propositions are not dogmas for Marx. On the contrary, he insists that one 
must "bring out empirically, and without any mystification and speculation, 
the connection of the social and political structure with production."14 
Employing the concepts "productive forces" and "relations of production," 
Marx laid down the basic propositions of his general theory in his preface to 
A Contribution to the Critique oj Political Economy: 

(In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite rela
tions that are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations 
of production correspond to a definite stage of development of their ma
terial powers of production. The sum total of these relations of production 
constitutes the economic structure of society-the real foundation, on 
which rise legal and political superstructures and to which correspond 
definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production in material 
life determines the general character of the social, political and spiritual 
processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their 
existence, but, on the contrary, their social existence determines their con
sciousness. At a certain stage of their development, the material forces of 
production in society come in conflict with the existing relations of pro
duction, or-what is but a legal expression for the same thing-with the 
property relations within which they had been at work before. From forms 
of development of the forces of production these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then comes the period of social revolution. With the change of 
the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less 

\ r~Ridly transformed.11i 

18 Ibid., p. 7. 
14 Ibid., p. Ill. 
15 Karl Marx, Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Chicago: 

Charles H. Kerr and Company, 1904) • pp. 11-12. 
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By "material forces of production" or what here shall be called "productive 
, forces," Marx is referring to the productive activity of real individuals in 
their relations of cooperation. A "productive force" is therefore first and 
foremost a social force. "By social we understand the cooperation of several 
individuals, no matter under what conditions, in what manner, and to what 
end. It follows from this that a certain mode of production, or industrial 
stage, is always combined with a certain mode of cooperation, or social stage, 
and this mode of cooperation is itself a 'productive force.' "16 

Men produce-appropriate and transform the materials of nature-only 
by 

. . . cooperating in a certain way and mutually exchanging their activities~ ..I ..... 
In order to produce they enter into definite connections and relations ! "\ 
with one another and only within these social connections and relations ) 
does their action on nature, does production take place. 

These social relations into which the producers enter with one another,\ 
the conditions under which they exchange theiT activities and participate , 
in the whole act of production, will naturally vary according to the } 
character of the means of production.l7 . 

Marx illustrated the latter point-that relations vary with the means of 
production-saying, "Labor is organized, is divided differently according to 
the instruments it disposes over. The hand mill presupposes a different 
division of labor from the steam mill.1Il8 

There is therefore nothing mystical in the term "productive force" as 
used by Marx. It includes, first of all, the real labor power of working men. 
It is the social force of these living workers, by which they produce the means 
of satisfying the natural and social needs of their existence; it therefore 

'includes the workers, the instruments of production employed by them, and 
,the definite form of cooperation conditioned by the instruments and means of 
jproduction. Anything that increases the productivity of human labor power 
i9creases the "productive forces" of a society. Thus while the concept denotes 
men's mastery of nature as expressed in the advance of technique, science, and 
instruments of production, it also includes the social organization of produc
tion, i.e., the cooperation and division of labor among men. While technical 
problems can and do emerge as a result, for instance, of the inappropriateness 
of a certain organization of labor for certain instruments of production, this is 
not what Marx had in mind when he wrote that at a certain stage of their 
development the productive forces come in conflict with the existing "relations 
of production." 

16 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, op cit., p. 18. (Italics mine.) . 
17 Karl Marx "Wage Labor and Capital," in Marx and Engels, Selected Works, 

Vol. I, (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1950) ,p. 83. 
18 Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy (MOSCOW: Foreign Languages Pub

lishing House, N.D.), p. 127. 
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[ "Relations of production," as he himself stated, refers to the fundamental 
\ "property relations" of the society in question. In the process of production 
J men labor with other men but they also labor for other men. Under capital-

ism, those who owned and controlled the means of production had great power 
over those who did not; the latter, who had been separated from their means 
of production and who therefore owned only their labor power, served and 
obeyed. Thus the concept property relations becomes the starting point of 
Marx's theory of classes. But it is also an important concept in his theory of 
social change and revolution. 

/:- In the early phase of a system's development, the property relations 
I facilitate the constant growth of the productive forces. In the later phases of 
: its development, the productive forces are retarded and hampered in their 

growth by the existing property relations. These property relations have to be 
"burst asunder" in order to allow for the further growth of the productive 
forces. The workers, acting as a class, set free the forces potentially existing in 
social labor by their revolutionary action. In this sense the workers' revolu
tion is a constructive act, because it frees social productivity of the constraints 
imposed by capitalist property relations. Marx's theory is therefore not 
merely technological. The tension between productive forces and property 
relations is not a mere lack of adjustment between technical innovations and 
their social application. According to Marx's theory, it is impossible to 
measure accurately the productive forces of a society apart from the formal 
social relationships in which they are at work; it is impossible to measure 
productive forces purely in terms of natural science and technology. At best, 
one can make only a reasonable estimate of what would be the potential of a 
given technology under different property relations. Merely technical changes 
are therefore inadequate for the liberation of the productive forces. 

~ Thus, Marx saw the "mode of production" as composed of two parts: 
t/ property relations and productive forces. The property relations either ad

ance or block the growth of the productive forces. The potential of these 
forces cannot be measured by a technological calculation alone; rather, it can 
be released only by the elimination of outdated property relations. With the 
removal of these property relations and the establishment of newer and more 
flexible forms of organization, the further development of the productive 
forces and new forms of human activity are facilitated. As the "mode of 
production" changes, other spheres of social conduct (or subsystems), e.g., 
legal, political, ideological, change in consequence. Thus stated, there is no 

'

ambiguity in Marx's theory. It unequivocally asserts that a society's changing 
r economic structure determines changes in its social structure as a whole, and 

in the consciousness of the people within it. 
For Marx, therefore, ideas and conceptions, far from having an independent 

existence, are intimately connected with the material activity and social 
intercourse of real men. Religion, morality, philosophy, and law-in a word, 
ideology-have no real history or development. When one speaks of the 
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history of religion, of law, or the like, he is abstracting ideas from reallifej he 
is engaged in the reification of concepts which have no existence apart from 

,living men. Ideas neither exist nor change. Rather, it is living men who
I along with the material conditions of their existence-change themselves, 
"their thinking and the products of their thinking." 

To illuminate the connection between social existence and social conscious
ness Marx postulated a stage in which they had constituted a unity. Prior to 
any division of labor between the material and mental activities of men, their 
"doing" and their "thinking" were directly interwoven. Thus while all human 
activity had what one might choose to regard, for example, as political, 
religious, and legal (normative) aspects, these were not yet separate and 
distinct spheres. They were, in Marx's words, "the direct efflux of their 
material behavior."19 Under these circumstances, there were no special 
individuals who were professional practitioners of politics, law, religion, etc. 
Mental activity, not yet divorced from man's general activity, had not even 
the semblance of an autonomous existence. The existing social relations, 
between individuals expressed themselves simultaneously as political and legal 
relations. However, with a new division of labor, between material and mental 
activities, political and legal relations 

... are bound to assume an independent existence vis-a-vis the individ
uals. In language, such relations can only be expressed as concepts. The 
fact that these universals and concepts are accepted as mysterious powers 
is a necessary consequence of the independent existence assumed by the 
real relations whose expression they are. Besides this acceptance in every
day consciousness, these universals are also given a special validity and 
further development by political scientists and jurists who, as a result of 
the division of labor, are assigned to the cult of these concepts, and who 
see in them rather than in the relations of production, the true basis of 
actual property relations.20 

The new division of labor brought into being a variety of distinct ideologi
cal spheres, each with its own professional practitioners who were now 
interested in maintaining their respective spheres. Nevertheless, the spheres 
are still regarded by Marx as dependent in varying degrees-for their 
character, change, and development-upon the existing relations of produc
tion. For example, Marx asserts that the ruling ideas in every age are the 1 
ideas of the ruling class. This class, having the means of material production 
at its disposal, controls also the means of mental production and thereby 
attempts to impose its ideas upon those who own and control neither. The 
dominant ideas are nothing more than the mental expressions of the dominant 
relationships. The ruling class has no need to develop or disseminate these 

19 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels. op cit., p. 14. 
20 The German Ideology, quoted in T. B. Bottomore and Maximilien Rubel. 

Karl Marx: Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy (London: Watts 
and Company. 1961) • p. 78. 



102 THE MARXIAN WATERSHED 

ideas by itself. The division of labor has brought into being a special group of 
ideologists whose main concern and source of livelihood it is to develop and 
perfect the illusions of the class about itself and ideologically to defend its 
interests. 

But one must not assume a one-to-one relationship between the class and its 
spokesmen. On the contrary, the development of a cleavage, of hostility, and 
even opposition, is altogether possible between the two. There are, however, 
certain objective limits to such a cleavage. In one of his earliest conceptualiza
tions of this problem, Marx asserted that in the event of a collision between 
the class and its spokesmen, in which the interests of the class were en
dangered, the interests would ultimately win out. The cleavage would disap
pear and with it the illusion that the ruling ideas were not the ideas of the 
ruling class and had a power distinct from this class.21 

The division of labor in general, it will be recalled, was a negative condition 
for Marx; for while it enhanced the productive power of men, it also 
imprisoned them in narrow spheres of activity from which they could not 
escape without losing their means of livelihood. The material basis of man's 
eventual emancipation-the developing productive forces-was in the mean
while exacting from him a great human price. Marx explored this process in 
detail in his chief work: Capital. 

21 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels. op cit., pp. 39-43. 
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Marx's Sociology 
of 

Alienated Labor 

Das Kapital, or Capital, could just as appropriately have been 
entitled Die Arbeit; for by and large it is, especially the first 
volume, a sociological study of the world of alienated labor. At 
the same time, Marx explores in detail what he considers the 
fu~en.ta.1...asp.ects ,of the expanding capitalist system: its de
ve!9~rod,!~!~~e fo~ces ,and its basic relations of production. 
In these terms, Capital is a careful examination of the changing 
existential conditions of men and, concomitantly, of their chang
ing character and consciousness; it is a documentation of his 
thesis that in the process of material production men alter, along 
with the conditions of their existence, their entire psychological 
makeup. 

The f!!.~t._p~ase in the development of the productive forces 
within the capitalist mode of production Marx called "simple 
cooperation." While cooperation is characteristic of all large-scale 
production, simple cooperation prevails during that period in 
which capital operates on a large scale, but division of labor and 
.machinery playa subordinate part. "A greater number of laborers 
working together, at the same time, in one place, in order to 
produce the same sort of commodity under the mastership of one 
capitalist, constitutes, both historically and logically, the starting 
point of capitalist production."l Cooperation of this kind takes 

1 All citations in this chapter (hereafter found as page numbers after the 
quotation) are from Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. I (Moscow: Foreign Languages 
Publishing House, 1954) . This particular statement appears on p. 322. 
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place mainly in manufacture in the strict sense, i.e., hand production; 
thus production in these early stages is distinguished from handicraft pro
duction in the guilds only by the greater number of workers simultane
ously employed by one and the same capitalist. The emphasis here is on 
the socially productive force that comes into being by bringing many men 
together to work side by side and to cooperate with one another. The 
capitalist pays each individual worker for his individual labor power and gets 
more than he bargained for. He now gains directly from their cooperation, 
from the new socially productive force. The capitalist could not have gained 
as much surplus value by employing 12 isolated men, each working 12 hours, 
as by employing 12 working together and cooperating for 12 hours. In ad
dition, without anyone realizing it, the extension of the scale of production 
together with the contraction of the "arena," i.e., assembling many workers 
under one roof, provide the requisite conditions for the further development 
of the "productive forces"-a consequence impossible when the workers and 
the means of production are isolated and scattered, as in the cottage systetp, 
for example. 

For Marx, cooperation in this form characterized the earliest phase of 
capitalism and was an important new productive force. It was new, not in the 
sense that there were no examples of simple cooperation before in history, but 
in the sense that the utilization and furt~~r growth of this productive force 
was no,,:," _dep~nd~p.t on ...s.p~cific "relations of production." The existence of 
largeoutlays of capital now became a precondition for the cooperation of 
many workers. The workers could not cooperate unless they were employed 
simultaneously by the same capitalist. 

In the specific case of English capitalism in the period under consideration, 
these "relations of production" prevailed-capitalists with adequate means of 
production and money, on the one hand, and workers without either, on the 
other. In this phase, then, the "relations of production" had not yet become 
fetters, and the "productive forces" had not yet come into conflict with them. 
On the contrary, the existing relations provided the framework within which 
the productive forces could continue to develop. The concentration of the 
means of production in the hands of the capitalists became the precondition 
for the cooperation of many workers; the extent of their cooperation depended 
on the extent of concentration; 'the whole process rested on capitalist relations 

_ of production, or property relatioQs.' 
If the early phase of manufacture was characterized by a relatively simple 

form of cooperation, then the la~ was based on a more complex 
('dIvision of labor. Manufacture arises out of handicrafts, in some cases uniting 
: the formerly independent ones and in others uniting the members of the same 

craft. And it is this uniting of the crafts, forging them into one productive 
organization whose parts are human beings, which distinguishes manufacture 
as a new phase in the growth of productive forces. This phase retains the 
character of handicraft because each operation is still performed by hand and 
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is therefore dependent on the skill and dexterity of the individual workman in 
handling his tools. 

Since he is now engaged in one simple operation, however, the worker is 
alienated from some of the creative prerogatives he exercised before. His 

) whole body becomes an "automatic, specialized implement of that operation." 
""-(p. 339.) What he loses in creativity he gains in efficiency. The worker now 

takes less time in performing the specific operation than the craftsman who 
performs the entire series of operations in succession. The division of labor 
among many workers, each with !Us specialized operation, is the basis of the 
productive system called manufacture, a new organization of labor under 

'-: which the socially productive power of labor is increased. This new productive 
force under the capitalist system is gained in manufacture by concentrating 
the powers already existing in the society at large. Thus manufacture, 
according to Marx, " ... produces the skill of the detail laborer, by 
reproducing, and systematically driving to an extreme within the workshop, 
the naturally develQ{led differentiation of trades which it found ready to hand 
in society at large.''-fp. 339.) 

The capitalist entrepreneur had already grasped at this early stage in 
capitalist development that anything which interrupts the "constant flow" of 
the labor process also cuts into his profits. The production of commodities 
with a minimum of labor time, not a consideration at all under the guild 
system, now became a consideration of central importance. Decreasing the 
labor time necessary for the production of commodities was impossible so long 
as the worker had to perform a series of fractional operations which required 
him at one time to change his place and at another to change his tools. These 
shifts interrupted the flow by creating gaps in the working day that had to be 
closed by tying the worker to one and the same operation for the entire day. 
For Marx the closing of these gaps, which manufacture achieved, resulted in a 
further increase in the productive power of labor, in the productive forces 
under capitalism. 

The concentration of production, of the various skills and trades in one 
workshop, also made necessary changes in the tools employed. Unlike the 
craftsman who used a few tools for many operations, the worker now 
employed a specialized tool for each specialized operation. In Marx's words: 

I "Manufacture is characterized by the differentiation of the instruments of 
labor-a differentiation whereby implements of a given sort acquire fixed 
shapes, adapted to each particular application, and by the specialization of 
those instruments, giving to each special iIriplement its full play only in the 
hands of a specific detail laborer." (p. 341.) If 
__ This development was important to Marx lor a number of reasons. In itself 
it constituted a further revolutionizing of the means of production. In addition 
it brought about radical changes in the world of work. Old social forms were 
decomposing and their elements becoming parts of a new social organization 
of work. The transformation of the worker into a detail laborer could not take 
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place, Marx believed, without at the same time causing significant changes in 
the worker's character and personality . .TJ.t~.iocreasingly complex division of 
labor was alienating the worker from his creative powers and thus diminishing 
hi'm as a human being. The higher productivity of the new organization of 
lahor is made possible precisely by dividing, classifying, and grouping the 
workers according to their very specific functions. What is taken away from 
the individual worker in artistic skill, creativity, and reflective powers is given 
to the Ql;"ganization. The deficiencies of the former become the virtues of the 

, latter. The organization as a whole is enriched by alienating the-wGrker .from 
. his in9iJd.clual--powers . 

. Moreover, manufacture develops a hierarchy of labor. If the workers are 
now tied to limited functions, these are ranked in a hierarchy and are 
parcelled out among them according to their socially acquired capabilities. At 
the very bottom of the hierarchy are those who perform the simplest 
manipulations of which anyone is capable. Hence, in contrast with guild 
production, manufacture brings into being a class of unskilled laborers, a class 

, unknown in handicraft production. Describing this change, Marx wrote: "If it 
: [manufacturing] develops a one-sided specialty into a perfection, at the 

expense of the whole of a man's working capacity, it also begins to make a 
specialty of the absence of all development. Alongside the hierarchic gradation 

___ there steps the simple separation of the laborers into skilled and unskilled." 
<;, (p.350.) 

Marx is intent upon showing the growth of the socially productive power of 
labor, its dependence upon capitalist property relations, and the price which 
the individual worker pays for this increased productivity. For Marx the main 
tendencies of the capitalist system assert themselves in this period. First, the 
expansion of capital simultaneous with its concentration into increasingly 
larger units is already clear in the manufacturing phase. Second, this together 
with the fragmentation of the old crafts and the conversion of the craftsmen 
into detail laborers has the consequence of alienating the worker from his 
creative human facuIties. Knowledge, judgment, and will, which had previ
ously been exercised to some degree at least by the individual craftsman, now 
become a function of the productive organization as a whole. The worker is 
"brought face to face with the intellectual potencies of the mat9[ial process of 
production, as the property of another, and as a ruling power.'Xfp. 361.) The 
process which began in simple cooperation, where the capitalist represented to 
the worker the power and will of associated labor, became more pronounced in 
manufacture, which reduced the worker to a detail laborer. 

If ib manufacture the revolution in the means of production began with the 
organization of labor power, in modern industry it began with the instruments 

. of production. For Marx, machinery and rr; employment in modern industry 
-is the most important phase in the development of the capitalist mode of 
production. Although in its inception it rests squarely on manufacture, 
machine production eventually departs radically from the previous system. 
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In contrast with manufacture, where the productive process was adapted to 
the skills of the worker, the machine system compelled the worker to adapt 
himself to it. The subjective principle disappears and the whole process is 
examined objectively. Production is analyzed into a sequence of phases, each 
of which is solved by means of machines. The total system is now considered 
superior the more the process becomes a continuous one, the less it is 
interrupted in its various phases, the more the shifts from one phase to 
another are made not by hand, but by machinery. 

In his examination of the development of the capitalist mode of production, 
Marx was among the first to describe in detail the changing role of the worker 
and the effect of the machine upon him. He described, for example, how the 
older division of labor while being overthrown by machinery still hung on in 
the factory in an even "more hideous form." "The life-long specialty of 

,handling one and the same tool, now becomes the life-long specialty of serving 
one and the same machine." In this way the worker's dependence upon the 
factory, and therefore on the capitalist, is rendered complete. In manufacture 
~the worker used the tool; in the factory the machine uses him. Under these 
circumstances the intellectual powers of the worker become superfluous and 
vanish before the gigantic physical forces of the total factory organization and 
the hidden mind behind it all. 

For Marx, this phase in the development of the capitalist mode of 
production was the critical one. During this phase modern industry acceler
ates the concentration of capital and leads to the exclusive prominence of the 
factory system. It destroys all the previous forms of production and replaces 
them by the modern capitalist form, and by the direct and open power of 
capital. But this process, according to Marx, also generates direct opposition 
to the sway of capital. The process which leads to the power of capital leads 
also to ". . . the contradictions and antagonisms of the capitalist form of 
production, and thereby provides, along with the ele~ts for the formation 
of a new society, the forces for exploding the old one." (p. 503.) 

It is clear, then, that for Marx the development of productive forces under 
capitalism, the social and technical basis of man's eventual emancipation, was 
in the meanwhile a manifestation of his growing alienation. Man is increas
ingly losing control over the productive process. Only by forfeiting more and 
more of his creative human faculties does the worker contribute to the growth 
of the productive organization. Far from having abandoned the concept of 
alienation, then, Marx sharpened and concretized its meaning: it referred to 
the growing dehumanization of man under capitalist-industrial conditions. 

Marx's revolutionary reply to this condition is well known: While labor 
itself could never be altogether abolished-it being the process by which men 
produce and reproduce their very life-alienated labor, exploitation, and 
oppression could be eliminated from the human experience. Those who 
suffered most directly from these conditions, the laborers themselves, would 
sooner or later find them intolerable and wrest all capital and power from 
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their oppressors. With this as a beginning, and with the eventual abolition of 
classes and class conflicts, men might some day reach a condition in which 
"the free development of each will lead to the free development of all." 

If not in the eyes of his contemporaries, then definitely in the eyes of 
posterity, Marx's ideas became the most challenging of all those advanced in 
the course of the nineteenth century. In the present century, revolutions have 
been made in his name and various forms of "Marxism" continue to stir large 
masses of men throughout the world. In this book we cannot even begin to 
address ourselves to this phenomenon and to the relation of the various 
"Marxisms" to the original. Rather, attention will be confined to the intel
lectual reaction to Marx (and Marxism) which took place after he died, in the 
various academies of Europe. 

This brings us to the second theme of this book: the critical reaction to 
Marxism. For just as "sociology" emerged in the nineteenth century as part 
of the conservative reaction to the philosophy of the Enlightenment, so in the 
twentieth century much of sociology took shape in a critical encounter with 
the theories of Karl Marx. 
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Max Weber 
(1864-1920) 

Max Weber, who has been called the "bourgeois Marx," became 
a sociologist "in a long and intense debate with the ghost of 
Marx."l The title of one of his major works, Wirtschaft und 
Gesellschaft, his concern with the Protestant ethic, even his su
perb studies in Weltreligionen, all show his sustained interest in 
the problems and issues Marx had raised. Though Weber was 
influenced by the German historical school-itself engaged in a 
critical examination of Marx's (and Hegel's) conceptions-the 
main character of his total life's work was shaped by his debate 
with Marx; and among those who took up the Marxian challenge, 
Weber was perhaps the greatest. His main interest, a lifelong 
preoccupation, was the origin and nature of modern capitalism, 
which eventually led him not only to a fastidious examination of 
the economic system of the West but all its major social and cul
tural institutions. Ultimately, this became a matter of understand
ing the peculiar nature of Western Civilization and important 
contrasts with the civilizations of the East. In working on this and 
9Jher problems, he generalized and revised Marx's method. He 
was not, it will be argued here, refuting Marx; for, as will be seen, 
he accepted as extraordinarily fruitful Marx's major methodo-

1 See ~lbert Salomon's article, "German Sociology" in Georges Gurvitch and 
Wilbert E. Moore, Twentieth-Century Sociology (New York: The Philosophical 
Library, 1945) , p. 596. 
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logical principles. Insofar as refutation of Marxism was involved, it was a 
matter of showing the inadequacy of certain of Marx's revolutionary con
clusions and of challenging the alleged human and moral superiority of 
socialism as compared with capitalism. To say, therefore, as Parsons has, 
that after an early contact with the Marxian position Weber "soon re
coiled from this, becoming convinced of the indispensability of an impor
tant role of 'ideas' in the explanation of great historical processes"2 is 
quite incorrect and even has bizarre implications. For it implies that Marx, 
for whom class consciousness was fundamental in the transition from capi
talism to socialism, did not know that ideas were important in history. But 
this allegation about Weber is also incorrect, for he retained throughout his 
life the greatest admiration for Marx as a thinker. If Weber "recoiled," it 
was from vulgar and dogmatic Marxism-as, indeed, Marx himself had 
done. The position taken here is that Weber's work must not be read as a 
repudiation of Marx's methodological principles but rather as a "rounding 
out" and supplementing of his method. The valadity of this assertion can 
best be assessed by a reexamination of Weber's work. 

Methodological F ounda tions 

Weber published his essays on methodology3 in the Archiv jur Sozialwis
senschajt v,nd Sozialpolitik after he, together with Edgar Jaffe and Werner 
Sombart, assumed the editorship of that journal. It was to be primarily a 
scientific journal but with useful knowledge for the layman as well as the 
specialist. Not only general knowledge of the "social conditions of all 
countries" but studies of practical social problems would be included. And 
while the journal would be open to critical discussions of practical social policy 
and legislation, it was to remain scientific at all costs. Are these various 
purposes compatible with the requirements of the scientific method?-Weber 
asks. The origin of social science has been practical, he replies; formerly it 
was an applied science or technique. As it assumed the character of a pure 
academic science, the distinction between existential knowledge, or "what is," 
and normative knowledge, i.e., what should be, was blurred. Keeping this 
distinction as clear as possible was therefore to be a primary responsibility of 
all contributors. 

The journal was to deal with "social-economic" problems, referring to the 
fact that conditions of scarcity impose upon men the requirement-if their 
material and ideal needs are to be fulfilled--of "planful provision and work, 

2 See the introduction to The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, 
translated by A. M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free 
Press, 1947) , p. 6. 

3 Here we are dealing only with the essa}s translated into English under the 
title, The Methodology of the Social Sciences (Glencoe Ill.: The Free Press, 1949) . 
(All subsequent references will be noted only by page numbers, as previously.) 
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struggle with nature and the association of human beings." (p. 64.) Anything 
either directly or indirectly connected with this process constitutes a problem 
for the social sciences, given this specific orientation. 

Weber clarifies the orientation of the journal by exploring the various ways 
in which the "economic" aspect of social life can be studied, and thus 
distinguishes the strictly economic from the economically relevant, and these 
in turn from the economically conditioned. These distinctions, which no doubt 
bring greater clarity into any discussion of economic problems and phe
nomena, were more often than not overlooked by many Marxists, who 
dogmatically adhered to the so-called materialist conception of history. By 
strictly, or predominantly, economic, Weber referred to those institutions in 
which the economic aspect was of primary significance and which were 

"deliberately created for economic ends. Obvious examples would be a bank, a 
-stock exchange, a factory. In addition, however, there are spheres of 

-- interaction, modes of conduct, institutions, and events which are in themselves 
noneconomic but which may be nonetheless economically relevant .• ReligioD, 
for example, may not have any immediately ob~ious economic character; yet1 
upon closer examination it may reveal certain consequences for economic 
conduct and development. This}s wha!J£eber attempted to demonstrate with 

his own researches into the economic r.elevancc-of _various religio.llS.-ethics. In ... 
part this is a polemical concept for he is arguing that the noneconomic orders 
of society not only enjoy a high degree of autonomy but also have a 

"significant causal influence upon the strictly economic-something which 
so~e Marxists at least were inclined to deny. Finally, Weber speaks of 
economically conditioned phenomena. Here, to use his example, we might be 
dealing with an art form or the artistic taste of a given public, which is clearly 
a noneconomic phenomenon and whose consequences for economic conduct 
(economic relevance) are so slight as to be of little or no interest. Yet, given 
artistic tastes, why they emerged in a specific period and why certain groups 
have them can be understood by an analysis of the "social stratification of the 
artistically interested public," on the assumption of its having been condi-

. tioned and influenced by economic institutions and events. 
These distinctions and the copception of society underlying them provide 

greater clarity in an analysis of the major institutions of society. Thus the 
state, for instance, can be viewed under a variety of aspects. Insofar as it 
engages in economic activities per se, it is at least in part an economic 
phenomenon; and insofar as the policies of the state have consequences for 
economic life, it is economically relevant; finally, to the extent that various 
governmental policies are influenced by economic interests, the state is an 
economically conditioned institution. Clearly, then, the term "economic," 
which had heretofore been used loosely and vaguely, is not at all self-evident 

-' or easy to define. 
_1_ The "economic" for Weber, as for Marx, referred to the "material struggle 7 

; for existence," (p. 65.) and this became the main orientation both of the , 
i 
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journal and of Weber's own lifelong work: to study not only the strictly 
economic phenomena but the economically conditioned and economically 
relevant as well. Each was a point of view -by means of which the completely _ 
interwoven skeins of human relations could be analyzed and the significance 
of each aspect assessed. In effect, this was Weber's methodological approach; 
one analyzes a total society as a social system by adopting these various 
perspectives and by following them through as systematically and objectively 
as possible. He was not, however, advocating a totally eclectic method. 

Actually, when Weber and the other editors had decided "that the scientific 
investigation of the general cultural significance of the social-economic struc
ture of the human community and its historical forms of organization" was to 
be the central aim of the journal, this was due to their recognition of its 
extreme fruitfulness despite its "one-sidedness." Weber grants the one-sided
ness but goes on to insist that the adoption of this perspective was both 
intentional and well reasoned. For he believed 

that the analysis of social and cultural phenomena with special reference 
to their economic conditioning and ramifications was a scientific principle 
of creative fruitfulness and, with careful application and freedom from 
dogmatic restrictions, will remain such for a very long time to come. The 
so-called "materialistic conception of history" as a Weltanschauung or as a 
formula for the causal explanation of historical reality is to be rejected 
most emphatically. The advancement of the economic interpretation of 
history is one of the most important aims of our journal. (p. 68.) 

The reaction against the dogmatic and vulgar type of Marxian explanations 
now brought with it the danger of underestimating the fecundity of Marx's 
method when employed as a heuristic principle, not as a key for unlockir.g all 
doors. 

Profound and pervasive as economic conditions are, however, it is super
fluous to remind the expert or sophisticate that explanations based on 
"economic conditions alone" can never be complete. Every perspective, Weber 
argues, whether from the standpoint of economic or religious institutions-the 

ftandpoint from which he himself carried out so much research--can never be 
/ more than a partial, limited, and necessarily one-sided explanation; and if one 

stops there, without exploring the phenomenon in question from additional 
perspectives, an understanding of the total complex cultural whole will never 
be gained. There is no way of overcoming or getting around this inherent one
sidedness of a single perspective; only by taking a variety of such approaches 
systematically can one gain an increasingly adequate knowledge of "reality" 
which in its infinite characteristics and complexity can never be grasped in its 
entirety. The justification for a one-sided approach is that though limited it 
has heuristic value. In addition, however, it may be justified as a technical 
expedient for it enables specialists and scholars to utilize a common con
ceptual apparatus and thus offers all the advantages of an academic division 
of labor. And as we shall see, while Weber is not altogether unambiguous on 
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this score, he grants that the criterion of such a method is the degree to which 
"it is successful in producing insights into interconnections which have been 
shown to be valuable for the causal explanation of concrete historical events." 
(p.71) 

I For Weber, "the 'one-sidedness' and the unreality of the purely economic
interpretation of history is in general only a special case of a principle which 
is generally valid for the scientific knowledge of cultural reality." (p. 71.) He 
insists that an absolutely "objective" scientific analysis of cultural or social 
phenomena is never to be had because all such analyses depend on "one-sided y 
viewpoints according to which-expressly or tacitly, consciously or uncon- ' t?i\ 
sciously-they are selected, analyzed, and organized .... " (p. 72.) 

In this connection, a close examination of Weber's argument shows that he 
was not entirely successful in drawing the distinction between the N aturwis
senschaften and Geisteswissenschaften that he was apparently so intent upon 
preserving. Everything-or almost everything-that in the realm of socio
cultural phenomena presented according to him, unique methodological prob
lems can, at least in principle, be accommodated in the general scientific 
methodology; but this is not to deny that the task may be considerably more 
complicated in the cultural realm. In both the natural and the social sciences, 
"total reality" can never be grasped; in both cases some sort of abstraction is 
necessary and this abstraction, along with the selection of problems, phe
nomena, and' relationShIps to be studied, are always based to some degree on 
the values of the investigator, his sponsors, or others. And while Weber saw 
the qualitative aspect of socio-cultural phenomena as the primary concern in 
the social sciences as compared with the predominantly quantitative aspects 
of physical phenomena, he himself acknowledges that "this distinction in 
itself is not a distinction in principle, as it seems at first glance." (p. 74.) 
Obviously, the natural sciences employ qualitative as well as quantitative 
categories, and economics, among the social sciences, is a conspicuous example 
of the use of both categories. Nevertheless, Weber retained the view that there 
was a decisive difference between cultural and physical phenomena and hence 
a decisive difference between the methodological requirements of the cultural 
and physical SCienCeS, respectively. He argues that cultural significance can 
never be "deriyed or rendered intelligible," on the basis of a system ot, ,7 

analytical laws~ Why not? Because "the significance of cultural events \ 
presEPposes aJ!f:llue orientation towards the events. The concept of culture is i 

a value concePt.'~ (p. 76.) . -
- -Most, if not all, of the arguments Weber mobilizes in support of this 
assertion can be seen as applying equally to the physical sciences. When he 
says, for instance, that (1) segments of reality: b..ecome significant to us 
because of their value relevance; (2) only that portion of reality is significant 
to us which is related to our values; and (3 ~ a "presuI!I!0sitjQPJess" jnvestjga-

tion of empirical data is im ossible' are these not ue in the study of 
physlca p enomena? Surely, to take ~ <?~~ __ ~?!~~.P~J!.QE).J!!~.!.istory of ~--_ .. _0 __ . - .----.~ -- .. --- .. --.---
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physical sciences, the reason why the geocentric view of what today is called 
the solar system prevailed for so long as well as why it finally succumbed, 
would have to be sought in the 'Lalue and interest relevance of the geo- and 
heliocentric views respectively. Why, then, did Weber hold to the need for a 
special method in the cultural sciences? 

Of interest here is Weber's discussion of "laws." Hypothetical laws were, he 
believed, of great value as heuristic means; one could analyze cultural 
phenomena in terms of laws and general concepts but new~ll)Lunderstand 

\_ their significance and meaning by means o~ the~e_gen~nl.llaws. It is not at all 
easy to make sense of Weber's many and varied assertions on this score, 
which oftel1 seem contradictory. To attempt it may nevertheless be worth
while in order to salvage what may well be an important insight. 

He recognizes that in the cultural as well as the natural sciences, general 
propositions are required, as is knowledge of regularities; therefore, it is 
entirely justified in the social sciences to attempt to formulate "laws." No 
science is possible without this, Weber admits. But he goes on to insist that, 

("In the cultural sciences, the knowledge of the universal or general is never 
'-valuable in itself," (p. 80.) and "an 'objective' analysis of cultural events, 
which proceeds according to the thesis that the ideal of science is the 
reduction of empirical reality to 'laws' is meaningless." This, he maintains, is 
not "because cultural or psychic events for instance are 'objectively' less 

\ governed by laws. It is meaningless for a number of other reasons." (p. 80.) 
The first reason Weber adduces probably would not hold up under careful 
s:ry.tiny; he writes, ". . . knowledge of social laws is not knowledge of social 

;reality but is rather one of the various aids used by our minds for attaining 
\Jhis end." (p. 80.) Today most philosophers of science would argue that 

"laws" of any kind, whether in the natural or social sciences, are in fact such 
aids which do not necessarily have any one-to-one relationship with "reality." 
Weber's second reason is also vulnerable but perhaps less so. When he argues 
thaC"knowledge of cultural events is inconceivable except on a basis of the 
significance which the concrete constellations of reality have for us in certain 
individual concrete situations," this may have greater cogency. For here 
Weber is asserting, it appears, something more than the proposition that 
values and interests have a much more profound influence on the investi
gatory process in the social than in the physical sciences. What seems to be 

\ important to him here is that one focus on the "characteristic uniqueness of 
the reality" in question. This is what is really interesting and significant, and 
not the general theoretical proposition which can never be more than a 
,heuristic device. 

To take an illustration of which Weber was very fond-namely, the 
Marxian proposition that the relations of material production tend to deter
mine the character of other aspects of society-this, Weber would argue, as in 
fact Marx himself did, is not a universally valid law irrespective of time and 
place. It is a hi:torically and culturally specific proposition, and it always 
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remains an empirical question whether and to what degree the proposition 
may be valid for a specific cultural setting. Moreover, what is really interest
ing, is how it works itself out in a particular setting, which can never be 
known in advance on the basis of the general theory. What is more, the 
significance and meaning of a so-called "economic factor"-the term itself 
being an unjustified reification of an aspect of social conduct-varies from 
one place to another as does the significance of all other aspects of culture 
isolated for study. This is quite different from the situation in physics, for 
example, where the law of gravity does not require quotation marks since it is 
in fact a 1,!niversally valid law. In the final analysis, Weber writes, 

All knowledge of cultural reality, as may be seen, is always knowledge. 
from particular points of view. When we require from the historian and' 
social research worker as an elementary presupposition that they distin
guish the important from the trivial and that they should have the 
necessary "point of view" for this distinction, we mean that they must un- \ 
derstand how to relate the events of the real world consciously or un con- / 
sciously to universal "cultural values" and to select out those relationships'. 
which are significant for us. (pp.81-82.) 

The criteria for significance are subjective. This does not mean, however, that 
"research in the cultural sciences can only have results which are 'subjective' 
in the sense that they are valid for one person and not for others. Only the 
degree to which they interest different persons varies." (p. 84.) 

One ought not pretend that in his essays on methodology Weber makes his 
position perfectly clear. To the extent, however, that an interesting point 
emerges, it appears to be the following: precisely because they are universally 
valid, laws are important and valuable in the natural sciences. However, for 

. "the knowledge of historical phenomena in their concreteness, the most 
: general laws, because they are most devoid ?( c(mtent are also the least 
i valuable. The more comprehensive-Uievalidity-{)r scope-of a term, the 
more it leads us away from the richness of reality, since in order to include 

, the common elements of the largest possible number of phenomena, it must 
\necessarily be as abstract as possible and hence devoid of content." (p. 80.) 
Weber issiiymg;Ltrerr,tnarlb-e more general and universal the propositions 
are in the cultural sciences, the more trivial and innocuous they are; and, 
more importantly, such generalizations obscure significant and essential dif
ferences. Certainly one can generalize about social phenomena as he himself 
did. In his studies of the world religions, for example, he was quite willing to 
generalize about Asiatic religions, which he attempted to show never devel
oped a "rational, inner-worldly ethic," and further tried to show the historical 
significance and implications of the absence of this condition. But the 
generalization is interesting precisely because of the significance Weber 
attached to a rational ethic in the West-an issue to which we shall later 
return. Weber is arguing that no high-level generalizations about religious 
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practices, phenomena, and institutions could possibly take into account the 
diverse forms these phenomena assume in different settings. Dervishes and 
ecstatic~ven quasi-prophetic movements-appeared in many cultures; but 
if one's study remained at this level one could never grasp the uniqueness of 
Israelite prophecy, or its significance for the development of Occidental 
culture. Only a patient and meticulous analysis of the special conditions of 
ancient Israel could reveal this uniqueness and its fundamental contrasts with 
the religious institutions of China and India. It is therefore clear that Weber 
is a historian as well as a sociologist, as interested in the distinguishing 
characteristics of cultures, as he is in what they have in common. 

To be sure, here, too, one could reply to Weber that seeking after the 
characteristic richness of a certain cultural reality can also become a trap-
preventing one from seeing the forest for the trees-and if pushed to an 
extreme, can become as fruitless and blinding as high-level abstractions. And, 
indeed, a careful reading of Weber's works on the Weltreligionen (to be 
discussed later) sometimes leaves one with the impression that he has so 
immersed himself in details that he has forgotten the purpose of his investi-

~ation. 
~ To take yet another illustration of Weber's conception, his thesis on the 

significance of the Protestant ethic (the validity of which will be postponed 
for a later discussion) could not be deduced from any general law. Moreover, 
the significance Weber. _ fl_ssigned to this ethic applied only __ to a certain 
historical context, namely, the -origin and em_~l::.ge~se _ ~t~~.pitalism; for, once 
the modern economic system -had cons01idated itself, the significance of that 
ethic disappeared, and it became, in his words, a caput mortuum. The 
emergence of capitalism could not be deduced from any law; it was not 
historically inevitable; there is no historical necessity that can account for its 
emergence. Quite the contrary, modern capitalism is the product of the 

l __ --lnteraction and convergence of a variety of individual historical developments. 
It should be pointed out in this connection that Marx himself also intended 
his generalizations about the origin and development of capitalism to be 
understood as historically and culturally specific -i.e., relating to a definite 
period in Western Europe and not to societies in general, irrespective of time 
and place. Marx vehemently dissociated himself from the attempt to turn his 
emphasis, which he believed to be accurate under certain historical circum
stances, into a universal "law." In a letter to Mikhailovsky, he rejected the 
latter's attempt to transform his sketch of the origins of capitalism in western 
Europe into a historical-philosophical theory "of the general path every 
people is fated to tread, whatever the historical circumstances in which it finds 
itself. . . . But I beg his pardon. (He is both honoring and shaming me too 
much.)"4 Similarly, in another letter, Marx wrote: "Hence the 'historical 

4 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Correspondence (Moscow: Foreign 
Languages Publishing House, N.D.) . 
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inevitability' of the movement [the genesis of capitalism] is expressly limited 
to the countries of western Europe."5 Surely, then, Marx would have been the 
first to agree with Weber that the reasons for the absence of indigenous 
capitalist development in China and India, or anywhere else for that matter, 
is an empirical-historical question which could only be answered by investi
gating the relationship of the Wirtschaft to the Gesellschaft in all its complex 
aspects. Indeed, this is precisely how Marx approached the problem, and 
before Weber. 

Ideal Types 

If Weber was a historian interested in the unique forms and combinations 'I ) 
cultural elements assumed in specific cultural contexts, he was also equally 
interested in generalizations about various social phenomena. One of the -i 

conceptual tools he adopted for this purpose is the now famou~_ i.d~a}-type 
construct. Only by means of such a construct, by moving from it to empirical 
reality and then back to the construct, modifying it accordingly, could an 
increasingly adequate conception of the phenomenon in question be acquired. 
I say Weber adopted this tool because certainly it did not originate with him; 
here, too, he learned from many of his predecessors who employed this device, 
but particularly from Karl Marx, whom he expressly acknowledges. 

Depending on the researcher's purposes, point of view, values, etc., "the 
most varied criteria can be applied to the selection of the traits which are to 
enter into the construction of an ideal-typical view of a particular culture."6 
If one is interested, for example, in certain aspects of modern economic life, 
e.g., the exchange economy, free competition, or rational conduct, then one 
needs some kind of analytical construct with which to think about these 
phenomena. "Substantively," writes Weber, 

this construct in itself is like a utopia which has been arrived at by the 
analytical accentuation of certain elements of reality. Its relationship to 
the empirical data consists solely in the fact that where market-conditioned 
relationships of the type referred to by the abstract construct are discov
ered or suspected to exist in reality to some extent, we can make the 
characteristic features of this relationship pragmatically clear and under
standable by reference to an ideal-type.7 

< In the first instance, the ideal-type is not yet a hypothesis "but it offers 
guidance to the construction of hypotheses. It is not a description of reality 
but it aims to give unambiguous means of expression to such a description."s 
Thus what Weber had in mind at least as a point of departure was not a 

5 Ibid., p. 412. 
6 Weber, op. cit., p. 91. 
7 Ibid., p. 90. 
S Ibid., p. 90. 
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'\ hypothesis, not an "average," and not a faithful description of reality; nor 
. was it a model of what "ought to be." Rather, it was an accentuation of what 
the researcher considered to be the essential characteristics and tendencies of 

.: the phenomenon in question. The possible pitfalls that accompany the use of 
,i this device are (1) that one might confuse the construct with "actual reality"; 

(2) that one will regard the construct as a procrustean bed into which to force 
the data; or (3) that one might hypostasize the ideas so that they assume the 
character of real forces. If these dangers are averted, the ideal-type can 
become an extremely useful instrument with which to confront reality. 

However, an ideal-type need not be confined to accentuating aspects of 
reality in a "frozen state"; developmental sequences may also be posited and 
built into ideal-type constructs. If, for example, one speaks of stages of 
development and keeps firmly in mind that these are relatively arbitrary 
intellectual constructs, then the idea of stages and developmental sequences 
can have great heuristic value. Ideal types can also be formulated as 
hypotheses; and as we shall see in our discussion of the most famous case in 
which Weber mixed the two types of constructs, it led to considerable 
confusion and to methodological errors. 

Generally, the most fruitful use of the so-called ideal-types, Weber believed, 
was exemplified in the work of Marx; and Weber's remarks in this connection 
are important enough to be quoted in full. 

We have intentionally avoided a demonstration with respect to that 
ideal-typical construct which is the most important one from our point of 
view; namely, the Marxian theory. This was done in order not to compli
cate the exposition any further through the introduction of an interpreta
tion of Marx and in order not to anticipate the discussions in our journal 
which will make a regular practice of presenting critical analyses of the 
literature concerning and following the great thinker. We will only point 
out here that naturally all specifically Marxian "laws" and developmental 
constructs-insofar as they are theoretically sound-are ideal t~ ....... The 
eminent, indeed unique, heuristic significance of these/creal t~ when 
they are used for the assessment of reality is known ~o everyone who has 
ever employed Marxian concepts and hypotheses. Similarly, their perni
ciousness, as soon as they are thought of as empirically valid or as real (i.e., 
truly meta-physical) "effective forces," "tendencies," etc., is likewise known 
to those who have used them.9 

r Weber regarded Marx's method of abstraction, particularly his. tW<?-,class 
model, as one that had yie1ded important insights into the nature' of the 
modern economic system. Just as Marx had attached great importance to the 
locus of control over the material means of production, so Weber, in his 

~ analysis of political, military, and scientific institutions, centered his attention 
I on the locus of control over the means of administration, violence, and 

,!esearch. In Weber's words, 

9 Ibid., p. 103. 
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To maintain a dominion by force, certain material goods are required, 
just as with an economic organization. All states may be classified accord
ing to whether they rest on the principle that the staff of men themselves 
own the administrative means, or whether the staff is "separated" from 
these means of administration. This distinction holds in the same sense in 
which today we say that the salaried employee and the proletarian in the 
capitalistic enterprise are "separated" from the material means of pro
duction.1o 

If Marx observed the increasing concentration of the means of production an~l 
the consequent separation of the worker from those means, so that a clear 
dichotomy emerged between those who owned and controlled the means of 
production and those who did not, Weber called attention to the increasing 
concentration of the means of administration, means of violence, means of 
resea!<:!tL etc. In this way he was arguing that the tendency which Marx 
dramatized as a special case in the sphere of production could be seen as part I 
of a much more general process. ...J 

The bureaucratic structure goes hand in hand with the concentration of b
the material means of management in the hands of the master. This con
centration occurs, for instance, in a well-known and typical fashion, in the 
development of big capitalist enterprises, which find their essential char
acteristics in this process. ~es.pondigg_I!rocess occurs in--p-u-I!l~
ganiza!iom.ll 

And again, "War in OU~i ti'ine is a war of machines, and this makes magazines 
technically necessary, just as the dominance of the machine in industry 
promotes the concentration of the means of production and management."12 
And as a final example, "In the field of scientific research and instruction, the 
bureaucratization of the always existing research institutes of the universities 
is a function of the increasing demand for material means of management. '-'" 
. . . Through the concentration of such means in the hands of the privileged 
head of the institute, the mass of researchers and docents are separated from / 
their 'means of production,' in the same way as capitalist enterprise has-1 
separated the workers from theirs."13 

This approach led Weber to some really significant observations about the 
institutions and trends of modern civilization. However, his methodological 
writings per se leave us with the impression that he was somewhat confused 
and ambivalent about how one might best use the scientific method in the 
study of human phenomena. As he himself stated, he believed that it is but a 
"hair-line which separates science from faith."14 More interesting than his 

10 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, translated by H. H. 
Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958) . 

11 Ibid., p. 221. 
12 Ibid., p. 221. 
13 Ibid., pp. 223-24. 
14 Weber, Methodology, p. 10. 
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purely methodological writings are his actual historical-sociological studies; 
and actually they are also more important ~or an evaluation of Weber's 
method, for it is in those studies that one can observe his methodological 
procedure in the study of substantive problems. 

The Weber Thesis: Protestantism and Capitalism 

If the studies on the Protestant ethic are viewed, as they should be, in the 
context of his total work in the Weltreligionen, then it becomes quite clear 
that while Weber was carrying on a dialogue with Marx, and introducing 
modifications to the Marxian method, he was by no stretch of the imagination 
attempting to refute Marx. (Actually, the thesis on the relationship between 
ascetic Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism was one Weber developed 
quite early; and though he never explicitly abandoned it, his emphasis in his 
later writings shifted to a variety of other fundamental conditions which can 
be subsumed under the "special peculiarity of Occidental rationalism," as he 
referred to it.) In all these studies-the earlier as well as the later ones on the 
religions of China, India, and Israel-he recognizes the fundamental impor
tance of what he calls the "economic factor," and insists that one must "take 
account of the economic conditions."15 

In The Protestant Ethic, however, he set himself a special task, viz., to 
examine the economic relevance of a specific religious ethic, which he felt had 
not been given the consideration it deserved. Although he sometimes speaks of 
correlation and at other times of causal influence, he states very clearly that 
he is deliberately treating "only one side of the causal chain," i.e., the impact 
of religious values on economic conduct. (In his later studies, he turned his 
attention to both causal directions, though certainly not systematically.) 
Again and again in The Protestant Ethic, he returns to remind the reader of 
his limited purpose--"to clarify the part which religious forces have played in 
forming the developing web of our specifically worldly modern culture, in the 
complex interaction of innumerable different historical factors. m6 Weber is 
simultaneously fighting on two fronts. First, he is seeking to disprove the idea 
that the Reformation was a historically necessary consequence of economic 
developments. But, on the other hand, he has "no intention 

whatever of maintaining such a foolish and doctrinaire thesis as that the 
spirit of capitalism (in the provisional sense of the term explained abovfl) , 
could only have arisen as the result of certain effects of the Reformation, 
or even that capitalism as an economic system is a creation of the Reforma
tion. In itself, the fact that certain important forms of capitalisYe-business 
organization are known to be considerably older than the Reformatipn is 
a sufficient refutation of such a claim. On the contrary, we only ~h to 

15 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958) , p. 26. 

16 Ibid., p. 90. 
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ascertain_whethe~ a.n5:! to what extent religious forces have taken part in 
the ~itative _f()r.m.:a_tion and th=-~uan.t_it~tive expansion of that spirit 
over the world.17 -_ .. 

,/ He wanted somehow to assess the contribution of the Protestant ethic in J 
particular to the modern economic system and more generally to contribute to 1/ 4 

our knowledge of hoW\:'id.eas.become..effecilize.iorcesin history.~'~~ 
Thus Weber is proposingJo.rDund-ouLtb.e . .Marxia n method;. he recognizes 

the fundamental importance of economic conditions and yet suggests that I 

other influences be explored.~~~~haL£rotestantjsm I 

~li~~_~_9<V~.~r..~.foolishness~H~~that m~e could 
not quantify or assign precise weights to the various "factors," and this led 
him to what he considered to be the only possible methodological approach: 
~ attack the same problem from a variety of viewpoints and perspectiveD \. 

Generally, the methodological tone of these essays is that one cannot prove or 
disprove his hypothesis; when dealing with a problem as complex as this, all 
one can do is to make as good and as cogent a case as possible. In the very 
last paragraph. he again reminds his reader that he has been tracing influence 
in one direction and admits that from his own point of view he has done only 
half a job since it is equally 

... necessary to investigate how Protestant asceticism was in turn influ
enced in its development and its character by the totality of social condi
tions, especially economic. The modern man is in general, even with the 
best will, unable to give religious ideas a significance for culture and 
national character which they deserve. But it is, of course, not my aim to 
substitute for a one-sided materialistic an equally one-sided spiritualistic 
causal interpretation of culture and of history. Each is equally possible, \. 
but each, if it does not serve as the preparat!on, but as the conclusion of ) 
an investigation, accomplishes equally little in the interest of historical' 
truth.19 

Despite all these qualifications, if the thesis were to have any meaning at 
all, Weber knew that he had to establish some kind of correlation, however 
small it might be. Ascetic Protestantism, he believed, had contributed some
thing to the overall development of tl:1e modern economic system. How much? 
One could never answer this question in quantitative terms. But Weber's 
critics have argued that he employed a very confusing if not dubious 
methodological procedure, the ideal-type; that the correlation he suggested is 
so small as to be insignificant; that his grasp of some of the basic facts was 
bad; and, finally, that there may not be any correlation at all. Before we 
consider these criticisms, it is necessary to review, at least briefly, what Weber 
Was attempting in these essays and how he went about it. 

As Weber defined capitalism, it was a modern phenomenon: a very complex 

17 Ibid., p. 91. 
18 Ibid., p. 90. 
19 Ibid., p. 183. 
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system of institutions, highly rational in character, and the product of a 
number of developments peculiar to Western civilization. In these terms, 
capitalism was unique-both in the sense that it had not appeared before in 

(
the history of the West and in the sense that such a system never emerged 
spontaneously in the East. Capitalism was not as old as history and not to be 
confused with the various forms of capitalistic activity (speculative, commer

I cial, adventurous, political, etc.) which were indeed known in previous periods 
. of Western history and in the civilizations of the East as well. The emergence 

of the new socioeconomic system in the West could not be tak~n for granted 
as an automatic consequence of the growing rationalization of all aspects of 
life. It had to fight its way to supremacy "against a whole world of hostile 
forces," and its victory over the traditional forces of the Middle Ages was not 
"historically inevitable" or "historically necessary." As he stated in one of his 
final pronouncements on the subject: "In the last resort the factor which 
produced capitalism is the rational permanent enterprise, rational accounting, 
rational technology, and rational law, but again not these alone. Necessary 
complementary factors were the rational spirit, the rationalization of the 
conduct of life in general, and a rationalistic economic ethic."20 In the early 
essays, he is exploring in a provisional way the source of the rational spirit 
and conduct in the ethic of Protestantism. Although he is not altogether clear 
on this score, he does seem to treat that ethic as a "nec~ssary complementary 

'> Jac;:tor." But what he really means, as becomes clearer from his later essays, is 
not that capitalism would not have arisen without it-indeed he himself 
acknowledged that it had in some places-but rather that the peculiarly 

I energetic form it assumed in a certain historical period might be attributed to 
the "elective affinity" between the ethical injunctions of ascetic ProtesLantism 
I and the spirit of capitalism-the emphasis here being on spirit,. there was 
such great congruence, between the two, that they mutually reinforced each 
other to produce a methodical devotion to work and business activity and thus 
to a vigorous development of capitalism. 

In The Protestant Ethic, Weber begins by drawing attention (on the basis 
of very limited and questionable kinds of studies and data) to what he 
considers important differences between Protestants and Catholics in terms of 
their inclinations toward ~l,- ip.!!ustrial, and commeu:i.al...studies and 
occupations. Protestants weremuch IDQt:e in_clilled ~.Q'p~~sl!C: .tJ1ese studi~s ~nd 
to be engaged in capital!.s!i.C3n.te..tp.ri~~ :w~_!c:._~~thol!£L~~~l!UQ. pr~J~!:J:he 
more traditional humanistic".st.!l.Ai~~d\.r:uong workers, too, it appeared that 
Catholics remained in the more traditional occupations, e.g., crafts, while 
I'rQtest~p.t.s..acquired industrial skills amLeYenjjlte.d...@ministraljy!:..ppsHW!ls. 
These differences could not be accounted for in terms of advantages of 
inherited wealth but rather had to be explained by the character of the 

20 Max Weber. General Economic History (New York: Collier Books. 1961). 
p.260. 
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religious education and values which the two groups received in their 
respective homes and communities. What seemed all the more striking to 
Weber about the smaller representation of Catholics in "modern business life" 
was that as a minority, suffering certain political disabilities, they should have ..
sought all the more forcefully to engage in economic activity (as had other 
minorities, notably the Jews). Contrary to expectation, however, Catholics 
had not, in the various countries where they were persecuted, manifested 
such patterns of economic rationalism. Protestants, in contrast, regardless of ./ 
whether from upper or lower strata, whether a majority or minority 

. . '. have shown a special tendency to develop economic rationalism 
which cannot be observed to the same extent among Catholics either in 
one situation or in the other. Thus the principal explanation of this differ
ence must be sought in the permanent intrinsic character of their religious 
beliefs, and not only in their temporary external historico-political situ a
tions.21 

At first glance, ~e.!?~r. suggests, one might be tempted to explain these 
differences on the basis of the otherworldliness of Catholicism which would 
tend to encourage in its adherents an attitude of indifference toward matters -
of this world. Protestantism, in contrast, appears at first to have~-
opposite orientation-secular, materialistic, hedonist~ -of this 
world.I!ctually, Weber argues, as in the case of so many other phenomena, , 
matters are not as they immediately appell,!J"Eating well" may be important - "" 
for contemporary Protestants, but things were quite different for their 
ancestors. The "English, Dutch, and American Protestants," he writes, "were 
characterized by the exact opposite of the joy of living .... " (p. 41.~, Weber 
considered this a fact; but the illustrations he used provided his critics with 
powerful ammunition with which to challenge his facts as well as his 
method. 

To illustrate the relationship between the methodical, ascetic norms of 
conduct enjoined by Protestantism (especially by -certain- denommauons) and ____ -.-____ . -._.__.._........------=- ~ '-r ~- _ ~_~ __ ,.._..._ ... _ - -. ... --..... -.-~-.-~,.--~ ..... 

what he called the spirit of capitalism, Weber hit upon the figure of Benjamin 
-Franklin, 'who-pres\lmaiJl~m:Ii'ed both the ethic and the spirit. Here Weber 
was employing hisjdea1-type me~; for as he saw.it, Franklin's writings (at 
least those Weber examined) were "a d~cument of that spirit which contains . '/ 
what we are looking for in almost classical purity .... " (p. 48.) From!. 
Necessary Hints to Those That Would Be Rich ·and Advice to a Young '" 
Tradesman, he selects some typical sayings which stress Franklin's apparent 
commitment to industry and frugality, hard }york and punctuality. "Time is 
money," says Franklin and goes on to speak of money in almost idolatrous 
terms. Franklin was important to W,eber because l!-nlike Fugger and others- ," 
who also wanted to make more and more money, but for whom, Weber 

21 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, p. 40. (Subsequent, immediately following 
references will be cited only by page number in text.l ' 
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asserts, this "was an expression of commercial daring and a personal inclina
tion morally neutral"-Franklin's utterances must be interpreted as the "idea 
of a duty of the individual toward the increase of his capital, which is 
assumed as an end in itself." (p. 51, italics added.) And while Weber was 
willing to admit that Franklin's moral attitude was colored with utilitarian
ism, so that "the appearance of honesty" seemed as good and useful as 
honesty itself, he insists that a closer look at Franklin's autobiography shows 
that he ascribed "his recognition of the utility of virtue to a divine revelation 

--which was intended to lead him in the path of righteousness .... " (p. 53.) 
Weber takes Franklin at his word and believes that something more was 
involved here "than mere garnishing for purely egocentric motives." (p. 53.) 

Franklin's motives for making money, Weber asserts, are completely devoid 
of "any eudamonistic, not to say hedonistic, admixture"; and if one wants 
really to understand his motives, they must be seen as rooted in his strict 

,Calvinistic upbringing-i.e., primarily if not exclusively religious. Why 
should men make money and why should "money be made out of men?" To 

_ I this Franklin replies by quoting the Bible: "Seest thou a man diligent in his ":r business? He shall stand before kings." The capitalistic spirit as personified in 
~'1',' Franklin could not in this case be r~~de_~L W~!>.er _~~!:~~,_ a~ an element of the 

: "s.!:!perstructure,'~ since at l~~st_iIL"Massac~~setts, where Fr~Ilklin was born, 
the!.~_'Y.~s_as_yet !l~ capifalist found!-tiQ!?j. Tlierefore onenad to seek elsewhere 
for the origin of this spint aneCone could plausibly trace it to Protestant 
doctrine. Its main tenets became an essential ingredient in the psychology of 
those parvenus who engaged in business activities which the traQit!.<?]~!-ru:.hk 

, _~aft"_!<?.oked !l~~ll.ns~ ~PQ!l_and evc:.n _£.~_ndemned as avaricio~ Flying in the 
, face of the traditional ethic, they could firur.'cTear" sanction and justification in 

the new Protestant teachings. Not all the Protestant groups, however, shared 
this 'particular emphasis that resulted in an ascetic way of life and, unex
pectedly, in a great stimulation of capitalistic spirit and enterprise. 

With Luther, Weber believed, a new concept had emerged, which heretofore 
I • had been absent from Christian -theology and 'which could not be traced to 

roots either in German culture or in c~assical antiquity. This concept, 
. expressed in the German worp._ Berui and even more clearly in the English 

word. calli1!,g, referred to the morally d.utiful fulfillment of a task assigned by 
God. 'This concept with its special connotation, first appearing in Protestant 
translations of the Bible and thereafter assuming especial importance among 
Protestants, imparted for the first time in the West a religious significance to 
man's daily, worldly activities. This was one important consequence of the 
Reformation and it was particularly Luther who increasingly emphasized 

\. "that fulfillment of worldly duties is under all circumstances the only way t9 
live acceptably to God. It and it alone is the will of God, and hence every 
legitimate calling has exactly the same worth in the sight of God." (p. 81.) 

Yet, Luther's general doctrine, far from being favorable to the ethos of 
capitalism, .was positively hos.tile to ·it. His attitude toward usury, interest, 
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and capitalistic activity generally, was quite traditional and in some respects 
even less accommodating than that of the later Scholastics. Moreover, after I 
the peasant uprisings, when he had firmly aligned himself with the princes, he 
became more and more a defender of the status quo. The existing social ord;> 
and the individual's place in it was divinely ordained, and hence, inviolable. 
Luther's economic traditionalism, as Weber says, "was originally the result 0 

Pauline indifference [but] later became that of a more and more intense belief 
in divine Providence, which identified absolute obedience to God's will with 
absolute acceptance of things as they were." (p. 85.) Hence, while Luther had 
introduced the idea of the calling, it assumed a definitely traditionalistic 
meaning and did not provide a congenial atmosphere for capitalistic activity. I 
Nothing in Luther's conception could have provided the parvenus with good 
consciences much less with a positive attitude toward their anti-traditional 
business conduct.a!. is not in Luther's teachings, therefor~, but in Calvinism 
that one must seek those ethical elements so ,conducive, a!I_t:g~<Jly;-to---nie 
fUrth~~c~ ()i.t.!:e cap!talistic spirit. Weber does not, however, wish to'imply 
that such was ,the declared aim of Calvfn and the other reformers; 'rather, 
these were unforeseen, and even unwished-for, results of their labors. :;' ._':~, 

How, according to Weber, did Calvin's teachings, on predestihation in 
particular, translate themselves into diligent, methodical, worldly activity? 
The original doctrine of the founder, if it had remained unmodified, would 
have yielded no such results. Calvin himself was certain of his own salvation; 
he considered himself an agent of the Lord and therefore was not disturbed by 
the question: "Am I one of the elect?" 

Accordingly, to the question of how the individual can be certain of his 
election, he has at bottom only the answer that we should be content with 
the knowledge that God has chosen and depend further only on that im
plicit trust in Christ which is the result of true faith. He rejects in prin
ciple the assumption that one can learn from the conduct of others 
whether they are chosen or damned. It is an unjustifiable attempt to force 
God's secrets. (p. llO.) 

Clearly, such a doctrine was too heavy a psychoiogical burden for ordinary 
men who needed to know their fate and who required a "sjgn." Thus, Calvin's 
followers increasingly gave way to the expressed need for "infallible criteria ./ 
by which membership in the electi could be known." (p. 110.) When as a 
result of this pressure the original doctrine was not altogether abandoned it 
imposed 

... an absolute duty to consider oneself chosen, and to combat all doubts 
as temptations of the devil, since lack of self-confidence is the result of 
insufficient faith, hence of imperfect grace. The exhortation of the apostle 
to make fast one's own call is here interpreted as a duty to attain certainty 
of one's own election and justification in the daily struggle of life. In the 
place of the humble sinners to whom cuther promises grace if they trust 
themselves to God in penitent faith are bred those self-confident saints 
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whom we can rediscover in the hard Puritan merchants of the heroic age 
of capitalism and in isolated instances down to the present. On the other 
hand, in order to attain that self-confidence, intense worldly activity is 

/ recommended as the most suitable means. It and it alone disperses re-
~C', ligious doubts and gives the certainty of grace. (pp. 111-12.) 

In these terms, though good works are useless for the attainment of 
salvation, they are nonetheless indispensable as a possible sign of election; 
they serve to allay the anxiety of not knowing and reduce-if not totally 
eliminate-the fear of damnation. Hard work, the morally dutiful pursuit of a 
calling, the belief that God helps those who help themselves, keeping one's 
attention from the devil, and the absolute avoidance of anything which 
detracted from this generally ascetic way of life, all this was enjoined by the 
Protestant ethic. For Weber this ethic, embodied in varying degrees in 
Calvinism, Puritanism, Pietism, Methodism, and the Anabaptist sects, had 
the "greatest ?ignificance for the development of the spirit of capitalism." (p. 
151.) 

This brings us to the point at which Weber's method of presenting his 
thesis-the ideal-type-must be carefully examined if we are to understand 
.the charges brought against him even by the most friendly of his critics. Just 
as earlier he had accentuated what he considered the characteristics of the 
new "spirit of capitalism" by employing Benjamin Franklin as its ideal 
representative, so now he treated ascetic Protes.tantism, as a unified wholeJnr 
placing one oLlis major representatives at the center of discussion. For 
Weber, it ~~ _!~.i<:~ard Baxter, an English Puritan minister and writer, who 
"stands out above many -other writers on Puritan ethics, both because of ..his 
eminently practical and realistic attitude, and, at the same time, because of 
the universal recognition accorded to his works .... " (pp. ISS-56.) So, if 
Franklin epitomized at one and the same time the new capitalistic ethos as 
well as the Protestant conception of the pursuit of a calling in a morally 
dutiful manner, so Baxter expressed through his religious writings, "a 
practical and realistic attitude." Baxter does not qUite~a "time is money," 
but he does say the spiritual equivalent, Weber argues. A )Ya.,ste of timeis.;'m. 
principle the deadliest of sins." Every "hour lost is lost. _0 labor for the gloryo . 

..!!LGod~" Out of strictly religious motives, Baxter preaches "hard, continuou~, 
bodily or mental labor"; but unlike St. Paul or Thomas Aquinas, who 
exempted some from the rule that "He who will not work shall not .~at~-' 
Baxter exempts no one-not even the wealthy. Weber grants that there are 
certain secular, utilitarian elements in Baxter's thought, as when he expresses 
himself on the division of labor. The manufacturing system tends to serve 
"the common good, which is identical with the good of the greatest possible 
number"; yet even this has a characteristic Puritan element that becomes 
perfectly clear in his insistence on the methodical and systematic pursuit of a 
calling-everyday' and for everyone. Baxter's doctrine detests both the "su
perior indulgence of the seigneur and the parvenu ostentation of the nouveau 
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ricne," but "it has the highest ethical appreciation of the sober, middle-class, 
'- self-made man." (p. 163.) Puritanism, Weber writes, carried with it "the 

ethos of the rational organization of capital and labor," and "turned with all 
its force against one thing: the spontaneous enjoyment of life and all it had to 
offer." (p. 166.) Asceticism 

... looked upon the pursuit of wealth as an end in itself as highly repre- I, 

hensible; but the attainment of it as a fruit of labor in a calling was a sign.' ' 
of God's blessing. And even more important: the religious valuation of 
restless, continuous, systematic work in a worldly calling, as the highest 
means to 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 that attitude toward life which we 
have here called the spirit of capitalism. (p. 172.) 

This becomes clear not only in Baxter's work but also in that of John Wesley, 
the founder of Methodism. And the latter, Weber notes, even anticipated his 
own thesis, for he actually wrote that 

I 

... the full economic effect of those great religious movements, whose 
significance for economic development lay above all in their ascetic edu
cative influence, generally came only after the peak of ~e purely religious 
enthusiasm was past. Then the intensity of the search f r the Kingdom of 
God commenced gradually to pass over into sober ec nomic virtue; the 
religious roots died out slowly, giving way to utilitarian worldliness. (p. 
176.) 

Protestant asceticism thus provided a positive religious sanction for the 
exploitation of the worker's willingness to labor; it eased the employer's 
conscience and at the same time provided the worker with religious motives 
for treating his labor as a calling. Weber therefore concludes: 

One of the fundamental elements of the spirit of modern capitalism, and 
·not only of that but of all modern culture: rational conduct on the basis of 
the idea of the calling, was born-that is what this discussion has sought 
to demonstrate-from the spirit of Christian asceticism. (p. ISO.) 

Now if we keep in mind the many qualifications Weber drew around his 
thesis-that in these essays he is tracing causal influence only in one 
direction, that he recognizes the fundamental importance of the economic 
conditions, and that in a subsequent essay he hoped to trace the influence in a 
reverse direction-then he is asserting on the basis of half completed research 
that there was a mutually reinforcing convergence of !l.!~tant ethic and 
the cap!!alist ethos; and he is examining- in this instance the degree to which 

-.the latter-was derIved from the former. Once the capitalist system had become 
established, the Protestant ethic was no longer a necessary ingredient for the 
maintenance of the system. Moreover, the ethic was not a necessary precondi
tion for the emergence of the capitalist system per se, but rather for its 
markedly energet!~. ~l1~~cter during the early phases of the system's develop-
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ment.22 Only if this is Weber's thesis in these fragmentary studies, and not 
I -' that the Protestant ethic had a primary causal influence in producing the 

-+ spirit of modern capitalism, can Weber's method be defended. Whom did 
Weber select to illustrate the ethical injunctions of ascetic Protestantism? 
Never its founder!-which led some of his critics to wonder whether in 
Weber's view Calsrin was a Calvinist. For if indeed it were Weber's position
and some of his critics have thus wrongly interpreted him-that Calvin's 
religious teachings were of crucial causal importance in generating the 

11' capitalistic spirit, then it would be methodologically impermissible to use 
-: :: anyone but Calvin and his contemporaries as representatives of the new 

religious doctrine and to show that this~tedated capitalist enterpr~. But 
Weber does not do this; instead, as we have seen, he used .Richard Baxter 
(1615-1691) ,1ghl!.F.e~ley (1703-1791), J~~!1iarojp Enwklin (1706-1796): 
and others, all having lived a hundre~_.Q!:..Plore years .a..f!~r Calvin. Obvious..ly, 
Weber was not doing iiiisiociroer-to show what Calvinism was in the middle 

} r>f the sixteenth century but rather ..1o-..shDw....at Calvinism became- in -the 
.- ~ ,,- '-.:?urse of its de\!eI9p-~ Furthermore, he was showing what it became, not 

I in isolation from other developments, but under the influence of economic and 
\ other developments. That is why the thinkers Weber cites embody elements of 
~oth Protestant asceticism and the capitalistic spirit. On the theoretical level, 
, then, Weber is suggesting that these were relatively autonomous developments 

which intersected at a given historical point to contribute to the formation O~f 

~
e modern rational temperament: There was a great "elective affinity" 

-' bclween the norms of the new religious movement and the psychological 
. re uirements of the new economic system. 

Yet, this is not the way most of Weber's critics have interpreted him. They 
have ignored Weber's limited purpose in these essays, his careful qualifica-
tions of his thesis, and, finally, his later writings on the world religions and on 
economic history in which it becomes crystal clear that ascetic Protestantism 
was but one among many historical developments that contributed to the 
special character of modern Western society. If Weber is not read in this way, 
i.e., if the essays on the Protestant ethic are taken alone, then one can indeed 
get the impression that he was attributing a primary causal influence to the 
new religious ideas (although such an impression could only be the result of a 
very careless reading). And if this were his thesis, then indeed his critics 
would be quite right in arguing that in using Franklin, Baxter, and Wesley, 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century figures, Weber had totally neglected the 
impact on religion of economic and political developments which from the 
time of Calvin had undoubtedly modified significantly the form and content of 
his original doctrine. 

22 In his later essays. Weber was to shift his emphasis and argue that there 
were a number of conditions. all peculiar to Western civilization. which con
verged to produce not only the modern economic system but the peculiarly 
rational character of all the modern institutions in the West. 
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That Weber understood all this, however, cannot be doubted. Because he 
never examined, as he had promised, influences working in the opposite 
direction-i.e., the effects of economic changes on the formation of ascetic 
protestantism-he left himself open to all sorts of misreadings and nonsensi
cal interpretations. He once remarked ironically in reply to one of his critics 
that, had he accomplished the entire project, he would probably have been 
accused of having capitulated to the Marxian position just as now he was 
charged with holding to an idealistic interpretation of the problem. Insofar, 
however, as Weber's critics have met him on his own ground and have 
correctly understood his limited purpose in these essays, they have raised a 
number of important objections. 

Ephraim Fischoff, for instance, one of Weber's sympathetic critics, has 
argued that the ideal-type method led to a number of distortions and biases, 
as in the selection an~ of the concepts "caUing" and ".Ered~
~" Also, once Weber defined capitalism as he did, stressing its rational, 
novel, and ~character, "he did not have much difficulty in discovering 
elements of congruity with the schematic construction of the Protestant ethic 
slanted in the same direction."23 In addition, Weber's method entailed the 
selection of a number of cultural components, isolating one and tracing its 
influence on others; this was to be done with each component until one could 
determine the relative causal weight of each in shaping the socio-historical 
reality in question. This is what he had planned when he completed the essays 
on the Protestant ethic. He never carried it out, probably because he sensed 
the enormous difficulty and complexity of such a task. Finally, his "inter
actionist" view, though a good antidote to a dogmatic monistic one, "offers no 
method for determining the interrelation of factors, the degree of influence 
pertaining to each, or their temporal variations, thereby leaving room for the 
play of personal evaluation in the choice and characterization of the particu
lar historical atoms."24 One's overall impression of the underlying rationale 
of Weber's method is that he had little or no hope of ever "demonstrating" a 
hypothesis when dealing with problems as complex as those with which he 
concerned himself. 

Other important objections which have been raised against Weber's thesis 
pertain to matters of historical fact. In his Anfiinge des Kapitalismus, Lujo 
Brentano argued that many of the developments Weber attributed to ascetic 
Protestantism had already appeared during the Renaissance; and other 
scholars, notably R. H. Tawney, have agreed that "Brentano's criticism that
the political thought of the Renaissance was as powerful a~t oJ 
conventional restraints as the teaching of Calvin is not without weight."25 
Other historians have also objected to Weber's assignment of anti-traditional 

23 See Ephraim Fischoff. "The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: 
The History of a Controversy," Social Research, XI (1944), pp. 61~7. 

24 Ibid. 
25 See Tawney'~ Forward to The Protestant Ethic, p. 8. 
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values primarily if not exclusively to ascetic Protestantism. They have argued 
that these values were much more general than Weber's essays would have us 
believe and that they were common to Catholic as well as to Protestant 
writers. In general, then, since Weber in fact never fulfilled his promise of 
examining the reverse relationship of that suggested in these essays, they 
create a false impression, and are incomplete and methodologically deficient. 
For by choosing as his illustrations Baxter, Wesley, et al., and not thinkers 
from the early phase of iron collectivism under Calvin, Weber had neglected 
(as he would have been the first to admit) the degree to which religious 
opinions had themselves been affected by economic and political devel
opments. 

Despite their various objections, many of Weber's critics have accepted his 
suggestion of some correlation, however small, between the Protestant ethic 
and the ethos of modern capitalism. Recently, however, a most extreme and 
damaging critique has been put forward, in which either such a correlation is 
totally denied or causal priority is given to economic developments. 

Kurt Samuelsson has mobilized considerable evidence to show that, while 
there is some truth in the proposition that Protestant countries were more 
vigorous economically than Catholic countries, none of the regions reveals the 
symmetry Weber imputed to them. Furthermore, so many qualifications are 
necessary as to make Weber's "hypothesis," taken as a whole, untenable. 

By the time Luther and Calvin were born, the Low Countries and the 
northern and western districts of Germany had already been characterised 
for at least three to four hundred years by exceptionally brisk economic 
activity; textile manufacturing and commerce in the Netherlands and 
Flanders; ironfounding, saltdrying, and international trade in the Han
seatic territories. And in England, too, economic life had begun to exhibit 
great liveliness well before Henry VIII demanded the annulment of his 
first marriage.26 

The Netherlands by the end of the thirteenth century were conspicuous for 
their leadership in trade and textile manufacturing, and the idea that Calvin
ism created or even contributed to the beginnings of the "spirit of capitalism" 
there has to be rejected. Amsterdam was a prosperous mercantile center long 
before Calvinism became the prevalent religion late in the seventeenth 
century. Even then it was the poorer classes who first adopted that religion. 
Likewise, in England, _ technical, industrial, and economic expansion, more 
generally, were evident from the beginning of the thirteenth century-which is 
why, perhaps, it never occurred to Marx to consider religious developments as 
crucial for the origins of the capitalist system. This expansion began "so long 

26 Kurt Samuelsson, Religion and Economic Action translated by E. Geoffrey 
French in 1961 (Stockholm: Scandinavian University Books, 1957), p. 103. 
(Immediately following references to this work cited only by page number 
appearing in text.) 
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before the Reformation and reached full maturity so long after it that it is 
fruitless to try to interpret the course of events in terms of a religio-economic 
correlation." (p. 108.) And in Scotland it was not until the eighteenth century 
that significant economic expansion took place and this was "after seculariza
tion and the Enlightenment had become more important influences than 
religio~s ~eaV-'- (p. 110.) 

What about Switzerland, Calvin's home? Was Calvinism in any form the 
main impetus there? There is no evidence to support this, and other. factors 
have to be invoked to explain the early and sustained capitalistic activity 
there. SWitzerland was favorably situated as a center of trade between Italy 
and the northern and western parts of Europe, and gaining a livelihood from 
agriculture was especially difficult; also significant was the early weakening of 
traditional feudal ties by free cities based on trade and industry. Moreover, 
there is no evidence of accelerated economic growth during or immediately 
after the Reformation. 

Even in Germany, Samuelsson argues, there was no clear relationship 
between Protestantism and economic progress. 

Here too there are factors other than religious conditions that can more 
plausibly explain the situation in the various regions of the country: the 
deposits of iron and coal in the west, the trade routes along the Rhine, the 
extent and profitability of agriculture in the east and south. Moreover, 
the Protestant element in the major industrial and commercial districts 
is far from preponderant. In Essen about half the population is Catholic, 
in Dusseldorf a good two-thirds, in Cologne-the largest city of western 
Germany-at least three-quarters. Indeed, during the period of industrial
ization the Catholic predominance in all these places was even more evi
dent. Furthermore, it may be noted that many of the most prominent 
industrialists, businessmen, and bankers were Catholics and/or descend
ants of families whose wealth and noble rank dated back for generations, 
whose mode of life and general outlook assort extremely ill with Weber's 
theories. (p. 112.) 

As for New England, it is true that many of the ideas which Benjamin 
Franklin articulated were more in evidence there than in other regions. But 
Protestant sects were and are promine~t in the South, which is still less 
developed -economlcalry l.nan the-North. Samuelsson adduces a number of 
other factors fo -explain the regional difference, all "material" and economic
e.g., the greater extent of fertile and arable land in the South, and the 
generally unfavorable agricultural conditions in "New England [where] one 
had to go outside agriculture to attain wealth, or indeed even a slightly above 
average livelihood. The fur trade, fishing, maritime carrying, and the slave 
trade soon became the most important branches of economic life. And these 
were occupations in which, because they yielded larger profits than could be 
had from other trades, a surplus of capital was created that could be made 
available for new and more ambitious projects. If this theory is sound, then a 
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particularly marked propensity to accumulate capital and take risks must 
have been prevalent in New England-because these qualities were necessary 
there for success and well-b~!ng.~ (p. 114.) Moreover, those who migrated to 
and settled in New England were, to begin with, well-to-do, skilled artisans and 
tradesmen. 

Generally, in all those places where Weber saw economic vigor and 
regarded the new religious doctrines as an important contributing condition, 
one can sufficiently explain this vigor without recourse to that doctrine. 

England, Netherlands, Scotland, and the North Sea and Baltic districts 
of Germany, Switzerland-they all furnish examples: their locations on 
ocean shores of transcontinental routes that were in use hundred of years 
before the Reformation; the definitive shift of the center of gravity of 
European trade to the North Sea and Atlantic as a result of the great 
discoveries and the throttling of the Mediterranean routes by the Arab 
countries; the frequent inability of agriculture and stock raising alone to 
provide adequate sustenance. (pp. 115-16.) 

And Samuelsson continues: 

Had Italy and Spain been converted to the Calvinist creed in the sixteenth 

I century or later been flooded with Puritans and Pietists, trade would still 
, not have remained centered on the Mediterranean but would have shifted 
\ to the coasts of Holland, England, and Germany. (p. 116.) 

And it is in England especially that Samuelsson's analysis seems to support 
Marx's view as he sketched it in his chapter, the "Primitive Accumulation of 
Capital." "On the one hand," writes Samuelsson, 

... there was the comparatively early rise of a fairly broad "middle class," 
in the sense defined above, and on the other, the early disruption of older 
social forms through the growth of population, the transformation of 
agricultural operations by the enclosure movement, and the emergence of 
a large landless class from which the new industrial districts could quickly 
recruit their supplies of labor. (p. 118.) 

An important final point relates to the considerable significance Weber 
attached to what he considered to be a fact: a definite preponderance of 
Protestant over Catholic children in the Realgymnasien, the Realschulen, and 
the Oberrealschulen-i.e., in those schools which stressed training and prepa
ration for technical, industrial, and business occupations. Weber drew his. 
conclusions on the basis-of Martin Offenbacher's statistics which, it turns out, 
were very misleading indeed (see the data in The Protestant Ethic, p. 189). 
Among other criticisms, Samuelsson points out that a wholly distorted picture 
emerges from these data because" [n] either Offenbacher nor Weber tried to 
ascertain in what proportions the various denominations were represented 
among the inhabitants of those school districts where Protestants predomin
ated in the schools." (p. 141.) If, then, one examines the data by school 
district rather than, say, for Baden as a whole, one sees that 



Max Weber 135 

. . . the proportions of school children classified by religious faith are 
almost exactly the same as the corresponding proportion of the total popu
lations of the appropriate district. That the Protestants in Baden as a 
whole display a "school frequency" higher than their share in the aggre-
gate population is thus due entirely to the fact that more Protestants than 
Catholics lived in districts where Realgymnasien, Hohere Bilrgerschulen, 
and Realschulen were available. If one reckons not in terms of total popu
lation but of inhabitants of districts containing the respective categories 
of schools, there remain no differences worth mentioning. (pp. 141-42.) 

And, Samuelsson concludes: 

If the religious denominations of the children are compared with demo
graphic conditions in each individual school district, Catholics and Protes
tants exhibit precisely the same "propensity for schooling." In brief, 
Weber's alleged difference is a myth. (p.142.) 

Thus he sees virtually no support for Weber's thesis. 
Now, since Weber gave much attention to the alleged asceticism of 

Benjamin Franklin and the Puritans of New England generally, it will be 
instructive to examine the validity of this characterization. For Weber, 

U
~!ieti~jsm aided capitalist development in that it repudiated the~X-..Q! 

living" and thus prompted . .the..English .. .Dutch,.ang_ ~merican Puritans, ap.d 
even the FIench Protestants, to sa~e..1ID!.t_~n-".c:.s~.JhejJ.J~arilinguM..her than to 
spend them -On- articles of--lavish--consumption, .or _ s~a,tJls:.~p.-bru!fi~

odities.27 American historians have shown, however, that this is not true. In 
S-outli Carolina, for instance, "the characteristic French joie de vivre was by 
no means absent from the large settlement of Huguenots, right from the 
beginning of their establishment in the latter part of the seventeenth cen
tury."28 The same was true of New York and Philadelphia where regardless 
of denomination the merchants adopted 

... a modish and socially exclusive pattern of life and consumption 
which diverted potential capital into nonproductive activities, into the 
attempt to consolidate status on a level corresponding with their economic 
power. In Boston the pattern was no different. Sumptuary legislation, 
established in Virginia as well as Massachusetts, broke down functionally 
several decades after its introduction. (p. 186.) 

Moreover, the dominant impression of New England at the time is so far from 
being ascetic virtue that it might better be described as unbridled hedonism. 
In their crucial trade with the West Indies the New England merchants 
traded their "produce, fish, wood, and goods for West Indian rum [which] 
was contingent on the decidedly unascetic customs of the farmers, mechanics, 

27 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, p. 41. 
28 See Gabriel Kolko, "Max Weber on America: Theory and Evidence," in 

Studies in the Philosophy of History, ed. by George H. Nadel (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1965), p. 186. (Immediately following references to this work cited 
only by page numbers in text.) 
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and fishermen throughout the colonies." (p. 186.) And Kolko cites James 
Truslow Adams to the effect that 

Throughout all the colonies drunkenness was a prevailing vice, as it was 
in England, and nearly every event, such as house raisings, harvestings, 
christenings, college commencements, funerals, and even the ordination of 
ministers, was frequently made the occasior of scandalous intemperance. 
(p. 187.) 

Wherever manufacturing developed, it was a variety of "material" condi
tions which account for this; for instance, religious values played no apparent 
role in the growth of the iron industry, which developed where there was an 
abundance of resources and 

... as in the case of Pennsylvania, where the high cost of transportation 
for agricultural goods stimulated diversification. The textile industry later 
developed in New England for similar reasons: water power, ports, proper 
humidity for production, and a surplus labor supply. (p. 188.) 

Kolko goes on to make the rather important point that the type of 
capitalism characteristic of the colonies was the precise opposite of Weber's 
image of a rational, sober, legal, and strictly calculable capitalism. If any
thing, the capitalistic activity of colonial New England approximated his con
ception of political, speculative, and other older forms of capitalism. Trade 
was based primarily on barter, not money; and unpredictability was charac
teristic of American commerce of the time. Often goods sent to a particular 
destination found a glutted market, no buyer, or no exchangeable cargo. 
Colonial wars decreased the predictability of business affairs, and, due to Brit
ish mercantilist policy, much of the colonial trade was carried on "in a tech
nically illegal fashion." (p. 190.) Moreover, if Weber stressed that land hold
ings and land speculation were not rational capitalistic activities, then he was 
wrong in believing that this was not a major source of profit making in New 
England. He was wrong too in seeing, in his words, a major contrast between 
". . . adventurers, who wanted to set up plantations with the labor of inden
tured servants, and live as feudal lords, and the specifically middle-class out
look of the Puritans."29 For if "free labor" was an essential ingredient of 
rational capitalism, as Weber believed, then the Puritan undertakings were 
no more rational than others. 

At least half of the total white population in the Thirteen Colonies 
[Kolko writes] arrived as indentured labor, and Massachusetts received its 
fair share. Indentured servants entering the colonies because of their crimi
nal records were generally received in the South and Pennsylvania, but 
those voluntarily emigrating were distributed throughout the colonies. 
Massachusetts established laws governing indentured servants from the 
inception of the colony, strictly enforced their obligations to their masters, 

29 Weber, The Protestallt Ethic, pp. 173-74. 
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and fixed the length of their service at seven years, which was the general 
average in the early colonial period. When the supply lagged, bounties 
were offered. In 1710, the Massachusetts Legislature offered 40 shillings a 
head to any ship captain bringing in male servants between the ages of 
eight to twenty-five. Prisoners captured by the English in their wars were 
often sent to the colonies, and part of the labor force of Massachusetts' 
first iron mill consisted of captured Scottish soldiers.30 

A final consideration of Weber's view of the Puritan, his motives, his daily 
life, and his business activities involves the adequacy of his understanding of 
Benjamin Franklin, a key figure in his essays. Here, the inescapable verdict is 
that Weber's understanding was incomplete and inaccurate, the result of a 
selective reading of Franklin's writings. 

Franklin was much more of a physiocrat in his economic views than Weber 
seems to have suspected and "viewed manufacturers, merchants, profes
sionals, and mechanics, as little more than useless in the economic process."31 
Agriculture became for him the only honest way for a nation to acquire 
wealth. 

As for Franklin's alleged asceticism, this, too, turns out to be a myth. 
When, as a young man, he traveled to London, he 

... did not save his money like a true Puritan but rather spent evenings 
at such notably ascetic activities as theaters, sports, drink, and women. He 
returned to America with an illegitimate son who eventually fathered an
other who in turn did the same. In Philadelphia Franklin set to work de
termined to make something of himself, living a well-scheduled life which 
included only eight hours a day for work. Franklin was a wise promoter, 
however, and his newspaper tried many things, from discussions of hypo
thetical adultery to Poor Richard's Almanac, to increase circulation. 

Franklin was never a prude and never became one. He retired from 
business at what is still the ripe young age of forty-two in order to escape 
"the little cares and fatigues of business." His letter on how to choose a 
mistress is relevant to his asceticism, and while serving as American am
bassador to France, Franklin in his old age left his wife at home and car
ried on several amorous affairs. In addition to women, Franklin indulged 
in good food and excellent wine.32 

Even this cursory examination of the facts shows that Weber's knowledge 
of early America, the New England Puritans, and Ben Franklin was very 
scanty indeed. It might conceivably have been permissible for Weber to 
accentuate certain of Franklin's characteristics for the purposes of his ideal
type method; but this would have required that the other, non-ascetic aspects 
of Franklin's personality (apparently unknown to Weber), be negligible. 
Since, however, Franklin was quite remote from what Weber portrayed him to 
be--a devout Puritan who adapted his everyday conduct to the precepts of his 

30 Kolko, op. cit., p. 191. 
31 Ibid., p. 192. 
32 Ibid., p. 193. 
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stern Calvinist upbringing-indeed, quite the opposite, this together with the 
other criticisms discussed here cannot but undermine Weber's entire thesis. At 
the very least one would have to acknowledge that there is little if any 
justification for retaining his notion as part of our intellectual consciousness 
as if it were firmly established knowledge. Why, then, has this particular idea 
of Weber's held on so tenaciously? Part of the explanation, no doubt, lies in 
the widespread but erroneous view that Weber in this instance had refuted 
and bested Marx. This-as he would have been the first to admit-he had 
neither intended nor accomplished. 

That he himself became unhappy with the impressions these early and 
fragmentary essays created and with the exaggerated importance they ac
quired as compared with his other writings, can be seen in the different 
emphasis which emerged as he progressed in his encyclopedic studies of the 
world religions. ' 

The Religion of China - Here, as in his later study of India, Weber is concerned with the question of 
why rational capitalism, as he defined it, emerged as an indigenous develop
ment only in the West. Although it would be inaccurate to say that he 
eventually abandoned his thesis on the role of ascetic Protestantism, it does 
become clear that the further he progresses in these studies of the world 
religions, the more he is prepared to view capitalism as one aspect of a much 
more comprehensive and general historical process in the W~ratjonaliza
tion And this led him to his most important conclusions, namely, the 
fundamental differences between the civilizations of the East and the West. If 
this new emphasis is only partially evident in his studies of China and India, 
it becomes crystal clear in his later work on ancient Judaism. To illustrate the 
shift in Weber's thinking, a brief review and discussion of his work on China 
and India is in order. 

Students of economic development in the West had stressed two factors, 
which, among others, had contributed greatly to the rise of capitalism: the 
!gre~_~~p_re~~o_~s_ metals and a significa~t _growt~PQP..uJ.at.i9}} .. AVeber 
ooserves, however, that in the case of China similar developments were 
evident. The great increase in the stock of precious metals led to a greater 
development of the money economy, particularly in state finance. Yet this did 
not shatter traditionalism; if anything, it strengthened it. Likewise, the 
enormous growth in population "was neither stimulated by, nor did it 
stimulate, capitalist development. Rather, it was ... associated with a 
stationaryeconomy."33 

In the West, Weber proffers, the cities of antiquity and the papal ~uria, 

33 Max Weber, The Religion of China, translated and edited by Hans H. Gerth 
(Glencoe: The Free Press, 1951) , p. 12. (Immediately following references to this 
work cited only by page numbers in text.) 
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cities, and emerging states of the Middle Ages "were vehicles of financial 
rationalization, of money economy, and of political capitalism." (p. 13.) In . 
China, in contrast, there were no cities like Florence, and the state failed to 
establish a money economy due to the resistance of the salaried officials-"the 
most powerful interest group"-who w.ere-.p.aid. _~mb.stan1il!Jlyj,! ...@ver and 
whos~i!1come .depended on trade. These officials, therefore, had common 
intere.sts with the traders jn opposing the illterference of the Peking go~~~
ment and its centrali~atiQll. Q.t~_urrency._~t~ers. 

The Chinese city was fundamentally different from the Occidental one; it 
did not become a center in which capitalist relationships and institutions 
could germinate, for it lacked political autonomy. Unlike the polis of 
antiquity and the commune of the Middle Ages, it had neither political 
privileges nor military power of its own, no "self-equipped military estate 
such as existed in Occidental antiquity." The Occidental city became suffi
ciently strong to repel an army of knights and was not dependent for its ~ 
survival on any centralized bureaucracy. Political associations of merchant 
and craft guilds were nonexistent in the Chinese "city," and legal contracts, 
either economic or political, could not be made.§.short, there did not emerge 
a relatively independent bourgeois class centered in relatively autonomous 
towns-the fruit of prolonged struggle and revolts] Revolts were indeed 
common in the Chinese city but these were to remove specific officials or to 
change specific practices, not to guarantee the freedom of the city. One of the 
reasons for this was that the "fetters of the sib were never shattered." The 
Chinese city dweller never became a citizen in the Western sense; for he 
"retained his relations to the native place of his sib, its ancestral land and 
temple. Hence, all ritually and personally important relations with the native 
village were maintained." (p. 14.) (This was the opposite of the West where 
Christianity, according to Weber, was to play an important role, at least 
ideally, in developing an ethic which transcended kinship obligations.) 

These differences between the Occidental and Oriental cities can be traced 
to their different origins. The polis of antiquity was an overseas trading city, 
whereas in China trade was predominantly inland. And in order to preserve 
tradition, foreign trade and contact were limited to a single port, Canton. 
Furthermore, industrial development was not centered in the city where it 
could, as in the West, escape the control of traditional groups and interests. 
Thus the economic, political, and formal-legal foundations of an autonomous 
and rational organization of industry and commerce were absent. 

Control of the rivers, in China as in Egypt and other ancient civilizations, 
led to some rationalization of the economy but was greatly limited due to 
religious and other conditions. The 

laws of nature and of rites were fused into the unity of Tao. Not a supra
mundane lord creator, but a supra-divine, impersonal, forever identical, 
and external existence was felt to be the ultimate and supreme. This was 
to sanction the validity of eternal order and its timeless existence. The 
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impersonal power of Heaven did not "speak" to man. It revealed itself in 
the regimen on earth, in the firm order of nature and tradition which 
were part of the cosmic order, and, as elsewhere, it revealed itself in what 
occurred to man. The welfare of the subjects documented heavenly con
tentment and the correct functioning of the order. All bad events were 
symptomatic of disturbance in the providential harmony of heaven and 
earth through magical forces. (p. 28.) 

River regulation, the basis of imperial authority, was assured not by 

\ 

empirical-rational means alone but by the conduct of the emperor who had to 
abide by the imperatives of the classical scriptures. If, for example, the dikes 
broke, this was evidence that he did not have the qualities of charisma 
demanded by heaven and therefore had to do public penitence for his sins. 

V As in all large far-flung states with undeveloped systems of communication, 
-1\, administrative centralization remained negligible; nevertheless, this did not 

facilitate the growth of autonomous centers of power. The central government 
employed quite effective means in preventing officials from becoming inde
pendently powerful in their areas of assignment. The official was never 
assigned to his home province and had to shift every three years either to 
another province or to another office. Not ~~Q.wjUg the provi.ncii!!. 4.i!!t~c;t._he 
was dependent on interpreters; and not being familiar with the local laws and 
traditions, he became wholly dependent on assistants from the province whom 
he paid from his own pocket. 

. . . this resulted in actual power being vested in the hands of the unof
ficial, native subordinates. And the higher the rank of the authorized offi
cial the less was he able to correct and control their management. Thus 
the local and central government officials were not sufficiently informed 
about local conditions to facilitate consistent and rational intervention. 
(p.50.) 

Yet, this did not lead to a Western type feudalism either, for appointment to 
office was based on educational qualifications rather than criteria of birth and 
rank. 

_ '!.!!Ldepend~t...of..t.he . .c.entraLgoy..ernmeJlt .00tjis .. offij:ials •. .!J.mt these..hU~ 
~:e~~!nci.al..assi~!.~~!.~L~.I!!.t~l!.c:~d traditionaJismj. .. eye.n the '.'money .. eCQI)9!D .. y" 
~~ribu~~L!<? t?~. ~t.rengthenin.g... 9J . ...t.o!.!liti..Q!2~.y!r~ctures ... TJ:i~ _ o~ci~!§'" 
be~amJUl!, e.fle£.t "t./lx farl!l~rs," ~h~~,g'$.1r.ru;t~.(;Uyhat they c.O!lJ9: fr.om their 
provincial subjects, gave as little.as they dared..to .. tbeii-'superiors, and keptthe 
,!!sCTney'were-prebendaries who had a paramount interest in maintaining 
the existing socioeconomic conditions and hence the profits from their pre
bends. Thus as the money economy expanded so did prebendalization, a great 
obstacle to attempts at internal change. To become prebendaries they were 
dependent on the central government; once they became officials and received 
their assignments, however, they acquired only a very limited power, for they 
remained dependent on the indigenous elements of the provinces in which they 
were strangers. This is in sharp contrast with the West where 
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there were strong and independent forces. With these princely power 
could ally itself in order to shatter traditional fetters; or, under very spe
cial conditions, these forces could use their own military power to throw off 
the bonds of patrimonial power. This was the case in the five great revolu
tions which decided the destiny of the Occident: the Italian revolution of 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Netherland revolution of the 
sixteenth century, the English revolution of the seventeenth century, and 
the American and French revolutions of the eighteenth century. We may 
ask: Were there no comparable forces in China? (p.62.) 

The Chinese were highly acquisitive, and their capacity for work and 
industry was unsurpassed; there were even powerful and autonomous mer
chant guilds though not concentrated in the towns; there was a tremendous 
growth in population since the eighteenth century; and, finally, a constant ;/ 
increase in precious metals. Yet, no capitalism. How does Weber explain4'\" 
this? 

Though "private property" emerged, it never became truly private as in the 
West: th.e_sib~i.n_~hiJlll_ ~as so powerful that true ~liena!!~n--.?f land from it '-; 
~~J.Il!p'~b,l~:_ Land was not unconditionally or permanently"SoIO; rather, c/;.. 

the sib always retained the right to repurchase.~ere were moneylenders and 
other forms of politically determined capitalism but these did not lead to 
modern rational, capitalistic enterpri~'There was no rational depersonaliza-
tion of business," Weber writes, "comparable to its unmistakable beginnings 
in the commercial law of Italian cities." (p. 85.) In China, the growth of 
wealth in the form of money led to different results. When officials retired, for 
instance, they invested their money in landholdings which enabled some of 
their sons to -..§!l1d¥-~Q.ALt.o_pass_ t.he state examinatioBS and thus become 
eligible _ ~~r_ "~ax farmin~"_ ~~~~~rs of ..!.~_~n. II!..!~Js way the whole familial,/. ... 
communiti-nao- -it vested interest in the examination system and other-/!) 
traditional institutions. And this community was held together by powerful 
and rigid kinship bonds. 

The power of the sib rested to a large degree on the ancestor cult; ancestral 
spirits acted as mediators between their descendants and God. The "city" 
then, never became a "home town" but remained "typically 'a place away 
from home' for the majority of its inhabitants." (p. 90.) Cities were mere 
urban settlements of farmers and "there remained only a technical adminis
trative difference between city and village. A 'city' was the seat of the 
mandarin and was not self-governing; a 'village' was a self-governing settle
ment without a mandarin." (p. 91.) And autonomous military po.wer_..dt
velo ed in contras_~!!.h the W~~~,jnJJ:~~i1lages_a~ 

T sib and other traditional elements were in the long run stronger than 
the rational bureaucracyT)illiterate old age, for example, carried a higher 
status and authority thaii"llie most learned mandarin; and Chinese justice, far 
from becoming formal, legal, and rational, remained patriarchal cadi justice. 

There were still other developments which contributed to the formation of 
capitalism in the West and were patently missing in China. After the 
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pacification of the empire, there was neither rational warfare nor even an 
"armed peace during which several competing autonomous states constantly 

(
prepared for war. Capitalist phenomena thus conditioned through war loans 

, and commissions for war purposes did not appear." (p. 103.) An additional 
. handicap to capitalist development was the empire's lack of overseas colonies. 

Rational development in China also took a different form from that of the 
"L West. This is best seen from the specific kind of bureaucracy composed of 
It 1i1.erati .. To be sure, they had to qualify for office by passing examinations, 

which in turn required a certain education. Their social honor was not the 
result of alleged magical powers-sorcery, healing the sick, and the like-but 
of knowledge of writing and classical literature. '(hey were therefore quite far 
ir:.()m. ~ei"'!g Q!1I.ea!1c:rats. ~n the Western sel!se for t~eir ideal, above -all;-was-to 

" l?e cllltivat.~!L<;;;g.l1i~<j~.Q..g~ntJ_~!pt:!l' ----

The Chinese examinations [writes Weber] did not test any special skills, 
as do our modern national and bureaucratic examination regulations for 
jurists, medical doctors, or technicians. Nor did the Chinese examinations 
test the possession of charisma, as do the typical "trials" of magicians and 
bachelor leagues. To be sure, we shall presently see the qualifications 
which this statement requires. Yet it holds at least for the technique of the 
examinations. 
The examinations of China tested whether or not the candidate's mind 
was thoroughly steeped in literature and whether or not he possessed the 
ways of thought suitable to a cultured man and resulting from cultivation 
in literature. (p. 121.) 

Rational administration depended on subordinates who were skilled in the 
required technical and administrative tasks, for the literati themselves re
jected the one-sided thoroughness and specialization characteristic of Western 
civilization from Plato to its restatement in the "calling" of ascetic Protes
tantism. Yet, while the literati viewed the examinations as tests of their 
cultivation and general humanistic knowledge, the popular view was different. 

In the eyes of the Chinese masses, a successfully examined candidate and 
official was by no means a mere applicant for office qualified by knowledge. 

~ He was a proved holder of magical qualities, which, as we shall see, were 
~ attached to the certified mandarin just as much as to an examined and 

ordained priest of an ecclesiastic institution of grace, or to a magician 
tried and proved by his guild. (p. 128.) 

Orthodox Confucianism had renounced the beyond and in so doing had 
ignored the religious needs of the masses. Magic and animism, always strong 
among the peasants, 

had come under the patronage of a priesthood which was tolerated be
cause it claimed to have originated with a philosophical personage, Laotzu, 
and his doctrine. Originally the meaning of this doctrine did not differ in 
the main from that of Confucianism. Later it became antagonistic to 
Confucianism and was finally considered thoroughly heterodox. (p. 177.) 



Max Weber 143 

There were repeated power struggles between the literati and the priests, in 
which the _f_~~~er: ~~r.e...al}Y.a.y~riP))S Y4.r i~a.U~...J!!.e literati con
-;;tly availed themselves of the Taoist's priestly and magical services, 
affording Taoist heterodoxy a recognized place in religious practice. This 

rested upon the fact that the victorious Confucians themselves never seri
ously aimed at uprooting magic in general and Taoist magic in particular. 
They only sought to monopolize office prebends. (p. 194.) 

Not only were magic and animism tolerated, they were systematized and 
rationalized so that they became a tremendous power in Chinese life. All 
sciences which had empirical and naturalistic beginnings were completely 
rationalized as magj~!!La.ruL.supematural practices.and rituals. The Chinese 
world, despite .its ~C:C:':lI.~rJ rational-empirical elements.J·e]llain~1!.t~(L::.a 
magic~~n. 

The literati were to a notable degree secular or "this worldly," but not 
consistently so. They not only tolerated magic as a means of taming the 
masses-they themselves believed in it. Under these circumstances it is 
understandable why they never waged war against magic, never strove to 
divest Chinese culture of magical beliefs and practices. 

"Demagification" of religion, Weber believed, was carried out in the West 
most consistently and thoroughly by ascetic Protestantism; but the process 
had begun with the ancient Jewish prophets. This does not mean, he 
emphasizes, that the Puritans did not retain superstitious beliefs; that they 
did is obvious from their witch trials. Rather, it means that they came to , 
regard "all magic as devilish." For Weber, then • ...qnlL .c.riterion oL_tlte I 

gttionalizatio.u~~E~!ig!2.~)s_~~e de~r~~5> which i! h~ts~l!.~! ~~~t c 
there is still another criteriori:"'fltne' degree to which it has systematIca y 
unified the relation between God and the world and therewith its own ethical 
relationship to the world." (p. 226.) In these terms, whereas Puritanism 
resulted in a "tremendous and grandiose tension toward the 'world,' " Con
fucianism regarded this as the best of all possible worlds. Above all, the 
~~~~.;:n was to adjust to the world; his conduct pa,(UE1"p"I!~~ic 
-harmony so he 'exercised rational self-cop.tr..ol __ ~~~_ r!:pre.:;~e~_~l 
_.passions that mig.1rt..distw:b_.bj~-JlOi.se.~ Bl.\Uhi~ did noL.wea,).{_e!l the p.ow~rs of 
Ill~gic; quite the C911tr.~~y, it took the use of magic for gran~d. For though 
the educated Confucian adhered, or-submitted, to magical practice with some 
skepticism, the masses were altogether steeped in it. And the literati (unlike 
the Old Testament prophets), far from having demanded that the masses 
abandon these practices, even connived in them-for material as well as 
spiritual reasoncrension toward the 'world' had never arisen because, as far 
as known, there had never been an ethical prophecy of a supramundane God 
who raised ethical demands." (p. 230.) A true prophecy which raised such 
de~ands and which viewed the world as matt~r to be shaped according to 
ethical norms was unknown in Chinese histo~ 
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As we see, then, Weber counterbalances the conditions apparently favorable 
to the development of capitalism by other unfavorable conditions. As he 
repeatedly stresses, his treatment of an enormously complicated problem with 
innumerable variables could hardly yield a simple answer. Yet, he wants to 
salvage his original thesis: "compared to the Occident, the varied conditions 
which externally favored the origin of capitalism in China did not suffice to 
create it." (p. 248.) What was missing? The ethical code of Puritanism or its 

, functional equivalent. Or, stated otherwise, the religious norms which did in 
.,...,...... fact prevail in China precluded the spontaneous development of capitalism 

I there. But again he is not arguing a strictly one-sided causal influence. "To be 
, sure," concludes Weber, 

the basic characteristics of the "mentality," in this case the practical atti
tudes toward the world, were deeply codetermined by political and eco
nomic destinies. Yet, in view of their autonomous laws, one can hardly 
fail to ascribe to these attitudes effects strongly counteractive to capitalist 
development. (p. 249.) 

The Religion of India 

In India, too, Weber saw many social and cultural conditions which, it 
would seem, should have given rise to modern rational capitalism. Warfare, 
finance, and politics, for instance, had been rationalized, and the last of these 
even in quite "Machiavellian" terms. Many of the older type capitalist forms 
had at one time or another been in evidence: state creditors and contractors, 
tax farmers, etc. Urban development also seemed to parallel that of the West 
at many points. In addition, what Weber called rationality was prominent in 

j 
many aspects of Indian cultural life: the rational number system, arithmetic, 

. algebra, rational science, and in general a rational consistency in many 
:V spheres, together with a high degree of tolerance toward philosophical and 

-(1 religious doctrines. The prevailing judicial forms appeared compatible with 
capitalist development; there existed an autonomous stratum of merchants; 
handicrafts as well as occupational specialization were developed; and, 
finally, the high degree of acquisitiveness and high evaluation of wealth were 
a notable aspect of Indian social life. "Yet," Weber writes, 

... modern capitalism did not develop indigenously before or during the 
English rule. It was taken over as a finished artifact without autonomous 
beginnings. Here we shall inquire as to the manner in which Indian re
ligion, as one factor among many, may have prevented capitalistic develop
ment (in the Occidental sense) .34 

Here, again, we see Weber's peculiar methodological approach of looking at 
the problem from one point of view. He regards Indian religion as "one factor 

34 Max Weber, The Religion of India, translated and edited by Hans H. 
Gerth and Don ~Iartindale (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1958), p. 4. (Im
mediately following references to this work cited only b} page numbers in text.) 
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among many" which, he states cautiously, "may have prevented capitalistic 
development. . .. " Since there was no way of quantifying or weighting the 
elements, all one could do was to make as strong and as cogent a case as 
possible. If Indian religion had taken another form-e.g., equivalent to that 
of ascetic Protestantism-then, perhaps, a modern, rational type of capitalism 
might have developed there too. Since economic, urban, scientific, and other 
developments were somewhat equivalent in India and the West, and modern 
capitalism emerged autonomously only in the latter civilization, the different 
religious ethos which took shape there must have made a significant causal 
contribution to the origin of the modern economic system. Ultimately, 
however, Weber sees more operative here than just the Protestant ethic; what 
he sees as really crucial is ~.Jiespi!.e . ~he ratio~al, scientific elements in the 
East, and the existence there_~9Ilomie-·-stUua-iiid forms seemingly 
conducive to th~ITI~r.gence..of a modern. rf!.li~~~l_ ~~~nomYJ. the-East remained 
an enchanted garden. This meant that ~ll)~sp~cts and institutioQs.oCOriental 
civiliz~tio~_ 'Ye):"~.permeated anq eY~!l dominated by the magic~l mentaJity-..... . ~ 
whi~lLQeqJ.~e . a brake on economic dev~lop!llents in p!!-rticular and on :,.",:, 

, r~.tjon~lj~H..Q!! .. Qf _the .culture as a whole. On the .other haJ}d, Occidental 
civilization, already in its early stages"'~( deveiopment, had urrcret-gone 
significant disenchantment, which has increased almost as a unilinear devel
opment right to the present. This disenchantment or rationalization began 
with the scriptural prophets; but Christianity, Greek formal logic, Roman 
law, the medieval papal curia, cities, and states, the Renaissance, the 
Reformation, the Enlightenment, the various bourgeois revolutions, etc., all 
contributed to the process which has made Western civilization as a whole 
fundamentally different from that of the East. This is the implicit and 
occasionally explicit emphasis in these works. 

Actually, Weber's studies of the world religions embrace much more than 
religious phenomena and institutions. In effect, he takes the entire social 
structure of the society in question into his purview. In the case of India, 
clearly the_~~a.s".oi...JuBda~!1ance._.The otigin. -'lUhe 
four mai!,l ~~~~.:;t~~._o~ __ ~~~~or~e~Brab-ru1l~~l .. !-~h~!!iYl!~,. \:': a!s!lYl!§dUl.d~~
dr_~..§!.m).\.tded~Jll-~'ystery; more, howe.ver.,.is known .about .the·pr.ollfera
tion, of groupings, .!~ .. t.llat literally thousands of subcastes·.crystallized in tg.~_ 
cou~se_ of Indian history. Basing hi~~elt on the best Indological source.s ... 
Weber sketches the process by V\'~icJt new castes form and others undergo 
schisms. - ..• -. "---' .' .. - -- ...... -~, 

With the increasing wealth of some strata, numerous tasks were defined by 
them as "lower" and unclean so that eventually the native, resident popula
tion refused to engage in them. This made room for alien workers, whatever 
their origin, who moved into these occupations and became a "guest" people 
tolerated for the economic function they fulfilled. They were not at first 
properly a part of the host village organization; they retained their own 
community organizations and had full jurisdiction over them. When, in 
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addition, certain ritual barriers were raised against these guest peoples, Weber 
calls them a pariah people. (One example of this in the West was the Jews 
during the Middle Ages-except that in their case, as Weber shows, it was 
precisely the Jews who brought with them certain ritual practices which they 
voluntarily maintained against the host people.) Eventually, through a 
variety of forms of transition, a pariah people, having established itself in 
some of the formerly native Hindu occupations, develops an interest in 
maintaining its hold over these occupations and demands and receives certain 
Brahmanical services. The members of the pariah group, underprivileged 
anyway, come to prefer a legitimate status to that of an alien people since 
"caste organizations, like quasi-trade unions, facilitate the legitimate defense 
of both internal and external interests of the lower castes." (p. 17.) The hope 
and promise which Hinduism held out to these negatively privileged strata 
helps to explain "their relatively minor resistance in view of what one would 
expect of the abysmal distance Hinduism establishes between social strata." 
(p. 17.) Clearly, this is not the place to discuss the caste phenomenon in 
detail; what interests us here is the role Weber assigned to caste as a factor 
which may have imposed structural restr~on economic development. 

The caste system, to be sure, had essentially negative consequences for 
economic development; but not, as one might at first expect, primarily 
because it imposed restrictions and prohibitions on social interaction. Rather, 
it was because the caste system became totally traditionalistic and anti
rational in its effects. And here Weber takes time to acknowledge an insight 
which reveals that in these studies as in others he took leads from Marx. 
"Karl Marx," writes Weber, 

. . . has characterized the peculiar position of the artisan in the Indian 
village-his dependence upon fixed payment in kind instead of upon 
production for the market-as the reason for the specific "stability" of the 
Asiatic peoples. In this, Marx was correct. (p. Ill.) 

Weber adds, however, that "not o~ly the position of the village artisan but 
also the caste order as a whole must be viewed as the bearer of stability." (p. 
112.) That order was quite flexible in the face of the requirements of the 
concentration of labor in large-scale enterprises; caste proscriptions on 
interaction with the ritually impure were not the main impediment to 
industrial development. All the great religions, he suggests, have placed such 
restrictions on modern economy. It was the traditional, anti-rational "spirit" 
of the whole social system which constituted the main obstruction; and this, 
along with the "artisan's traditionalism, great in itself, was necessarily 
heightened to the extreme by the caste order." (p. 112.) 

The anti-rational spirit became manifest in the prevalence'of magic and in 
the role of the Brahmans, whose very power was connected "with the 
increasing significance' of magic in all spheres of life." This together with 
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other religious developments had significantly modified the character of 
Indian economic conditions and strata. If, for example, there was an Indian 
"bourgeoisie," it was very weak for at least two reasons: 

... first, was the absolute pacifism of the salvation religions, Jainism and 
Buddhism, which were propagated, roughly, at the same time as the de
velopment of the cities. (The possible causal interrelationship between 
urbanism and the salvation religions and its significance will be discussed , 
belOW.) Second, there was the undeveloped but established caste system. -k;1 . 
Both these factors blocked the development of the military power of the >/ 
citizenry; pacifism blocked it in principle and the castes in practice, by '/ .-' 
hindering the establishment of a polis or commune in the European sense. .. 
(pp. 88-89.) 

~e bourgeoisie as well as the guilds had no independent military organiza
tions and therefore could be repressed whenever a prince found it expedient to {;< 
do so. The Indian town enjoyed no true self-government or autonomiJ l/'.J 

Also, apart from the implications which the sacred cow had for Indian 
animal husbandry, magico-religious practices retarded technical-industrial 
development. .Qiten,-'~tools were worshipped as quasi:fetishes" an<i ~lg~ }V~th 
"other traditi.?~Ltraits, this stereotyping of tools was one of the~.!.r,c»~gest 
handicaps to .2!L!~c,hnicaLdev.elQP.m~" (p. 99.) 
Indian religions, including Buddhism, had attained a highly technical vir
tuosity but this resulted in an extreme devaluation of the world~ none of t~ .j:, 
e.!!.i9j!1~d,ihe. adperent to prove himself or his grace through action _()r...w..q~k. '\ 
Q!!itLtQ~ __ c.QI1trary, the highest good was a contemplative flight irQm.J:!te . 
w9rld. ,J.Ildian asceticism never traQslated itself jnto a" me.thodi<;al,..,xa.t~L., (,' 

...way of, life--tbat-- tended. in ,its ,effects to undet:g:tW-,e, Jr;tdlij.Qnalis~_.ill!.<!_ ~~ 

c~g.e~th~rl1l 
Thus India, like China, remained anrenchanted garden"7with all sorts of 

fetishism, animistic and magical beliefs and practice~pirits in rivers, 
ponds, and mountains, highly developed word formulae, finger-pointing 
magic, and the like. In contrast to the Hebrew prophets, who never made 
peace with the magicians, the Brahmans (a distinguished, cultivated, and 
genteel stratum like the Mandarins), in the interests of their power position, 
not only recognized the influence of magic but rationalized it and made 
numerous concessions to the unclassical magicians. (p. 295.) This despite the 
fact that ideally, according to the Classic Vedas, magic was to be suppressed 
--or at least merely tolerated among the masses. Weber believed that 

The driving motive of the Brahmans in this reception and accommoda
tion process was in part quite grossly material. They wished to protect 
the many prebends and incidental fees which were available if one ac, 
cepted the service of these ineradicable folk deities. As well, there was the 
force of competition against the powerful salvation confessions of Jainism 
and Buddhism which had managed to get into the saddle only through 
adaptation to the folk tradition. (p. 297.) 
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The general character of Asiatic religion, Weber concluded (on the basis of I his studies of China, India, Korea, Ceylon, etc.), was a particular form of 
gnosis; i.e., positive knowledge in the spiritual realm, mystically acquired. 
Gnosis was the single path to the "highest holiness" and the "highest 

{ 
practice b'" Thh~sh"knowledgeh" far fr~m bec?ming a "ra_t~ondal ~nd empirical 
means y w lC man soug t with mcreasmg success to ommate nature" 
became .inst~.art..~'.the.means of mystical.gn4.l!!~ic~1 dO!!ljp.atiQl!..oxex..ihe self 
and the worll!_:.....:._:. .. Q.x...illl il?-!fnsiy~ _traini.ng of P2QY-_a.!l,d .. ,~!i~L.~!!l!~0hL~.gh 
asceticism or .. and ?~ a rul~}. through strict" ~~!hC?2~!2gi~~lILE.l.!led medita
tioE/' (p. 331.) This gave rise to a redemption aristocracy, for such mystical 
knowledge was necessarily esoteric and charismatic, hence not accessiple or 
communicable to everyone . ...The holy and godlike was att<l:tn.eq .by ~I1_~emR!Y:~ 
ip.g~'~QLe2~p,erit.!!£~!LQ.uhis wdd .. PS¥.chie-p.eace,.n...Qt~r:~.s,tlessness, was godlike; 
theJatter,.. being-.specifica1l¥-cr.eatur.e-l.ike, wa,s il~ll.s~ry J tra~sitory, '~;d -soteri-
9..logi<:~l!y,y~I.u~less. ' "._-- - "- ---

Hence, in contrast to the soul-saving doctrines of Christianity, no emphasis 
was placed on "this life"; Asiatic religion led to an otherworldliness. "In 

" \ Asia generally," writes Weber, "thhe pow her of a chh~rismatic stratum grew." In 
sharp contrast to the Hebrew prop ets, owever, t IS stratum 

· .. succeeded in breaking the dominion of magic only occasionally 
and only with very temporary success. 

Not the "miracle" but the "magical spell" remained, therefore, the core 
substance of mass religiosity. This was true above all for peasants and 
laborers, but also for the middle classes. (p. 335.) 

That this magical, anti-rational world had a profound impact on economic 
conduct and development could not be doubted. Magic was employed 

· .. for achieving all conceivable sorts of inner-earthly values-spells 
against enemies, erotic or economic competition, spells designed to win 
legal cases, spiritual spells of the believer for forced fulfillment against the 
debtor, spells for the securing of wealth, for the success of undertakings. 
(p. 336.) 

The depth and tenacity of this magical mentality created conditions in which 
the "lust for gain" never gave rise to the modern economic system Weber 

". called rational capitalism. What was notably absent from Asiatic religion 
therefore was that development which in the Occident ultimately broke the 
hold of magic over the minds of men and gave rise to a "rational, inner
worldly ethic." This historical process began 

· .. with the appearance of thinkers and prophets who developed a 
social structure on the basis of political problems which were foreign to 
Asiatic culture; these were the political problems of civic status groups of 
the city without which neither Judaism nor Christianity nor the develop
ment of Hellenic thought is conceivable. (p. 338.) 
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The ancient Jewish prophets then were fundamental; for it was to them and 
to the early Greek thinkers that the roots of the Rationalisierungsprozess in 
the West could be traced. 

Ancient Judaism 

For Weber, the development of Judaism was important for the profound 
impact it had on the beginnings of Western civilization. According to the 
Jewish religious conception, God created the world and intervened in history; 
the world in its present form was a result of God's reaction to the actions of 
men and particularly the Jews. The present condition of toil, trouble, misery, 
and suffering, the opposite of that promised for the future, was temporary and 
would "give way again to the truly God-ordained order. The whole attitude 
toward life of ancient Jewry was determined by this conception of a future t 

God-guided political and social revolution."35 For the attainment of the,)/ 
future order everything depended on the worldly actions of the Jews and their" \' 
faithful devotion to the Commandments of God (Yahwe). In addition to 
ritual correctitude there was 

... a highly rational religious ethic of social conduct; it was free of 
magic and all forms of irrational quest for salvation; it was inwardly 
worlds apart from the paths of salvation offered by Asiatic religions. To a 
large extent this ethic still underlies contemporary Mideastern and Euro
pean ethic. World-historical interest in Jewry rests upon this fact.36 

The historical importance of Judaism, apart from being the source of Chris
tianity and Islam, is to be found in its rational-ethical character and for this 
reason 

Only the following phenomena can equal those of Jewry in historical 
significance: the development of Hellenic intellectual culture; for western 
Europe, the development of Roman law and of the Roman Catholic_-:" 
church resting on the Roman concept of office; the medieval order of . l 
estates; and finally, in the field of religion, Protestantism.37 

In this remarkably painstaking study, Weber defines the historical status of 
the Jews as that of ~'-a term which has been subject to 
considerable misunderstanding.38 The term refers primarily to the social 
segregation of the Jews which resulted to a large degree from the ritualistic 
requirements of their religion. Weber understands the segregation of the Jews 

35 Max \Veber, Ancient Judaism, translated and edited by Hans H. Gerth and 
Don :\'fartindale (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1952) , p. 4. 

36 Ibid., p. 4. 
37 Ibid., p. 5. 

b 38 For an illuminating discussion of Weber's use of this concept see the preface r Gerth and Martindale to Ancient Judaism, especially pp. XXIII-XXVII. 
( IUlUediate\y following references to this work cited only by page numbers in 
text.) 
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in this sense as self-imposed and long antedating their forced ghettoization for 
economic and other reasons in medieval Europe. If the young Marx sought to 
understand the phenomenon of Judaism by analyzing its social basis and 
"secular essence," Weber too was in this case deducing Jewry's attitude from 
its pariah existence; b.Y1...he.lS.j.rt~~Jlt upon showing that general social and 
histQr!~~1 59.!.l~cJj}i.~~.L!hough imP9ltant, we.r~_~~.t. ~~~c:i~!.lL!? .. ~xplain ~w 
Jewry developed into a .. pe~ple ':witlLhig~ly sp~cific peculiarities."'f1-W( ~4~s 
never would have come about in the absence of the specific Jewish ritual and 
religious commandments. Here again, Weber is exploring the influence'-of 
religious ideas on socfar~xistence and development-but always against the 
background of social, economic, and political structures which he examines 
fastidiously. 

Weber shows, for instance, how the older stratification system changed and 
how in its place there soon emerged a wealthy urban patriciate on the one 
hand and a number of economically heterogeneous strata on the other. These 
were the "poor." Ancient Israel, situated as it was in the midst of the great 
and powerful states and along major trade routes, became a center of trade 

~ith many cities. Evidence of class conflict between "indebted peasants and 
~rban creditors existed from the beginning of recorded history." (p. 61.) 

Conflict between the rich and the poor was exacerbated with the emergence 
of the monarchy, particularly under Solomon; and Weber calls attention to 
the ambivalence with which Jewish tradition had regarded the third king of 
Israel. It was against the background of this basic transformation of Israeli 
society that the prophets of social justice emerged. Now, increasingly, the 
kings, whose oppressive consequences Samuel had prophecied, were making of 
Israel a cOTvee state, a "house of bondage" like the Egyptian state the Jews 
despised as an abomination. These politically oriented prophets spoke out 
against this trend and voiced sharp criticism of the monarchs, their private 
sins as well as their public practices. The prophets, though not out of political 
motives per se, thus expressed the sentiments of the peasants and other 
oppressed groups who remembered that they had fought for freedom against 
the privileged strata, and that God had brought their forefathers out of the 
land of Egypt. Now the people saw themselves increasingly subjected to debt 
bondage, taxes, and cOTvee duties. 

r. This should not be taken to mean, Weber emphasizes, that when the 
I rrophets rebuke the monarchs or speak out against the rich, they are direct 

.~,I_ ideological spokesmen of the oppressed. There is no doubt that the political 
i! content of their messages was drawn from the actual events of the day and 
:; from reflecting on the condition of the oppressed. BU!J!!~ real inspiration-awl 

lJ1ei!!ling...Qf their message, Weber insists, were purely religious. Yahwe and his 
Commandments were being forsaken and his Covenant violated. It was this 
primarily, if not exclusively, which motivated the prophets to say what they 
did and to foretell doom. They increasingly deprecated the patricians and 
their riches, and the kings and their chariots, and "hallowed the time when 
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Yahwe himself as war leader led the peasant army, when the ass-riding prince 
did not rely on horses and wagons and alliances, but solely on the God of the 
Covenant and his help." (p. 111.) 

Here we may pause to note how Weber conceives the relationship between 
religious ideas and socioeconomic conditions. The prophets were a relatiyely 
autonomous stratum in Israeli society; they were religious practitioners with 
strictly religious interests. However, their political orientation, which became 
evident in a specific period, was clearly related to changes in social stratifica
tion and to the institutionalization of the monarchy. "It is no accident," he 
writes, 

... that the first appearance of the independent, politically oriented 
seers, who were succeeded by these prophets, coincided almost exactly 
'with that great transformation which kingship under David and Solomon 
brought about in the political and social structure of Israel. (p. 110.) 

Although the prophets were religious thinkers, and comprised a relatively 
autonomous stratum, their message, and the various forms it assumed, could 
not be explained in strictly immanent terms. There was a definite relationship 
between the prophetic movement and other aspects of the social structure, and 
the fact that prophecy acquired a political character in a given historical 
period can be understood only by viewing it in relation to the general social 
changes that had come about. The relative independence of the prophets was 
facilitated by the fact that in Israel the king was not a priestly dignitary at 
the apex of a hierocratic order and that the prophets received support and 
protection from wealthy and powerful Yahwistic families whom the monarchy 
could not suppress. Howe,::~r, __ ~t_l~ ___ W~~~~'s ~~~,!!_~:~~~~n~}}zation:'.--lI@s a 
consequence of t~e prophets'_ unc~asing war -against magic~!, and . ..!>J:giastic 
practices; this was not' out of any ra:tional, s~<;ul,a,r, or,eoli!!f.!l:1 considerations 
on their part; rather; it had to be explained on the basis of their -uns.werving 
devotion to Yahwe. 

Thi~ devoti~~ "was based on the unique relation of Israel to its God, 
expressed and guaranteed in a unique historical event-the conclusion of a 
covenant with Yahwe. The prophets and the anti-royalist Yahwistic nobles 
always hearkened back to that great and miraculous event in which God kept 
his promise, intervened in history, and liberated the Jews from Egyptian 
bondage. This was proof not only of God's power but of the absolute 
dependability of his promises. Israel, then, as the other party to the Covenant 
mediated by Moses, owed a lasting debt of gratitude to serve and worship 
Yahwe and to have no other gods before him. This rational relationship, 
unknown elsewhere, <;reated an ethical obligation so binding that Jewish 
t~adition regarded" 'defection' from Yahwe as an especially fatal abomina
tion.:' (p. 119.) ~.9y~!", t!te Wl!rkedly ratioIl_aLnatur.e.....QLthts_re.lationship 
1~-!!1,jbg ~~.!Jdly char~ctt;r.pf. God's pro~s to Israel; nQ.U19~~_~uRe~
~£~tp~t:..~9-~~~_~r ~~opfa wa~~QIl)ised., but 

.~, '."- . 
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· .. that they would have numerous descendants. so that the people 
should become numerous as the sand of the seashore. and that they should 
triumph over all enemies. enjoy rain. rich harvests. and secure possessions. 
(p. 119.) 

And to Moses was held out the hope of leading his people out of Egypt and 
into the Promised Land-here on earth and, in fact, just across the border, 
despite the circuitous route required to reach it. "The god." writes Weber. 

· .. offered salvation from Egyptian bondage. not from a senseless world 
out of joint. He promised not transcendent values but dominion over 
Canaan which one was out to conquer and a good life. (p. 126.) 

Of course, the conception of Yahwe, as well as the degree of devotion to 
him, varied through time and with the different social strata. The richness of 

~ Weber's analysis of this phenomenon cannot be conveyed here. The main 
point is that the eminently rational character of Judaism could be explained 

~~ by the .conver~ence of a number of circ.umsta.nces: (1) The Jews loathed 
~ everythmg whIch emanated from Egypt, mc1udmg the cult of the dead; (2) 

I \ bedouin practices were also rejected, for Amalek was a traditional enemy of 
Israel; (3) as for Baal, once the Jews became a settled agricultural people in 
Canaan, the attributes of Baal and other functional deities were soon 
syncretized with those of Yahwe, so that he was no longer merely the "war 
god of the confederacy" but could bring rain and assure a good harvest. In 
addition, however, and perhaps most important, was Israel's peculiar relation
ship to God and his Covenant. When, in Weber's words, 

· .. Yahwe was angry and failed to help the nation or the individual. a 
violation of the berith with him had to be responsible for this. Hence. it 
was necessary for the authorities as well as for the individual from the out
set to ask which commandment had been violated? Irrational divination 
means could not answer this question. only knowledge of the very com· 
mandments and soul searching. Thus. the idea of berith flourishing in the 
truly Yahwistic circles pushed all scrutiny of the divine will toward an at 
least relatively rational mode of raising and answering the question. 
Hence. the priestly exhortation under the influence of the intellectual 
strata turned with great sharpness against soothsayers. augurs. day·choosers. 
interpreters of signs. conjurors of the dead. defining their ways of con
sulting the deities as characteristically pagan. (p.167.) 

In ancient Israel, the relation of priests to.Jrophets was quite fluid so that 
the Levites, for example, gained their prestIge less by their special skills in 
offering sacrifices than by their rational knowledge of Yahwe's Command
ments. Oracular and magical means were systematically reduced to a mini
mum, and "became less and less important as against the rational case study 
of sins, until the theological rationalism of Deuteronomy (18: 9-15) in 
substance discredited lot casting altogether or at least ceased to mention it." 
(p. 179.) All forms of sexual and alcoholic orgiasticism were consistently 
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opposed until they became anathema to the various advocates and defenders 
of Yahwism-the Levitical Torah teachers, the prophets, and the wealthy and 
politically influential, pious Yahwistic families. In this way, although magic 
was never eliminated from popular practice, it was dislodged from its position 
of dominance in ancient Judaism-particularly in Judea-and this contrasts 
with all other ancient religions. 

In Weber's view, classical prophecy acquired its most characteristic form 
when the great powers of the area, Egypt and Mesopotamia, resumed their 
expansionist policy. The classical scriptural prophets, e.g., Amos, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, despite their purely religious motives were in effect 
political demagogues and even pamphleteers. It would be wrong, however, to 
i view prophecy exclusively or even primarily as a response to internal 
1 developments and conflicts-as the expression of the interests and sentiments 
Jof the "people" who were now oppressed by the overlords and the monarchy. 
I Prophecy in its classical form, Weber insists, never would have arisen in the 
t absence of the great-power conflict which constituted a threat to the existence 
lof Israel. When the monarchy was strong or protected by a great power, 
the prophets "remained silent-or rather [were] reduced to silence. With the 
decreasing prestige of the kings and the growing threat to the country, the 
significance of prophecy again increased and the scene of the prophet's 
activities moved closer and closer to Jerusalem." (p. 269.) 

They spoke in the streets and addressed their publics directly; their 
inspiration was spontaneous and their major concern was "the destiny of the 
state and the people. This concern always assumed the form of emotional 
invectives against the overlords." (p. 269.) When they prophesied doom and 
a catastrophe actually befell the country, they showed no sign of personal 
jubilation; instead they mourned but also expressed hope for better times now 
that God's wrath had passed. Objectively, they were involved in conflicting 
political interests and party antagonisms; but they had no personal political 
interests or motives. They were mere mouthpieces through which Yahwe 
spoke. In Weber's words, 

. . . according to their manner of functioning, the prophets were ob
jectively political and, above all, world-political demagogues and pub
licists, however, subjectively they were no political partisans. Primarily 
they pursued no political interests. Prophecy has never declared anything 
about a "best state" (disregarding Ezekiel's hierocratic construction in the 
Exile) nor has it ever sought, like the philosophical aisymnete or the 
~cademy, to help translate into reality social-ethically oriented political 
Ideals through advice to power holders. The state and its doings were, 
by themselves, of no interest to them. Moreover, unlike the Hellenes they 
~id not posit the problem: how can man be a good citizen? Their ques
tIOn was absolutely religious, oriented toward the fulfillment of Yahwe's 
commandments. (p. 275.) 

Thus Weber is demonstrating the enormous complexity of prophecy in 
Israel and implicitly arguing that no simple formula is sufficient for an 
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understanding of the phenomenon. Their pronouncements on internal affairs 
must not be understood as direct ideological manifestations of class relation
ships and conflicts. The prophets did not stem from the oppressed and 
disadvantaged strata; most of them were wealthy and came from distin
guished families. Even Amos, who was described as a poor stockbreeder, was 
an educated man; and like Isaiah (who was wealthy and distinguished) he 
cursed the rich and the great but "yet pronounced the rule of the uneducated, 
undisciplined demos as the worst of all curses." (p. 277.) They were therefore 
neither defenders of democratic ideals nor spokesmen for the "people"; and 
their main support came not from the oppressed but from individual, pious, 
and distinguished families in Jerusalem. That their motives were purely 
religious becomes clear, in addition, from their condemnation at one and the 
same time of both debt slavery and the fertility cults and shrines of Baal 
"which meant much to the rural population for economic as well as ideal 
reasons." (p. 279.) 

The prophets and the Torah teachers were of major importance in the 
rationalization of Judaism. However, the documentation of the radical "dis
enchantment" of Judaism was only one of the tasks Weber set himself in this 
copious and meticulous study. Another important problem was how the Jews 
came to constitute a pariah community. This, Weber shows, must be viewed 
as the result of both prophecy and the special ritual requirements of Judaism 
the Jews took with them into exile and held to stubbornly and tenaciously. 

With the destruction of the Temple and the exile of the Jews, sacrifice, 
permissible only in Jerusalem, became impossible. However, above all, es
pecially in the Babylonian community, that the prophetic tradition should be 
preserved was essential; Jews were to remain ritually pure and guard 
themselves against any and all pagan practices and worship. This was 
particularly important since the Diaspora was regarded as a temporary 
situation and the hope of returning to the homeland remained alive. Slowly, 
there emerged a specific religious community organization with new institu
tions peculiar to the Exile. 

If, for Weber, the Jews had produced a rational religious ethic which 
influenced Western culture at its roots, this did not lead to rational economic 
conduct as did Puritanism. The peculiar ethical dualism of the Jews, their in
group, out-group morality, prevented this; for allegedly it permitted, or was 
morally indifferent to, "certain forms of behavior toward the outsiders which 
were strictly forbidden with respect to brothers in belief." (p. 343.) Christian 
ethics, Weber believed, had important implications for economics in the West 
not only because it weakened the power of the sib and other kin ties 
(meanwhile having adopted the Jewish hostility toward magic) but also 
because it produced a uniform ethic. This reached a high point with the 
Protestant sects, whose "superior, religiously determined economic ethics gave 
them superiority over the competition of the godless according to the principle 
'honesty is the best policy.' " (p. 344.) Thus here again Weber returns to his 
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older theme but now views this as one aspect of a general historical process in 
the West, to which a large number of historical events had contributed. 

That he was now prepared to view modern capitalism and Protestantism, 
along with other aspects of modern Western civilization as the complex 
product of a historical process that reached back to ancient Israel, may be 
gathered from his last pronouncements on the subject in his posthumously 
published General Economic History (esp. pps. 232-70) and more especially 
in the introduction he wrote just before he died to the book edition of The 
Protestant Ethic. The emphasis is on the fundamental importance of the 
general rational quality of Western culture, and modern industrial capitalism 
is viewed as one aspect of this process which had many complex antecedent; 
conditions. This interpretation of Weber's conclusions is also borne out by the . 
discussion of the problem by his wife, Marianne Weber. 

This recognition [she writes] of the particular character of Western ra
tionalism and the role it played iD....Western (;ulture_cQtJ.1i!!!y.1ed..£or Weber 
one of his ~J~ i~'portant discoveries. As a result.. his, original question of 
th~ ~!l!'~Q[l.o( r~~igion to economic~ ,becam~ j:he .. wider •. m.9r_e.g~.!1eJ::!!Lques
tion of .t~~ p~rticular character of the entire W~sler~._c.'!l~~!:~.hl: .... qQes 
r~~l..§.cieru;e. which produces verifiable. tr~~L~~i.sL only. in..the .. West? 
Why only here !ational harmonic music. or architecture and .p.lastic art 
which 'emplo); rational construction? Why only here a rational state, a 
trained bureaucracy of experts, parliaments, political parties-in a word, 
the state as a political institution with a rational constitution, and rational 
law? Why only here the fateful power of modern life-namely, modern 
ca~lism? Why all this only in the West? . 
J!lS... finds that the birth of the modern Western state just as that of 

the modern churches was the work of jurists, and that juridical rationalism 
was a special accomplishment of the Romans; that modern enterprise 
capitalism is to a large measure codetermined by the special character of 
Western science, which makes it possible to calculate its technical factors 
precisely, etc .... 39 

-. 

Thus Weber's conception is far wider and much more complex than the 
conception conveyed in the early essays on the Protestant ethic taken by 
themselves. And it is his analysis of the special character of Western civiliza
tion as a whole which must be regarded as his most important contribution by 
far. 

Political Sociology and Political Values 

Thus Weber came to view the Occident as that civilization in which the 
'~~n~l!!~ of the 'Y2!'.1d:' had been carried out more thoroughly than ~ 
elsewhere. Virtually all aspects of Western culture had undergone this 
rationali~!tion...,W;Qfess, so that now in principle there were no mysterious, 
~~~ 

39 Marianne Weber, Max Weber: Ein Lebensbild (Heidelberg: Verlag Lambert 
SChneider, 1950) , p. 381. (My translation.) 
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unknowable, or inscrutable powers and man could master all things through 

1 
rationalization. Science was the most eminent example of this, but the other 
spheres of human conduct also bore this quality of rational mentality and 

; organization. In its ideal-typical form, this is what he called zweckrationales 
, Handeln, or rational-purposeful conduct. As a general orientation it was based 

on the assumption that things and humans behave in certain predictable ways 
and that one could therefore use this knowledge for any given purpose. This 
was one type of knowledge yielded by modern Western science and in fact its 
main practical-technical significance. 

Science, Weber believed, like Nietzsche, could provide men with means but 
not ends; it could never show us the way to "true values." A conflict of 
values, or gods, as he sometimes spoke of it, was inevitable. And particularly 
in the complex, modern societies of today, values could never be arranged, 
through science or otherwise, in one universally agreed-upon scale. 

What, then, can science offer? Clarity, Weber replies; clarity with respect 
to our conduct, its motives, ends, means, and consequences. Science, and in 

,/this case social science, can provide insight into the value-oriented nature-of 
~an's a<;.~ns and into the kinds of values he holds; it affords insight into the 

means of attiiiiiDg certain values and some of the costs and consequences this 
entails for other values. Men are oriented to a plurality of values so that the 
realization of anyone may be impeded by its excessive cost or by the need to 
sacrifice others. This is what is involved in Weber's concept, ~.kr..atienfd:. 
itiit This kind of knowledge and clarity about one's acts and their con-

" .~quences makes possible and meaningful an e.tlliCS.JJ.t responsibility, which 
~ Weber preferred to an eth!cs _ ~f faith, where success or failure are attributed 

either to God or other men.40 When individuals can choose their values under 
) conditions of greatest freedom, while respecting others to do the same, and 

choose, too, the means of actualizing them, and, finally, have a clear 
understanding of the consequences of a given choice, this is a most desirable 
situation which combines a high degree of reason, responsibility, and freedom. 
It may be instructive, then, as a final consideration of Weber and his work, to 
inquire, however briefly, into his own values and conduct. 
~ In Weber's personal life, objectivity and freedom had a very restricted 

meaning; for he was above all a nationalist whose major ideal was the 
strengthening of the German Machtstaat. All other conflicting values were to 
be subordinated and sacrificed. Christian teachings on the dignity of man, for 
example, standing in clear opposition to his national ideal, could not be 
applied to matters of state and the attempt to do so was as dangerous as it 
was foolhardy.~hatever "clarity" he sought was for the purpose of further
ing German national interests; and none of the existing social classes in 

40 In addition, Weber speaks of three other types of orientations: Wertration
alitat in which one pursues a value without regard for cost; and affective and 
traditional, respectively, which are self-explanatory. See Weber's Theor)' of 
Social and Economic Organization, pp. liS ff. 
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Germany-neither the Junkers, the bourgeoisie, nor the workers-was "mature 
enough" to lead the country in this missi~Talented and responsible leaders 
were also lacking so that leadership positions were being filled by bureaucrats 
-so m~'y co~yitb...,no_.initiati.ve.. This being the situation as he saw it, he 
took upon himself the task of educating the Germans and alerting their J 
leaders to the unanticipated consequences of their acts. 

Like a prophet of doom-and there is no doubt that he considered himself a 
Jeremiah of sorts-he repeatedly warned during World War I against Ger
many's unrestricted submarine warfare and anticipated the results of the 
United States' entry into the war. Earlier, when he had studied the condition 
of the landworkers in Germany, he quite frankly acknowledged that his 
survey was carried out from "the point of view of raison d' Mat; this is to me 
not a questiOIt.QLJ:.heJandwo~.J_.am. not asking, do ,!beY.llie ~JL!li.._. __ . 
baaIy,or liow~anwe·help-·the_m.":ll.::Fhru~ concerned him was that the 
German ~workers were leaving the land and beT;;g replaced 6y 'POTish and ' 
Russian workers. This m!!st be stopped, Weber urges, for only in this way can 
Germany's eas.1.ern frontier be sec.~. 

This brings us to another of Weber's "political a priori convictions," his 
Russophobia. Throughout his life, he had "an unquestioning hatred and fear 
of the Russian colossus." (p. 34.) That Weber believed in the validity of 
certain judgments made outside the sphere of reason is clear. Discussing 
moral conscience in a letter to Emmy Baumgarten, he wrote: 

Here we reach the frontiers of the human reason (BegrifJsvermogen), 
and we enter a totally new world, where quite a different part of our mind 
pronounces judgment about things, and everyone knows that its judg
ments, though not based on reason, are as certain and clear as any logical 
conclusion at which reason may arrive. (p. 35) . 

Apparently, nationalistic prejudice is one such certainty for elsewhere he 
wrote that economics becomes in effect a national science. "Economics, as an 
explanatory and analytical science, is international, but as soon as economics 
expresses values, it becomes bound up with the substance of our life as a 
nation. . . . The econom,ic policy of a German state, as likewise the value 
standard of a German economic theorist, can therefore only be German." (p. 
41.) And since the various German classes were incapable of leading 
Germany, 

... there is no more serious duty for everyone of us, for each in his nar· 
row circle, than to collaborate in the political education of our nation 

,which must remain the ultimate aim of our science. (p.45.) 

It may not be too wide of the mark to suggest that Weber's overwhelming 
nationalist sentiment profoundly colored and limited his view of other 

41 J. P. Mayer, Max Weber and German Politic~ (London: Faber and Faber 
Ltd., 1944), p. 33. (Immediately following references to this work cited only 
by page numbers in text.) 
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cultures, e.g., England and the United States, and marred his scholarship as in 
the case of The Protestant Ethic where he shows no real firsthand knowledge 
of English and American society, historical personalities, or sources. 

More striking, and perhaps more important, is Weber's nationalistic, even 
atavistic, attitude toward war. "This war," he wrote on October 15, 1914, "is 
with all its ugliness great and wonderful, it is worthwhile experiencing 
it. ... " (p. 74.) As for his opinions on war aims, he advocated, among other 

- things, German rights to fortresses north of Warsaw and permanent military 
occupation of Luxembourg, so that J. P. Mayer remarked that it is open to 
doubt whether Weber's war aims were different, in effect, from those of the 
Alldeutsche. (p. 75.) After the war he was asked by a pupil about his political 
plans and he replied that he had none "except to concentrate all my intel
lectual strength on one problem, how to get once more for Germany a great 

, general staff." (p. 107.) Here as elsewhere We~!...I!.Y!..his.iait4.i~L~Je~<;1~!,~.( 
~hc:J~er !P bu_s~tJ.e.s~, poJitjq;.1 9r mJli~~ry affairs, great leadeIS .. .had.J(.L!?~ 

)created as an. antidote to, bureaucracy; only. by keeping the. c9arismatic 
principle alive could the world.b.e .saved from, mediocrity. JJ ~A$,,~'.~~~r:.il~~~}o 

(
think," wrote Weber, "thaCthe world. [Germany?] could one day be filled 
with nothing but those little cPgs, little men clinging to little. jobs. an~ strivin~ 
towards bigger ones .... " (p. 127.) However, not too long •. ~~t~r .. ~e died the 
charismatic and bureaucratic pr.i!1~ip)~s were, fused in his homeland into the 
most horrendous synthesis the world has ever known. 

To what extent Weber's personal political values permeated and shaped his 
scientific work as a whole would require a full-scale study and cannot be 
taken up here. But that one of the greatest social thinkers of our time held 
such values is not an insignificant datum. 
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Vilfredo Pareto 
(1848-1923) 

The work of Vilfredo Pareto constitutes an exceedingly ambitious 
but largely unsuccessful attempt at rebutting' and discrediting the 
principles of the Enlightenment in both its eighteenth- and nine
teenth-century forms. His voluminous writings may be viewed as 
a sustained onslaught upon the liberal-democratic, socialistic, and 
Marxian theories, respectively. Like Weber, Pareto also developed 
his "sociology" in an intense debate with Marx's ghost; but 
fundamental differences may be discerned in the approaches of 
these two thinkers. 

For Weber, as we have seen, rationality (in the formal if not 
in the substantive sense) remained central in his analysis of hu
man conduct and appeared' as an increasingly important principle 
underlying the major institutions of modern Western society. 
With Pareto, in contr'ast, "reason" was a negligible if not alto- ,I 

gether irrelevant factor for an understanding of society and his
tory. And while Weber accepted and employed a reconstructed 
version of the Marxian method, Pareto paid his respects occa
sionally to what he regarded as its very limited validity and 
proceeded to develop his two major ideas as a refutation of Marx. 

Whereas Marx had viewed man as a rational and perfectible 
creature, Pareto viewed him as essentially nonrational and un
changing, and advanced his theory of "residues" with the aim of 
demonstrating that proposition. And while Marx viewed class con-

159 
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tlict in history as resulting in progressively more "popular" social sys
tems (at least in the sense of increasing man's potential for freedom, or 
control of his own destiny), Pareto regarded history as essentially cyclical. 
As a direct antithesis to Marx's theory of class struggle, Pareto advanced his 
theory of elites. The circulation of elites, the real stuff of history, had few, or 
perhaps no, positive consequences for the "people." 

Throughout his work, Pareto affirmed his allegiance to "science" and 
insisted that his aims were strictly scientific; but a careful examination of his 
work reveals the polemical nature of his concepts, method, and theories. 
Although he fancied his method as inductive and empirical, and always 
emphasized the need for objectivity and verification, his own attempts at 
"proof" are more often than not mere illustrations. He has rejected meta
physics in all its forms, he repeatedly tells us; yet, in the end he has provided 
us with a metaphysic of his own, resting on a number of eternal and 
immutable a priori's. This will become clearer as we proceed with our careful 
but sometimes tedious analysis of Pareto's voluminous writings. First, how
ever, a few biographical details are in order, for Pareto came to sociology by 
means of a rather circuitous route. 

Pareto had a strong background in French language and culture and knew 
French as well as or perhaps even better than Italian.1 He was born in France 
to French parents and spent thirty years in French-speaking Switzerland. It 
was in Italy, however, that he received his secondary education. He studied 
primarily physics and mathematics at the University and Poly technical 
School of Turin; it was there, in 1869, that he wrote his thesis, "The 
Fundamental Principles of the Equilibrium of Solid Bodies." Thus, "equilib
rium," a concept which he was later to apply to social phenomena, first 
engaged his interest in the physical context. 

As even a cursory glance at his illustrative material shows, Pareto knew 
Greek and Latin and had a great passion for Greek and Roman literature and 
history. But since there is no evidence of his having studied these subjects 
during his formal schooling, he must have acquired this knowledge well after 
his adolescence, as his interest in society and history grew. His general 
sociology is as much a study of antiquity as of contemporary society. 

Although the intellectual influences on Pareto, particularly in sociology, 
were varied, he chooses for some reason never to acknowledge his debt to 
them. Mainly this seems to be because he feels that he has bested all his 
predecessors, including Aristotle, Machiavelli, Marx, Darwin, and others, and 
that their work has now become obsolescent. Not until he reaches the fourth 
and last volume of his general treatise on sociology does he acknowledge that 
he owes something to his antecedents, whom he nevertheless does not cite by 
name because, as he says, this is of no interest in the scientific study of social 

1 For these and other biographical details, I rely on G. H. Bousquet, Pareto: 
Le Savant et L'Homme (Lausanne: Pa}ot and Cie. S. A. Librairie Dc L'Uni
versite, 1960) . [Author Note: All translations from the French arc minc.] 
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phenomena. This prompted his editor and translator, Arthur Livingston, to 
remark: "All the same, in a work of a million words with not a few asides and 
containing not a few strictures on great writers of past and present, a few 
hundred words more might not have come amiss to describe what Pareto in 
particular owed, for his general method to Auguste Comte, for his theory of 
derivations to Bentham (some of whose categories Pareto adopts verbatim), 
for his theory of class circulation to Gaetano Mosca, for his theory of residues 
to Frazer and others, and for a number of phrases and items of detail even to 
Hegel, William James, and many others."2 

Obviously not a religious man, neither was he anti-religious in the sense of 
desiring to suppress religious institutions. Christian and all other dogmas, for 
that matter, Pareto regards as so much nonsense, and Christian "miracles" 
have the same objective value as pagan "miracles." Eventually he would 
argue that as stupid and absurd as certain notions and practices may be, they 
may nonetheless have useful consequences for a given society. The aura of 
sanctity surrounding universal suffrage, democracy, socialism, or Christianity, 
etc., is foolish and "nonlogical," yet it may, perhaps, have some utility. 

Religion, as other "sentiments" for Pareto, is constant and fundamental, 
,regardless of the form it may assume. In 1907, for example, he writes that at 
'I' the moment the "religions" of socialism and humanitarianism are growing, 
,while belief in a personal god is declining; but religion of some kind will 
I always remain, for it is absolutely essential to society. The particular "the-
ology" is not important, only its social effects. In an authoritarian situation 
the religion of freedom has "utility" and, conversely, where "anarchy" 
threatens, an authoritarian religion becomes indispensable to prevent the so
called "dissolution" of society. "Fatherland," "honor," "virtue," etc. are 
manifestations of "sentiments," which have no objective existence but are 
nevertheless the prime movers of human conduct and the crucial factors 
determining the character and evolution of societies. As we shall see, however, 
he is far from consistent in his use of the concept "sentiment" which he 
sometimes treats as a synonym for cultural value but more often than not as 

\ an "instinct,"-i.e., a biopsychic determinant of behavior which remains 
constant and, hence, does not vary with socio-historical conditions. This 
despite the fact that his own "sentiments" changed conspicuously in the 
course of his intellectual development. 

As a young man in Florence, for example, he was an active pacifist and 
humanitarian, a liberal in economic theory. In 1891, he wrote, "War and 
armed peace are the most costly luxuries which the ruling class offers at the 
expense of the nation."3 He was also opposed to colonialism; in his opinion 
Tonkin cost France dearly and Tunisia would not benefit Italy except perhaps 

2 Vilfredo Pareto, The Mind and Society [Trattord di Sociologia Generale], 
four volumes edited by Arthur Livingstone,Vol. IV, (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, Inc., 1935) , p. I477n. 

3 Bousquet, op. cit., p. 41. 
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to provide some administrative positions for the sons of the bourgeoisie. 
Later, for some unknown reason, Pareto does a complete turnabout, to reveal 
an almost obsessive hatred and contempt for humanitarianism, a sentiment of 

I the weak in the subject class and of the decadent in the governing elite. G. H. 
Bousquet argues that despite this change Pareto held to his former views on 
the evils of war. This, as we shall see, is an untenable view in the light of 
Pareto's unsparing praise of force, in class conflict as well as in conflicts 
between nation-states. 

Before the basic transformation in Pareto's outlook came about, however, 
he was a "democrat" and even, on occasion, favored the working class in its 
struggle with the bourgeoisie. In 1893, for example, he deplored the violence 
committed by workers but blamed protectionism, corruption, and militarism. 
He was so convinced a liberal that he believed one day commercial treaties 
would appear as the peculiarities of a barbaric epoch in which free exchange 
was unknown. And in the same period he writes that the abuses and scandals 
of government then so evident provide a rough idea of "what awaits us when 
socialism will reign in all its glory."4 But this early critique of socialism was 
quite different from what it was to become. As a young man he attacks the 
ruling bourgeoisie for not realizing its ideal of liberty; he supports temporary 
alliances with the socialists to resist oppression and comments that it is they 
who almost single-handedly fight the superstitions of "patriotism." And, 
finally, when they are persecuted by the government he extends them 
aid-personal, moral, and intellectual. But all this was to change. Around the 
turn of the century there was a great transformation both in his daily habits 
and in his thought. He became what the intellectual world has called "the 
hermit of CeIigny," the adversary, as Bousquet has phrased it, of humani
tarian democracy. 

Pareto and Science 

For Pareto, there were basically two independent and mutually exclusive 
domains of human conduct: that of science and logic on the one hand and of 
sentiment on the other. Science involves logic, observation, and objective 
experience, and "truth" rests on these processes. The other domain is "non
logico-experimental"-which is just the beginning of Pareto's cumbersome 
vocabulary. These are two independent domains, and science has nothing to 
say about "reasoning" tliat leaves its realm. Pareto has chosen "science" but 
denies that it can ever replace the other realm or even make serious inroads 
upon it. In fact, sentiment is the fundamental and predominant force in 
society, the determining factor of human conduct (outside the very restricted 
sphere in which Pareto arbitrarily confined logico-experimental norms). 

Pareto's first task as he saw it was to distinguish carefully between 

4 Ibid., p. 61. 
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scientific and nonscientific propositions. Objective experience is the sole 
criterion of scientific theory, which is arrived at inductively by describing the 
relationships among facts; in short, scientific theories are "logico-experi
mental." Other "theories," which he calls "nonlogico-experimental" add 
something to experience and seek to dominate the "facts." (Thus Pareto's 
brand of positivism did not view as problematic how one decides what may be 
regarded as a "fact," the degree to which "data" are taken and not merely 
"given," and hence the extent to which theory does in effect organize, 
"dominate," and interpret the "facts.") Pareto subscribed to the method
ological view, which treated "laws" as strictly heuristic devices, not neces
sarilyas the workings of "reality." When uniformities, or relationships among 
facts, become evident, "law" is the name one gives to these patterns; "law" is 
not some jorce to which the facts are actually subject. The scientist selects 
certain observable phenomena and organizes and classifies them according to 
some relatively arbitrary scheme so that the phenomena appear to be subject 
to a certain "law." There are no "necessary" laws; rather, phenomena behave 
"as if" there were, and the scientist states the degree of probability with 
which the phenomena in question will follow a specified pattern. Scientific 
relativity, then, was for Pareto, as for Vaihinger, Mach, Poincare, et al., a 
basic assumption. 

Pareto's sole aim, he assures us again and again, is scientific truth, which 
can be attained in the social realm by applying the methods of the physical 
sciences. In all his works, he stresses that he is not interested in improving or 
changing the world; he is not concerned with providing theoretical guidance 
for practical affairs. Rather, he has one single and exclusive aim in view: to 
study the uniformities phenomena present., _t4~ir ~'J!!-ws." (Unlike Weber, 
Pareto insisted that the methodologica( approach in the natural and social 
sciences must be one and the same.) And like many economists before him, 
Pareto advocated the method of successive approximations. Since no concrete 
phenomenon can be known in all its details, some sort of abstraction always 
becomes necessary. What aspect one singles out for study depends on one's 
interests. One begins with some simplifying assumptions, taking into account 
additional complicating factors as one proceeds--a method equally applicable 
to natural and social phenomena. For i1astance, the various assumptions built 
into the hypothesis of homo economicus, as a first approximation, are not 
essentially different from the physicist's assumption of a vacuum in which 
bodies fall. 

There is, however, an important characteristic of social phenomena Pareto 
I is intent upon accentuating: the utility of an idea and its truth are not 

necessarily identical in the social sphere. As a matter of fact, they are often 
independent of each other. He reminds his reader periodically that when he 
argues for the absurdity of an idea, this does not necessarily mean that it is 
injurious to anyone; and when he argues that an idea has utility, the reader 
should not assume that it is experimentally true. Clearly, a great many ideas 
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have currency among men which are patently false, or whose relative truth is 
not known. Who holds these doctrines and why? What are the consequences 
of holding these beliefs and for whom? These are the questions, Pareto tells 
us, that interest him and that he wants to answer by means of a scientific 
sociology. Yet, as will be seen, he rarely approaches these questions either 
scientifically or sociologically; instead he offers us a primitive psychology and 
a philosophy of history. 

Les Systemes Socialistes 

In this two-volume critique of socialist and communist doctrines, from the 
earliest schemes of antiquity through the so-called "utopian socialists" and 
concluding, finally, with the theories of Marx, one clearly perceives the 
outline of the theoretical framework which Pareto later elaborated in his 
general sociology. An examination of the Systemes leaves no doubt as to the 
polemical nature of Pareto's "sociological" concepts and propositions. After 
examining the various socialist theories Marx himself had regarded as "pre
scientific" and of course finding them all wanting, he is thus prepared for a 
scrutiny of so-called "scientific socialism." The last two chapters, in many 
respects the most interesting, deal with Marx's thought. Of course, in itself 
the fact that Pareto's theories are polemical is no reason to reject them, for a 
theory may be polemical and valid at the same time. Here, however, we are 
considering only their polemical aspect postponing for later the question of 
their validity. 

Pareto came to the study of sociology through his critique of socialism, 
which in effect contains all the ideas one later meets in his Traite de Soci
ologie. His explicit critique of Marx may be found first of all in the Systemes, 
but also in a number of articles and in his "Introduction to Capital." His 
Systemes is so far from being systematic that it appears to be quite without 
plan. He promises us a rather interesting study: "On the one hand, we shall 

. inquire into the real facts which have favored the establishment of certain 
social systems, or the appearance of certain projects for social systems; in 
other words, what are the things or facts which reveal themselves to us in 
these forms; on the other hand, we shall examine the 'reasonings' which have 
been employed to justify these systems or projects for systems and we shall 
see to what extent the premises are drawn from experience and from logical 
deductions."i> Pareto never keeps his promise, either in a methodical or in 
any other way. Oddly enough, he acknowledges, in passing, the limited 
validity of Marx's sociological theory: "This research will show us often that 
there are economic facts which modify social institutions and doctrines and 

5 Vilfredo Pareto. Oeuvres Completes, Tome V. l.es Swtemes Socialistes 
(Geneve: Giovanni Busino, Librairie Drol, 1965), p. 25. (Ail immediately fol
lowing references to this work will be cited merely by page numbers in the text.) 
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which are thus reflected in the consciousness of men, as in the view of the 
'materialist conception of history.'» (Vol. V, pp. 26-27). But he never uses 
its guidelines to assess its fruitfulness as an analytical tool and in fact never 
returns to it except to "refute" it by assertion. Socialism in general and \ 
Marxism in particular are regarded by Pareto as religions that emerged and '/ 
gained popularity because they appealed to certain "sentiments" (a term, as""·r; 

-'previously mentioned, that has a special meaning in Pareto's system, viz., a 
n.o.nlQgicaLptinciple~.oiJ:onduct). Never in this work does he relate doctrines 
and beliefs to social conditions, for this in effect would have taken him back 
to Marx's conception; nor does he ask whether and to what degree rational 
interests rather than blind sentiments might better explain the popularity in a 
given period of socialism or Marxism. Pareto rarely pauses to analyze the 
existential conditions of men, but speculates instead about their sentiments 
and instincts. 

Marx's theories, Pareto writes, are neither more nor less erroneous than 
others, e.g., the so-called optimistic economists. They are all nonlogical! 
Nevertheless, there is a scholarly-scientific view of Marx's work, particularly 

I his conception of class struggle. But whereas classes and class conflict were 
\ transient historical phenomena for Marx, Pareto insists that class conflict is 
,destined to continue forever. Its forms may change but the substance remains ·"T 
the same. "Suppose collectivism to be established," he writes, "and that 
'capital' no longer exists; then only a particular form of class struggle will 
have disappeared and new ones will emerge to replace it. New conflicts will 
appear between the different kinds of workers and the socialist state, between 
the intellectuals and the non-intellectuals, between the various politicians, 
between the politicians and those they administer, between innovators and 
conservatives, etc. Are there really such people who imagine seriously that 
with the advent of socialism the sources of social innovation will be dried up? i 
That men will no longer envision new projects, that interests will not push 
some men to adopt these projects in the hope of acquiring a dominant place in 
society?" (Vol. II, p. 455.) Why, in Pareto's view, is class conflict destined to 

(be an eternal human conditione.ot so much because a complex, heterogen- f 

eous society is bound to have a variety of groups with different and conflicting I~ 

interests; but rather because it is rooted in the nature of men and is a form of "?\" 
their struggle for life7"The struggle for life or well-being is a general 
phenomenon for livingthings, and everything we know about this leads us to 
recognize it as one of the most powerful forces for the conservation and 
amelioration of the race. It is therefore extremely improbable that men will be 
able to transcend this condition. . . . All our efforts can never result in a 

/ fundamental chan.ge of this condition, only slight modifications of its forms." 
(Vol. II, p. 455.) Pareto thus views class conflict as an inseparable aspect of~ 
men's struggle with nature, and hence as inevitable and unending. Social "," .. 
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conflicts are rooted in natural conditions, not least in the very nature of man, 
who is pushed into action by essentially "natural" and therefore "nonlogical" 
forces. This is the substance of Pareto's theory of human conduct as he later 
elaborates it in his "sociology." 

As he develops his critique of socialism and shows us how one must "scien
tifically" analyze the phenomenon, he presents us with all the notions we shall 
later meet in the obscure and awkward terms of his Traite. First, he discusses 
a number of concepts to illustrate that one cannot employ these terms 
logically. Take, for example, "liberty" and "constraint"; the first is associ
ated with agreeable feelings and the second with disagreeable ones. All one 
has to do to get people to accept constraint is to give it the name of liberty. 
Why?-because these and similar concepts advanced by the socialists and 
optimistic liberals, draw their force from sentiment and not from logic. Is 
there then anything salvageable in the general socialist idea? Any worthwhile 
elements? 

Inheritance, he grants, is a very "imperfect" means of distributing the 
wealth of a society. The way is therefore open to reformers of good will, but 
they must take care not merely to criticize the existing system but rather to 
bring forth preferable alternatives. But Pareto still sees a number of problems 
-reformers ought to use clear and precise terms, and more importantly, the 
new social arrangement must be compatible with the character of men. 
\'Every human society," argues Pareto, "includes some elements unadapted to 
the conditions of life of the particular society, and if the actions of these 
elements are not confined to certain limits, the society will be destroyed." 
'(Vol. II, p. 131.) This poses a difficult problem for socialists, because 
humanitarian sentiments (which he grants are "useful" up to a certain point) 
oppose the "necessity" of selecting and eliminating these elements. So Pareto 
sees two problems requiring solution: (1) Can the birth of unadaptable 
elements be reduced? (2) If not, can they be eliminated with a minimum of 
error in choice, with a minimum of suffering, and without violating too much 
humanitarian sentiments? Pareto thus offers us a "scientific" approach to the 
problem of selecting and eliminating the "poorly adapted," the "misfits." 

Throughout his Systemes, as in his later work, Pareto maintains that 
sentiment is the dominant and overwhelming force in social conduct, and that 
logic and rationality are of minimal significance. One must not stop at the 
"reasonings" of men-which are anything but reasonable-but go on to 
examine the underlying sentiments; sentiment for Pareto thus becomes what 

f the so-called economic foundation was for Marx. But whereas for Marx, 
changes in the economic system ultimately induced changes in men's character 

, and psychology, Pareto's sentimental foundation is an unchanging entity. 
Only the "reasonings" (or what he later calls "derivations") that justify and 
"explain" human conduct vary, not the sentiments. Just what are these 
sentiments or real forces masked by, among other things, socialist rhetoric? 
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Pity, says Pareto, is one such prevalent sentiment, which impels men to ~ 
sympathize with their fellows who suffer wrongs or pain and to seek a remedy. 
This is a very "useful" sentiment, he assures us, for it is the cement of society 
and the real basis of all ameliorative social doctrines. In the lower classes 
there exists a sentiment which "has its source in the suffering which those in 
these strata endure and in the desire to try to put an end to it by getting hold 
of the means which men in the higher strata enjoy, or quite simply by 
coveting what the other has." (Vol. I, p. 64.) So, Pareto argues, this 
sentiment manifests itself in socialist doctrine and men accept it for this 
"reason" and not for the "logico-experimental validity" of the doctrine. Why 
this "sentiment" manifests itself in socialism rather than a resurgence of 
Christianity or the like does not seem to interest Pareto. And why does 
socialism appeal mainly to the proletariat? Do they have a monopoly on the 
sentiment of pity? Well, it has not escaped Pareto that socialist ideas have 
also appealed to individuals of the upper classes so he "explains" this as a 
result of the degeneration of the sentiment of pity, corresponding to a general 
degeneration of these classes. (Vol. I, 65.) 

In short, Pareto sees a different "psychology" in the higher and lower 
! classes, but this is always a result of nonlogical sentiments. Individuals of the 

lower classes in particular never obtain anything even remotely resembling a-
" __ conscious, rational understanding of their existential conditions. In addition 

to this assertion we are also exposed to the rudiments of his scientific utili
tarian calculu~ certain amount of goodwill on the part of the upper for the 
lower classes has utility, but an excess is injurious and a symptom of, 
decadeI!fYIn all epochs, humanitarian sentiments have given rise to senti
mental reveries. When there is but a faint echo of this attitude in poetry or 
literature, this is a sign that the elite is strong, vigorous, and self-assured; but 
as the elite "decays," the expression of humanitarian sentiment grows. This, 
then, is Pareto's first major idea, i.e., the theory of sentiment, the manifesta
tions of which he will later call "residues" and "derivations." His second 
major idea also appears for the first time in his Systemes. 

Sentiments change little or not at all. What does change is the form of 
appeal to certain sentiments and/or the justifications of certain actions 
motivated by sentiments. But here, to anticipate our later discussion some
what, Pareto sees a distinction between the elite and the non-elite. The elite 
acts primarily on the basis of enlightened self-interest, while the lower, 
subject classes are moved largely by sentiment. To further their interests, the 
elite find it expedient to appeal for support to the sentiments of the lower 
classes. Thus the non-elite, the mass, is impelled into action by blind forces, 
while the elite conducts itself according to a rational understanding of its 
situation. It may be somewhat tenable to argue that historically the lower 
classes have been moved predominantly by nonrational forces and the upper 
classes more by rational considerations. But instead of viewing the different 
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"psychologies" as functions of the different conditions of life of the two 
classes, Pareto views these psychological differences as eternal traits. Senti
ment is basic and all the rest is trapping. 

"Scientific socialism," writes Pareto, "was born of the need to give a 
scientific appearance to humanitarian aspirations. In our epoch the scientific 
form has become a la mode, as in other times was the religious form." (Vol. I, 
p. 73.) Marx's analyses of the economic system, the relationships between the 
classes, the structural tendencies of the system, the sources of political power, 
etc. were just so many meaningless exercises for Pareto, since the "people" are 
in any case never moved or guided by a rational analysis of their condition. 

Sentiments vary in kind and are unequally distributed in a society; 
modifications in the forms of society are a result of the shifts of these 
sentiments. One can observe that in history great oscillations are more or less 
rhythmic: Periods of faith alternate with periods of skepticism. Each indi
vidual occupies a determined position in the social pyramid and if one 
arranges individuals according to their degree of influence and political power, 
then in most societies those highest in influence and political power will also 
be the men with the greatest wealth. This is the elite. (Vol. I, p. 8.) But 
Pareto is not here saying what we might at first expect. Like Marx, he does 
indeed see a correspondence between economic and political power; but 
whereas the economic power, for Marx, tended to determine the political, 
Pareto viewed both as determined by the presence in individuals of certain 
elite characteristics-elite sentiments. 

Elites and aristocracies do not last. They degenerate rather rapidly. Every 
elite therefore has the need to reinvigorate itself with reinforcements from the 
,lower classes-its best elements. The decadence of the elite expresses itself. in 
an outburst of sickly humanitarianism, ":h:ile a new elite full oLstrengt.lLa.pd 
'J!igg.t -(.I!aret-o's favorite terms) forms in the midst of _the lower classes. 
"Every elite," writes Pareto, "that is not ready to fight to defend its p~sitron 
is in full decadence; there remains nothing for it to do but to vacate its place 
for another elite having the virile qualities which it lacks. It is by means of 
force that social institutions are established and it is by means of force that 
they are maintained." (Vol. I, p. 40.) The struggle and circulation of elites is 
the stuff of history; therefore, popular uprisings are of no real consequence 
for the people. They serve merely to facilitate the fall of the old elite and the 
rise of the new. The elites use the lower classes, by paying lip service to their 
sentiments, in order to retain or to take power. "Most historians," writes 
Pareto, "do not see this movement. They describe the phenomenon as though 
it were the struggle of an aristocracy or oligarchy, always the same, against 
the people, always the same." (Vol. I, pp. 35-36.) In reality, however, two 
aristocracies are struggling for power. The various revolutions of history, e.g., 
the triumph of the bourgeoisie over the feudal aristocracy, achieved nothing 
for the people and neither will they do so in the future. There will be no 
definitive liberation of man, no classless society. 
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Pareto was not quite satisfied with his rebuttal and decided to strengthen it 
in his Traite. There he continues to insist that his single aim is scientific 
truth-despite the most obvious fact, however, that the entire structure of his 
general "sociology" is shaped by his debate with Marxism. 

Pareto's Sociology 

Pareto defined sociology as the study of human society in general, and his 
declared aim in this work6 was a general theory of society. More precisely, he 
wanted a theory of human conduct and chose as his point of departure an 

, examination of the norms of a very specific type of conduct, namely, 
scientific. Scientific conduct, as we have seen, was "logico-experimental" as 
was the typically rational conduct of homo economicus. Economic man acts 
on the basis of observation, experience, and logical reasoning. Do these logico
experimental norms so characteristic of scientific and economic conduct carry 
over into other areas? Do they guide man's other actions? There can be little 
doubt that Pareto had settled these questions in his own mind long before he 
undertook this copious study whose ostensible purpose was to answer them 
scientifically. His conclusions were not, contrary to what he would have us 
believe, the result of any inductive method. 

Man's actions in general are nonlogical. This is the "hypothesis" Pareto 
~ . 

wants to prove and account for m hIS sociology. How does he proceed? m-
does not ask in this study whether, to what degree, and under what social 
circumstances, man's general conduct is either logical or nonlogical. Rather, 

;' he defines logico-experimental conduct, confines it more or less exclusively to 
scientific and economic actions (though he might include certain military and 
political arts), and then by means of his residual definition classifies all other 
actions as nonlogical. He then proceeds to inundate us with illustrations of 
man's n0'11ogical or nonrationaL.~f.tions. Having convinced himself of the 
alleged fact that all of man's acts whlcli" were "nonscientific" and "noneco
nomic" were also nonlogical, he needed a scientific explanation. And ap-. 
parently he believed he was providing one in his vague and crude concepts of 
"sentimenJ~: and ~." These he occasionally uses as synonyms for 
"values" but more often than not as .!.lp.changi~g, J.nstinct\.lal, b.iQ:P~.9Iic 
ktr,ces.7 

The latter is also implied throughout Pareto's work in his treatment of 
residues (soon to be defined) as "constants." It makes no difference to him 
whether it is a matter of worshipping fetishes or idols, saluting a flag, 
examining a creature's entrails to foretell the future, supporting universal 

6 Pareto, op. cit. 
7 I find it very difficult to understand how Talcott Parsons in his Structure 

of Social Action could interpret residues as values; this interpretation may suit 
his thesis that the works of Weber, Pareto, Durkheim, et al. converged con
ceptually and theoretically, but it can be upheld only by means of a very selective 
reading of Pareto's work. 
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suffrage, voting socialist, etc.-they are all varying manifestations of the 
relatively unchanging psychic state of man. All these actions, different as they 
may appear, are motivated essentially by the same force, the same constant. 
What does change and what has varied historically are the "explanations," 
"reasons," and theoretical justifications men have provided for their actions. 
But these, the "derivations" as Pareto calls them (apparently because they 
are in his view, derived from the sentiments), are to be regarded under all 
circumstances as the effects of the sentiment, the ultimate cause of both the 
nonlogical action and the nonlogical explanation. Only the action ("residue") 
and the rhetoric provided to justify it ("derivation") are observable, and both 
are the manifestations of a nonobservable, unchanging force, namely, the 
"sentiment." How this "constant" determines a variety of actions and how, 
according to any logic, constants can determine variables, Pareto never takes 
the pains to tell us. Furthermore, he does not attempt anywhere in thio; work 
to determine scientifically whether in fact man's conduct is predominantly 
nonrational but rather asserts it again and again, as he does his "purely 
scientific" intention. "We have no preconceptions, no a priori notions," he 
says somewhat naively and then proceeds, after he has distinguished the 
logical from the nonlogical, to give examples only of the latter. Logical or 
rational action is the appropriate linking of means to ends, appropriate not 
subjectively but objectively, i.e., from the standpoint of an informed outside 
observer. Such rationality, Pareto would have us believe, is minimal if not 
altogether absent from most human conduct. He does occasionally grant 
somewhat inconsistently that logical actions are "very numerous" among 
"civilized" peoples, thereby implying that they are few and far between 
among the "non-civilized"; one is forced to wonder how man survived with 
little OJ" no rationality and how the "primitives" survive if they have as little 
naturalistic knowledge as Pareto suggests. 

As for "logical actions," even among the civilized, Pareto drops them 
unceremoniously, never to weigh the proportion of these in man's total 
conduct. By means of the rather dubious "method" of citing examples of 
nonlogical conduct, -Pareto believed, no doubt, that he had demonstrated the 
nonrationality of human conduct. (There is no doubt that in this work Pareto 
thought he was proving a hypothesis rather than generating one.) More, that 
man is by nature nonrational and moved primarily if not exclusively by 
nonlogical forces. EN onlogical actions," writes Pareto, "originate chiefly in 
definite psychic states, arid sentiments, subconscious feelings, and the like. It 
is the province of psychology to investigate such psy.chic states. Here we start 
with them as data of fact without going beyond that.~ 

In Pareto's system, A = sentiments, B = nonlogical conduct, and e = 
pseudo-logical theory or rationale. People imagine that it is "e" which 
impelled them to act. In actuality, A determines both Band e, so that the 

8 Vilfredo Pareto, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 88. (All subsequent references appear as 
previously noted in the text.) 
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causal relationship is AB, AC. He is, however, prepared to assign some 
influence to C: The "existence of the theory C reacts upon the psychic state A 
and in many cases tends to reinforce it. The theory consequently influences B, 
following the line CAB." (Vol. I, p. 89.) And, of course, actions can also have 
influence "upon the psychic state A and consequently upon the theory C, 
following the line BAC," etc. A few paragraphs later, although he describes 
the psychic state very much as an effect of various social conditions, he 
continues for some arbitrary reason to treat it as the main underlying cause of 
conduct. "For example, C is the theory of free trade; D, the concrete adoption 
of free trade by a country; A, a psychic state that is in great part the product 
of individual interests, economic, political, and social, and of the circum
stances under which people live. Direct relations between C and Dare 
generally very tenuous. To work upon C in order to modify D leads to 
insignificant results. But any modification in A may react upon C and upon 
D. D and C will be seen to change simultaneously, and a superficial observer 
may think that D has changed because C has changed, whereas closer ex
amination will reveal that D and C are not directly correlated, but depend 
both upon a common cause, A." (Vol. I, p. 91.) 

Here, clearly, social conditions, and economic, political, and other interests 
are assigned considerable importance. Do these interests and conditions 
conduce to rational conduct? Apparently not! In the very next paragraph, he 
ignores the sociological implications of the previous one and proceeds as 
Pareto the psychologist to make a number of assertions that are never 
substantiated by the scientific empirical method he so celebrated: "Theoreti
cal discussions, C, are not, therefore, very serviceable directly for modifying 
D; indirectly they may be effective for modifying A. But to attain that 
objective, appeal must be made to sentiments rather than to logic and the 
results of experience. The situation may be stated, inexactly to be sure, 
because too absolutely, but nevertheless strikingly, by saying that in order to 
influence people thought has to be transformed into sentiment. (Vol. I, p. 91.) 
Inexact and "too absolute" as the proposition is, he nonetheless remains 
wedded to it: ~t:n~iT!!!.t~,.J "~_?t r,ation.al jntere~ts, determine_.hu~p ~~mduct. 

Throughout his exposition, e.g., in his discussion of magic and religioii71ie-
regards magical beliefs and practices as just so much nonsense. His approach 
is neither historical nor sociological, for he never stops to relate social 
conditions to certain beliefs and practices in various times and cultures. Since 
he is determined to show just how nonrational man is, he has nothing to say 
about the naturalistic knowledge and rational actions which play, no doubt, 
an essential role even in the most "primitive" of societies. Magic, religion, 
etc., are regarded by Pareto as effects of "sentiments in which they originate 
(and which) are fairly common throughout the human race," not as correlates 
of the conditions under which men interact with each other and with the 
nat\lral environment. The emphasis throughout is on institutionalized conduct 
as a manifestation of a psychic state, never vice versa. When he notes, for 
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instance, the marked prominence of law in Roman culture, he "explains" it 
solely by reference to the prevailing psychic state. So important to him is this 
concept that he compares whole societies on that basis: "Among modern 
peoples, the English, at least down to the last years of the nineteenth century, 
have more than any other people resembled the Romans in their psychic 
state." (Vol. I, p. 168. Italics added.) And this is all he has to say on the 
subject. 

This, therefore, is the heart of the Paretian system, already adumbrated in 
his Systemes Socialistes: Men are essentially nonlogical because they are 
impelled into action by nonlogical forces of action, sentiments. But men also 
have a persistent "need" to "rationalize" their conduct; this they do by 
means of pseudo-logical formulae. This together with his theory of elites, 
which occupies a very minor position in his treatise, constitutes the major 
theme of his work. He dresses these two ideas up in a cumbersome and 
contrived vocabulary which adds nothing to our understanding and perhaps 
even detracts from it. Nevertheless, to assess Pareto's work a brief examina
tion of his vocabulary, concepts, and the use he makes of them is necessary. 

The Theory of Residues 

In his one-volume discussion of "residues," Pareto focuses exclusively on 
what he has defined as nonlogical conduct and its alleged cause, which he 
labels "A." Element "A" he now tells us corresponds to "certain instincts of 
man, or more exactly men" and "is virtually constant in social phenomena."9 
Some instincts still remain outside his treatment. "Unaccounted for still," he 
adds, "would be simple appetites, tastes, inclinations, and in social relation
ships that very important class called 'interests.' " Pareto thus manufactures 
"instincts" as he requires them, and, moreover, always subsumes "interests" 
under his general rubric of nonlogical action. Why interests should be thus 
regarded and not as a relatively rational category, he does not say. 

Pareto, who repeatedly calls for scientific precision, provides us with 
concepts which are anything but precise. Sometimes he really means "in
stinct" in the sense of a biological urge, such as sex. But at other times his use 
of the term either approximates the sociological concept of "value" or resolves 
itself into plain nonsense. In the United States, he writes, "the improvident 
instinct has fathered a theory that people ought to spend all they earn; and so 
analysis of that theory yields a quantum a which will be improvidence." 
(Vol. II, 853.) 

What Pareto himself never explains, but which becomes clear if one 
understands whom and what he is arguing against, is why "interests" should 
be conceived as nonrational. That social classes have interests which are 
served by certain theories he readily acknowledges; but that the pursuit of 

9 Vilfredo Pareto, op. cit., Vol. II, No. 850, p. 501. (Hereafter, references are to 
paragraphs or sections which Pareto numbers and not to pages.) 
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interests is rational conduct he denies. "Interests" for Pareto are a nonlogical 
category, always subordinate to instinct and synonymous with sentiment. 
Animals have instincts only, but no theories, he assures us. Men, on the other 
hand, have instincts (clearly a wastebasket term for Pareto), "interests," and 
theories. 

Now he introduces his peculiar terminology, simply, he says, to avoid 
embarrassing his exposition with symbols and letters and to make it easier to 
follow. Element A from now on will be called residues, what is left over, that 
is, when conduct is divested of its variable elements; residue is therefore the 
constant element and always reducible to the principle underlying nonlogical 
action or "reasoning." "Residues," writes Pareto, "correspond to certain 
instincts in human beings .... " (Vol. II, 870.) Element B in the Paretian 
system is called derivations and refers to the nonlogico-experimental theories. 
In addition, he introduces an element C, which he calls derivatives,. appar
ently he regarded this as a kind of secondary theoretical manifestation of A, 
but never again uses this term. 

No sooner does he introduce these terms than he cautions us about their 
use: "The residues a must not be confused with the sentiments or instincts to 
which they correspond. The residues are the manifestations of sentiments and 
instincts just as the rising of the mercury in a thermometer is a manifestation 
of the rise in temperature. Only elliptically and for the sake of brevity do we 
say that residues, along with appetites, interests, etc., are the main factors in 
determining the social equilibrium .... The completed statement would be: 
'The sentiments or instincts that correspond to residues, along with those 
corresponding to appetites, interests, etc., are the main factors in determining 
the social equilibrium.''' (Vol. II, 875.) We are thus returned to the original, 
simple formula: the underlying instinct or sentiment is the key force-in the 

~ strictest sense, the Paretian source or "principle" of nonlogical action. 
~ "Residue," then, refers to the overt conduct (verbal or nonverbal) which is a 
manifestation of the sentiment and/or instinct; and "derivation" is the 
strictly verbal "explanation," justification, or rationale one provides for his 
act. 

At times, sentiment is a fundamental individual property and at others a 
group characteristic. Pareto never settled in.his own mind whether it was to be 
regarded as part and parcel of an individual's bio-psychic drives or as' a 
cultural belief acquired through tradition. Often he uses the term to refer to 
a nonlogical idea, or superstition, which has been perpetuated over so long a 
period of time as to become merely a residue: "The bad omen ... that is 
associated with the presence of thirteen persons at a table may be a derivative 
from a sentiment of horror at Judas' betrayal followed by his suicide; but 
that derivative has become a residue by this time, and people feel ill at ease at 
a table of thirteen without the least thought of Judas." (Vol. II, 877.) That 
Pareto himself sensed his lack of clarity, consistency, and precision may be 
gathered from his periodic warnings to the effect that "all the pointers just 
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given must be kept in mind at all times in the investigations following. 
Ar..yone forgetting them will get everything askew." (Vol. II, 878.) 

Now, instincts or sentiments (residues) differ among themselves and Pareto 
distinguishes six types: 

I. Instinct jor Combinations. A term he uses synonymously with "ability to 
think," "inventiveness," "imagination," "ingenuity," "originality," etc. In 
terms of its consequences, this residue has led to human "progress," a term he 
does not define. 

II. Instinct oj Group Persistence, or Persistence oj Aggregates. 
Persistence of relations between a person and other persons or places: 
Relationships of family and kindred groups 
Relations with places 
Relationships of social class 
Persistence of relations between the living and the dead 
Persistence of relations between a dead person and the things that 

belonged to him in life 
Persistence of abstractions 
Persistence of uniformities 
Sentiments transformed into objective realities 
Personifications 
Need of new abstractions. 

As we see, relationships of social class are included here and thus summarily 
defined as nonrational; his "proof" consists of examples of nonrational 
conduct among workers. 

III. Need oj Expressing Sentiments by External Acts. 
Need of "doing something" expressing itself in combinations 

Religious ecstasies. 
IV. "Residues Connected with Sociality." This refers to the "need" for 

uniformity and conformity. Neophobia, self-pity, repugnance to suffering, 
etc., are also included, as are "risking one's life," "sharing one's property with 
others," "sentiments of superiors," and "sentiments of inferiors," "need of 
group approbation," and "asceticism." 

V. "Integrity oj the Individual and His Appurtenances." Here Pareto 
includes "resistance to the social equilibrium" (always nonrational by defini
tion) , "sentiments of equality in inferiors," the restoration of individual 
integrity, etc. 

VI. The Sex Residue. Though he has given us six types of residue, he 
employs primarily the first two and rarely has anything to say about the 
remaining four. 

Class I Residues 

"Taking Class I as a whole," Pareto writes, "one notes: (1) a propensity 
for combinations; (2) a search for the combinations that are deemed best; 
(3) a propensity to believe that they actually do what is expected of them." 
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(Vol. II, 889.) This class is "experimental" not in the sense of "logico-experi
mental" but in the sense of playfully trying all sorts of combinations, toying 
with things, making unexpected discoveries, and doing things having unex
pected consequences. All this, says Pareto, has led to "progress." Jhe com
j;ililations .r:es.i.dJJ..e.!.§"' • .t.he common-·basis of theology,-metaphysics and exp~ri:-~ 
mental sciel}g:.:.:.'I?ose three kinds of activity are probably manifestatjons of • 
one same psychic state, on the extinction of which they would vanish simul
taneously." (Vol. II, 974.) We never learn, however, how one and the same 
psychic state leads to what he regards as fundamentally different activities. 

Though derived from the same psychic condition, there is an insuperable 
barrier between the logical and the nonlogical. If A is always seen in 
conjunction with B, logico-experimental science infers that it is highly 
probable that they will continue to appear together. No "necessity" is 
ascribed to this proposition, for then one is superimposing something nonex
perimental to the proposition-an act of faith. The scientist adds something 
too; he "imagines" and "invents" and is guided by preconceptions, guesses, 
and assumptions. But in his case, Pareto avers, "Experience will be there to 
rectify any error that may develop from the sentiment he feels." (Vol. II, 
977.) For the nonscientist, in contrast, sentiment plays a key role, and 
propositions are accepted on faith. This is the rule among the majority of 
men, and the more intimate the contact between the scientist and the popula
tion at large, the greater the likelihood that he will succumb to popular con
ceptions and be blinded to the conflict between experience and beliefs based 
on sentiment. "That is why the student of the social sciences finds it more 
difficult to adhere to the logico-experimental method than, for instance, the 
chemist or the physicist." (Vol. II, 979.) 

Occasionally, we are surprised to learn that despite the "constant" senti
ments, superstition has declined among the masses, which can be attributed to 
the advance of science and the "enormous development of industrial life." 
Recognizing, however, that he is thereby opening the door to the possibility of 
growing rationality-even among the "people'!-he drops the point and never 
treats as an empirical question whether, to what degree, and in which areas of 
social life, Everyman is guided by rational norms. By and large, rationality 
remains for Pareto the exclusive province of the scientific, economic, political, 
and military elites, and nonrationality, the province of the "masses." 

Class II Residues 

This brings us to class II residues, the persistence of aggregates-habits, 
customs, traditions, and other beliefs and practices that persist through time. 
Basic to Pareto's theory of social equilibrium and circulation of elites, and to 
his conception of society and history, these "persistences" reside primarily in 
the masses-or more correctly in the individuals making up the mass. 
liVingston offers the following interpretation: "The tendency of the mind 
(the instinct, sentiment, impulse) that creates such units is the force now of 
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first, now of second, importance in determining the social equilibrium. The 
intensity of the impulse or sentiment in individuals determines what we 
ordinarily call 'character.' In society at large it determines the type of 
civilization or culture." (Vol. II, 991 n.) The aggregate of persistent ele
ments may refer to beliefs in the "devil," in "Santa Claus," in "democracy," 
etc. For Pareto they are all substantially the same-nonlogical elements, 
passively received, accepted, and tenaciously held. And this again is traced by 
Pareto to an "instinct." "After the group has been constituted," he writes, "an 
instinct very often comes into play that tends with varying energy to prevent 
the things so combined from being disjoined. . . . This instinct may be 
compared roughly to mechanical inertia: it tends to resist the movement 
imparted by other instincts." 

It is among the "masses" at large that this residue is most active; the social 
equilibrium and the decline of one elite and the rise of another depend on the 
degree of success with which an elite can invent formulae that appeal to the 
dominant sentiments of the masses. The mass is passive in its reception and 
retention of virtually unchanging sentiments and the elite is active in 
exploiting these sentiments by means of its ingenious formulae. Just as the 
sentiments remain unchanged, so do the conditions of the masses regardless 
how often elites change positions. In the final analysis, it is not the eXistential 
conditions of the masses which determine their sentiments, but quite the 
reverse. The mass always remains blindly nonrational because it is controlled 
or moved by sub- or unconscious "forces," "impulses," "instincts," or "senti
ments." The masses are damned and this is their permanent condition. 

Nowhere in his exposition does Pareto systematically consider any causal 
forces outside his residues, the prime mover to which he returns again and 
again. There is no attempt anywhere to relate the contrasting character and 
conduct of the "elite" and the "mass" to their respective cultural conditions. 
The "stupidity" of the mass is an eternal trait because it is a result of those 
constant residues. There will always be an elite and always a mass-and all 
this follows from Pareto's "method" and ultimately from his own sentiments. 
Despite his admonishments about the need for "objectivity," he transforms 
what may be a tenable proposition under certain socio-historical conditions 
into a supra-historical philosophy, and provides us with a new theory of 
"historical inevitability." There is nothing metaphysical, he apparently be
lieved, in the assertion that "forms" change but the "thing in itself" (senti
ment) remains constant. It is only a change in form, he insists, if yesterday 
"witches" were burned and thieves hanged, and today "sex heretics and 
thieves alike get off with mere terms in prison." (Vol. II, 1010.) 

In almost every case, the "sentiment" is employed as the chief explanatory 
principle; then, suddenly, as an aside, he injects a remark which is supposed 
presumably to refute simultaneously the idealistic and "materialistic" view
points. "Erroneous the idealistic theory that regards the residue as the cause 
of the facts. Likewise erroneous, but at times less so, is the materialistic 
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theory that regards the facts as the cause of the residue. In reality, the facts 
reinforce the residue, and the residue the facts. Changes occur because new 
forces came into play to affect either the facts or the residue or both-new 
circumstances occasion changes in modes of life. (Vol. II, 1014.) Thus he 
almost, but not quite, makes a concession to the Marxian view: "New cir
cumstances," he says, "occasion changes in modes of life." What are these 
"new circumstances?" Are they new social facts? And if so, does this not tend 
to undermine the theory of residues, particularly if the new facts lead to 
changes in the mode of life? At best, his formulation above is an equivocal 
"theory," in which everything interacts with everything else and nothing is 
quite determinable. But this "interactionist" view, presumably superior to 
anyone-sided one, is never developed. He continually reverts to the causal 
priority of sentiments and believes, apparently, that he is confirming the pro
position by piling up hundreds of cases of ostensibly nonrational behavior
substantially the same everywhere and at all times because they are the 
product of the underlying, unchanging sentiments. The "forms" of this be
havior vary from place to place and from one period to another, and this may 
be due to varying "social facts." Defining the latter as "form" enables Pareto~ 
to argue that social change is merely "formal," never substantive. 

Classes III and IV. 

Pareto now argues that acts not only manifest and strengthen sentiments 
but "may even arouse them." People have a "need" to do something, "to 
act;" but then "doing something" can engender the "need." He proliferates 
"needs" as required to "explain" the various phenomena which have caught 
his eye. So now as he presents his Class IV, i.e., Residues Connected with 
Sociality, he says: "This class is made up of residues connected with life in 
society"-whatever that is supposed to mean-and adds: "A need for 
particular associations is observable among the majority of peoples. They are 
of many different kinds. Some are for purposes of mere amusement, others for 
purposes of individual advantage. Still others have religious, political, liter
ary, or other purposes." (Vol. II, 1114.) There is a "need" for particular as
sociations and whether one joins a church, political party, social club, etc. is 
all the same, since it is determined by the single common underlying need. 
Pareto goes on to enumerate still other subcategories of this residue, e.g., the 
need for uniformity, conformity, and imitation. Especially interesting is his 
residue called Self-Pity Extended to Others. This, we are told, accounts for 
the phenomenon of humanitarianism, as does his Instinctive Repugnance to 
Suffering: "This is a sentiment of disgust at the sight of all suffering, 
regardless of whether it be beneficial or otherwise. . . . The sentiment is 
often observable in weak, submissive, spineless individuals. If they chance to 
succeed in overcoming it, they are likely to show themselves exceedingly cruel. 
That explains a remark one sometimes hears to the effect that women are 



178 THE DEBATE WITH MARX'S GHOST 

more tender-hearted and at the same time more cruel than men." (Vol. II, 
1142.) Here as elsewhere one cannot help wondering in what sense Pareto 
fancies this to be science. 

We learn, in addition, that there are sentiments of social ranking---of 
superiors and inferiors, of group approbation and asceticism, which he views 
as a uniquely human phenomenon and explores at some length. Though he 
attributes varying "utilities" to ascetic practices, he treats them all, not 
surprisingly, as effects of the same residue and, of course, as nonrational 
conduct. But he fails here as elsewhere to give even passing attention to the 
possibility that certain acts of asceticism may be very rational indeed-as, for 
example, a hunger strike or the like designed to achieve certain political or 
economic ends, which in their meaning are fundamentally different from all 
the examples he has selected to accentuate their "non-logical" character. 
Asceticism, as he sees it, is really a perversion "of the instinct of sociality, and 
without this instinct human society could not exist." (Vol. II, No.6.) 

Class V. The Integrity of the Individual, 
His Appurtenances and Possessions. 

This class is a complement of the previous one and refers to the sentiment 
(whether natural or learned he does not say) which prompts one "to defend 
one's own things and strive to increase their quantity." This he relates to 
what he calls the "social equilibrium." 

In a slave system, as, for example, in ancient Greece, even if one is not 
himself a slave-owner, he may feel that the slave-owner is wronged by having 
the slave taken from him. This, we are told, flows from "sentiments of 
resistance to alterations in the [prevailing] social equilibrium." A partially 
ideal equilibrium would be one in which another citizen would make all 
Greeks free men and all barbarians slaves. An altogether ideal equilibrium, 
for the times, would be the demand for the total abolition of slavery. If the 
existing equilibrium is disturbed or altered, "forces" come into play which 
tend to reestablish it. These forces are, of course, the sentiments which 
manifest themselves in the various types of residues, themselves in turn 
masked by derivations. The masses know nothing of "equilibrium," "forces," 
etc. These, we are told, are "scientific" terms utilized only by the scientist. 
"Just" and "unjust," "right" and "wrong" are the words plain people use to 
express whether they approve of something or whether it offends their 
sentiments. Pareto tells us little or nothing more about his concept of social 
equilibrium, but the illustrations he employs fit into his total picture of man 
as a nonrational being. Man is "not inspired by any 'ideal of justice,' but by 
his instinct of self-preservation, an instinct that he shares with animals and 
which has nothing to do with any 'ideal' of 'justice.' "·n (Vol. II, 1213.) 

Self-preservation, a quasi-biological concept suits his purposes, for it serves 
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to accentuate the animal-like character of human action in general. Again he 
seeks to eliminate from the question of "social equilibrium" anything re
motely resembling interest in the rational sense. He studiously avoids looking 
at social acts in any way which might disclose some degree of rationality. His 
own example, however, lends itself to rational interpretation, for when 
individuals feel threatened, physically or otherwise, the course they adopt to 
protect and defend themselves may be altogether rational. Whether, and to 
what degree, reactions to "threats" are rational ought to be an empirical 
question for Pareto; but he never treats it as such. If, to pursue another of his 
own examples, slaveholders respond to a slave uprising by repressing it 
harshly, this mayor may not be to their "interest"; but if Pareto's "objective 
outside observer" determines that the success of the uprising would have 
adversely affected the wealth and power of the slaveholders, then their 
reaction was, at least in part, rational. Similarly, there is no good reason why 
the uprising should be regarded as nonrational from the standpoint of the 
slaves. Of course, the problem is complicated by short- and long-run interests 
and the like; but if the concept of rationality is to have any mell.ning at all, 
then there is no sound reason why either the uprising or its suppression 
should be viewed as inherently nonrational, which, in effect, is Pareto's position. 

Pareto consistently views "sentimental" and rational conduct as mutually 
exclusive. If his intentions had been as scientific as he claimed, he would have 
adopted a different methodological approach designed to measure the degree 
of rationality of the acts in question, and, equally important, he would have 
distinguished types of rational conduct. From this angle, Max Weber's 
typology of action~!ra9jtiQnal,. affect}ye, Zweckrationalitiit, ~~~ .. ~ra
ti~jar.$l,Iper~or to Pareto's, for it disting!lt~.he~~.~~ nonratio.oa1 
con~ and .. !YE~~ '?J _x.ati®~ That Pareto did not regard the-aegr; to ,
W1i"ich interests and acts are rational as an empirical question is evident from 
his many illustrations. Here one will suffice to show that his polemical aim led 
him to deny dogmatically the rational character of certain acts. 

Discussing the se~timent of equality in social inferiors, he says that it "is 
often a defense of integrity on the part of an individual belonging to a lower 
class and a means of lifting him to a higher one." If the demand for equality 
is indeed a means for lifting an individual from a lower to a higher social 
position, why is this nonrational? Because Pareto prefers to see this taking 
place "without any awareness, on the part of the individual experiencing the 
sentiment, of the difference between his real and apparent purposes. He talks 
of the interest of his social class instead of his own personal interest simply 
because that is a fashionable mode of expression." (Vol. II, 1220.) For 
Pareto, it is inconceivable, apparently, that an individual from the lower 
class might arrive at the rational conclusion that he could further his personal 
interests by furthering those of his social class. Sensing that he might have 
gone too far, that he has, in effect, emptied social life of all rational content 
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he returns now and again to say that "non-logical actions playa great part 
in social life." And if this is all he meant, who would disagree? 

Even when he himself has provided an example of eminently rational 
conduct, he refuses to view it as such. The following, for instance, is for some 
reason nonrational for Pareto: The "tendency is to admit to the advantages 
all whose cooperation helps one toward obtaining them so that their introduc
tion yields more in profit than in costs; and to exclude all who do not help, or 
help less effectively, so that their participation costs more than it yields." 
(Vol. II, 1221.) What, one wonders, could be more rational than that? And 
even if, as Pareto insists, the demand for equality on the part of the socially 
disadvantaged is really a demand for inequality, but this time in their favor, 
this only illustrates the possible deception of self and others but does not 
diminish the rationality of the demand. 

Pareto's dichotomy of rationaI/nonrational allows for no gradations be
tween polar opposites; acts are always either one or the other. Since the 
effectiveness of his polemic rests on "proving" that it is the nonrational which 

(dominates social life, and must continue to do so, he ignores the subtle 
mixtures of rational and nonrational one encounters in any society. The fact 

') that some human associations may rest predominantly on a "sentimental" and 
affective basis, and others on a cognitive-rational one, is not given any 

; consideration. In Pareto's scheme, therefore, one finds none of the insights 
i afforded by the various sociological dichotomies viewed as opposite ends of a 
continuum; e.g., Tonnies's typology in which the trend from Gemeinschaft to 
Gesellschaft is a historical process and, in addition, a conceptional device for 
measuring the degree of rationality of a given social system. Neither does one 
find in Pareto the insights provided by Weber's approach to the problem of 
rationality; i.e., that certain social institutions and cultural values retarded its 
development in the East and accelerated it in the West. Right or wrong, 
Weber's conclusions are the results of a sociological inquiry.~r Pareto, in 
contrast, cognitive-rational man is always and everywhere subordinate to and 
dominated by sentimental-affective ma~:)The very "method" he employed
defining logico-experimental conduct, arbitrarily assigning it to very narrow 
spheres, and then proceeding to examine the other spheres of conduct, a priori 
defined as nonlogical-led him unswervingly to the very conclusion he had as 
a hypothesis: Human conduct is so thoroughly nonrational as to preclude any 
possibility of consciously and rationally altering the social order. Man acts as 
a result of sentimental causes, which are so pervasive and powerful that they 
cannot be counteracted or overcome by his weak, insignificant, and occasional 
efforts at conscious, rational action. Thus Pareto's work, its title notwith
standing, can hardly be regarded as sociology, for he virtually ignores the 
question of social conditions that tend to facilitate or impede the possibility of 
rational action. And when he arrives at his sixth and final class of residues, it 
becomes even more evident than before that he is putting forth an instinctual 
psychology . 
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The Sex Residue 

"Mere sexual appetite," writes Pareto, "though powerfully active in the 
human race, is no concern of ours here .... " The sex "instinct" interests 
him "only so far as it influences theories, modes of thinking-as a residue." 
(Vol. II, 1324.) This instinct is "often ... 'logicalized' and 'dissembled' 
under the guise of asceticism; there are people who preach virtue as a way 
of lingering, in their thoughts, on sex matters." Here, Pareto clearly em
ploys the concept of residue as a manifestation of an instinctual urge rooted 
in the bio-chemical bodily processes. If in the case of the other residues he 
appears never to have decided whether "instinct" is a biological force or a 
cultural factor, now it is unequivocally the former. The sex instinct "gives 
rise" to actions which are constant, which have persisted throughout history, 
and which are ubiquitous in the present. These actions, the residues, are at
tempts to control, regulate, repress, pervert, and invert the natural instinct. 
This has resulted in the "religion of sex" and "as in many other religions, 
inflexibility in forms gives rise to perversion and hypocrisy .... " (Vol. II, 
852.) The various sex taboos, forms of prudery, abstinence, and asceticism 
are just so many ways of hiding sexual desire-just so many forms of a "non
logical" (a term which becomes in this case even more awkward and curious 
than before) reaction to a powerful internal force. 

Again it is Pareto the psychologist talking: The "sex residue is active not 
only in mental states looking to unions of the sexes or lingering in recollec
tions of such things, but also in mental states that evince censure, repugnance, 
or hatred towards matters of sex .... " (Vol. II, 1331.) One seeks in vain 
an attempt to explain certain taboos, proscriptions, ascetic practices, etc. by 
relating them to other socio-cultural conditions; and the absence of such an 
attempt is all the more striking when one recalls that Pareto has been honored 
as one of the founders of functional analysis in sociology. Actually, one finds no 
analysis of any kind-only illustrations of "omnipresent" residues. Thus we 
~earn that the residue is "active" in speech and writing; it "figures actively" 
In literature, and when moderns talk of "immoral" literature for instance this " . ' , 
oftentImes is a mere matter of hypocrisy, people shrinking at the word and 

not at the thing, and doing the thing but avoiding the word .... " (Vol. II, 
1334.) Pareto is here engaged in an "unmasking" venture. Virtue, sexual 
morality, etc. are just so much rhetoric designed to hide one's lust. 

The sex residue is a "constant" as are the others. This is evident, says 
P~reto, from the "constant" [?] types of reaction one witnesses throughout 
hIstory to violations of taboos. Such violations of the dogmas of the "sex
religion" engender reactions not unlike the reactions to violations of other 
religious dogmas. The changes through time in sexual morality and the v .. 
~natIons from one culture to another are viewed as mere changes in "form." 

hy do the "nonlogical" manifestations of the sex residue so annoy him? 
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Because in the United States, for example, that "paradise of sex hypocrisy" 
the "mails refuse to carry an English novel because it is deemed 'sensuous'; 
but they carry without the slightest scruple publications that preach slaught
ering the moneyed class and robbing them of their property. But, really, can 
anyone keeping strictly to logic and experience consider such activities less 
harmful to individual and society than a little 'sensuality' in print?" He 
continues: "In some cities in the United States the authorities send police
women about the streets to provoke 'mashers' and arrest them, but they never 
[?] hire detectives to provoke anarchists to crimes of violence and then arrest 
them." (Vol. II, 1345.) In general, Pareto's discussion in this area is quite 
superficial, unimpressive, and even primitive-especially when compared with 
the work of his contemporary, Sigmund Freud. 

The sex residue, for Pareto, epitomizes the general character of residues: 
unchanging, invincible forces over which man has little or no control. Only 
,the "derivations" change, but these do not significantly affect the nature of 
man's existence. 

Sentiment in Thinking: The Theory of Derivations 

People have a "need" to make their nonlogical conduct appear logical; they 
therefore provide pseudo-logical explanations for their acts and mistakenly 
believe the "explanation" is the cause of their conduct. In actuality, however, 
says Pareto, they are impelled into action by sentiments. Derivations "derive 
the force they have, not, or at least not exclusively, from logico-experimental 
considerations but from sentiments." (Vol. III, 1397.) The qualifying phrase, 
"or at least not exclusively," which Pareto sees fit to insert from time to time, 
would seem to indicate some reservation on his part. Yet, he does not deem 
it' scientifically worthy of his attention to ask certain obvious sociological 
questions: (1) Which areas of social life seem to be dominated by sentiment 
and which by rational considerations? (2) Have there been any historical 
changes in this respect? (3) What appear to be the social correlates of greater 
rationality in certain contexts and periods and, conversely, of the greater role 
of sentiment in other contexts and periods? (4) What is the significance of 
a preponderance of rationality or nonrationality in given contexts? 

Further, is it a fruitful way of viewing things to argue that all nonrational 
conduct is the same? That magic, nationalism, sex, idol worship, class 
solidarity, socialism, etc. are all different "forms" of the same psychic force? 
To pursue the problem of the relationship of the rational to the nonrational, it 
may be worthwhile to contrast Pareto's procedure with that of another 
sociologist. 

Pareto notes that in certain primitive societies men are confronted with the 
phenomenon of a storm and seek ways of dealing with it-all nonlogical. 
Another "functionalist," Bronislaw Malinowski, studied the same phenome-
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non among the Trobrianders. He observed the use of canoe magic and sought 
to understand it, not by inventing a series of residues, but by relating magic 
to the social context in which it was employed-deep-sea fishing. As he 
proceeded to study this and other enterprises, he concluded that these people 
are both rational and nonrational; they employ both naturalistic and super
natural techniques and the degree to which one dominates, or supplements, 
the other depends on the circumstances in question. 

These "primitives," Malinowski noted, understood very well indeed that, 
for instance, the outrigger canoe had to be constructed according to definite 
specifications if it was to be serviceable at sea; a minimum of "scientific" or 
technical knowledge was necessary. They knew what kind of equipment was 
most appropriate for deep-sea fishing; they had learned from experience that 
certain forms of social cooperation were most effective in that type of 
undertaking and they also had and used experiential knowledge about 
weather conditions at sea. They were not so foolish (in Pareto's terms, 
nonlogical) as to begin the expedition when the sky was overcast and a storm 
seemed likely. In all these terms, then, they were rational, and employed, in 
however rudimentary a way, naturalistic knowledge (logico-experimental 
norms, in Pareto's terms) . 

Yet, much to their chagrin, these stalwart fishermen had learned that their 
"scientific" knowledge was not enough to ensure their success and their safe 
return home. Why not? Because after they had carefully taken into account 
and controlled all the factors they could, unanticipated disasters befell 
them. Occasionally, they embarked on an expedition when the sea behaved 
as an inland lake on a summer day. Then, at sea, suddenly- a bolt from the 
blue, an unexpected storm, and disaster. Here was an event they could neither 
foresee nor control. Hence, notes Malinowski, it was the task of the canoe 
magician to cope with this force to forestall unforeseen disasters. Now, to 
be sure, from the standpoint of a modern Western observer, magic here as 
elsewhere is "nonlogical," or supernatural nonsense; but Malinowski pro
vides insight into the conditions in which magic supplements "science." When 
magic is employed, some of its latent functions, e.g., allaying anxiety, are 
now better understood than before. To strengthen his thesis that magical 
practices are resorted to only under certain circumstances, he investigated 
lagoon fishing and found that where men have complete control and where 
naturalistic knowledge is sufficient, magic is not employed. 

Surely, this "functional" approach is a much more fruitful one than 
Pareto's, in which no insights are given into the conditions of social life under 
which men tend to be more or less rational. Pareto's treatment of residues as 
constants obscures the extent to which all conduct, and not least what he calls 
nonlogical, varies with other conditions. If Marx's method made it possible to 
ask how social consciousness varied with the conditions of social existence, 
Pareto's method, in contrast, is designed to deny historical change and cultural 

t', ." 
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differences. For he always comes back to the "sentimental" determination of 
thinking and doing and insists that despite "apparent" changes, the senti
mental force remains dominant. 

Derivations are persuasive because they are, together with the residues, 
manifestations of the sentiments. They are persuasive not only because they 
are derived from an individual's own sentiments, but because they appeal to 
the dominant sentiments: to the authority of maxims prevalent in the 
community; to the authority of outstanding individuals; to the authority of 
supernatural beings. But all these ~are just so much "fatuous, 
inconclusive 'talk' " covering up the ultimate cause-sentiment-where Pa
reto always stops his analysis. When, he writes, a student of human conduct 
"sets out to study social phenomena, he halts at manifestations cf social 
activity, that is to say at derivations, and does not carry his inquiry into the 
causes of the activity, that is to say, into residues." (Vol. III, 1402.) Did 
Pareto not see that he, too, has haIted arbitrarily-with the sentiments? He 
was dogmatically committed to the proposition that in order to induce "people 
to act in a given way, one must necessarily resort to derivations, for they are 
the only language that reaches the human being in his sentiments. . . ." 
(Vol. III, 1043.) 

Not surprisingly, the residue is a force that transcends different cultures, or, 
in other words, it is one and the same determinant of action in all cultures: 
"A Chinese, a Moslem, a Calvinist, a Catholic, a Kantian, a Hegelian, a 
Materialist, all refrain from stealing; but each gives a different explanation of 
his conduct. In other words, it is a case. oJ a !lumber QLderivations connecting 
one residl!.e. that is o~Jye_~~ll of them with on~. ~oncl!ls~~~.~~ich they· all 
acc.l!pt:~~ (Vol. III, 1416.) .. .-

Two problems must be kept distinct, says Pareto: first, how residues and 
derivations function; and, second, their bearing on social utility. He wants to 
examine the problems in that order but as he proceeds, his definitions, one 
finds, are confused and even contradictory. Henceforth, we are told, it would 
be better to view "derivations" (presumably itself a "manifestation") under 
two aspects: "derivation proper and the manifestation to which it leads." By 
"derivation proper" he refers to "the need for logical developments which 
human beings feeL" This "need" also has a "manifestation"-"reasonings of 
different kinds." So cryptic is Pareto's discussion here, that the editor, A. 
Livingston, is brought to remark: "The 'manifestation' would really be a 
'derivative' and why Pareto discards this term, which is quite his own, for an 
obscurer 'manifestation' must remain a mystery." (Vol. III, 1688.2 ) 

The impression is inescapable that Pareto himself is not sure how he wants 
to use his terms. He writes that "since sentiments are manifested by residues 
we shall often, for the sake of brevity, use the word 'residues' as including the 
sentiments that they manifest." ~refore, when he says that residues are the 
elements which determine the social equilibrium, Pareto wants us to translate 
this to mean: "The sentiments manifested by residues are among the elements 
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which stand toward the social equilibrium in a relationship of reciprocal 
determination.~e is still not satisfied, however, for he notes that this 
remains tooclliptical and might be taken to mean that he is ascribing 
objective existence to sentiments, something he assures us he does not want to 
do. "What we observe in reality," he writes, "is a group of human beings in a 
mental condition indicated by what we call sentiments." So, again we are 
requested to translate his proposition into the following terms: "The mental 
states that are indicated by the sentiments expressed in residues are among 
the elements that stand in a relation of reciprocal determination with the 
social equilibrium." Recognizing that he has gained nothing by this, he adds: 
"But if we would express ourselves in a language altogether exact, that is still 
not enough. What in the world are those 'mental states' or, if one will, those 
'psychic conditions'? They are abstractions. And what underlies the abstrac
tions? So we are obliged to say: 'The actions of human beings are among the 
elements that stand in a relationship of reciprocal determination with the 
social equilibrium. Among such actions are certain manifestations that we 
designate by the term 'residues' and which are closely correlated with other 
acts so that once we know the residues we may, under certain circumstances, 
know the actions. Therefore, we shall say that residues are among the ele
ments that stand in a relationship of reciprocal determination with the social 
equilibrium.''' (Vol. III, 1690.) So we are back to residues and these really 
mean actions which are correlated with other actions. Acts now seem to be 
the key factor. Now that he has "clarified" matters for us, to avoid being 
pedantic, he will use the short form of the proposition: "residues are among 
the elements that determine the social equilibrium." But in a footnote to the 
same proposition, he reverts to the term "sentiment" which corresponds, he 
says, to the term "force" in the study of mechanics. Having sensed, perhaps, 
that speaking of acts and acts alone might undermine his entire thesis, he 
refuses to abandon the underlying nonlogical force and returns, in the next 
paragraph, to the older formulation: ". . . derivations also manifest senti
ments. Directly they manifest the sentiments that correspond to the residues 
in which they originate. Indirectly they manifest sentiments through the 
residues that serve for purposes of derivation." (Vol. 111,1690.) 

The old causal chain is thus restored. It begins with "sentiment," or "in
stinct," which motivates nonlogical actions (residues), which in turn are 
"logicalized" (always with pseudo-logic) as "derivations." Pareto continues 
to view what he regards as the nonlogical acts of humans as instinctive in the 
same sense as is true of chicks: "The hen defends her chicks" expresses a 
uniformity, and "present in the hen is a sentiment that prompts her to defend 
her chicks," and "that defense is a consequence of a given psychic state." 
Likewise, says Pareto, uniformities in human conduct may be explained "by 
saying that human beings---or some human beings---sacrifice their lives for 
their countries, that present in them is a sentiment which prompts them to 
sacrifice their lives for their countries, that such sacrifice is the consequence of 
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a given psychic state." (Vol. III, 1690.) On the one hand, he traces acts to 
sentiments et al., and, on the other, acknowledges that in speaking of senti
ments, instincts, psychic states, etc., he is adding something nonempirical to 
his proposition. "All that experimental observation shows is a set of simul
taneous facts-men dying for their countries and using certain modes of 
speech." But he has closed himself off from a sociological analysis of this 
datum, viz., Under what social circumstances do men act this way?-and 
never abandons "sentiment" and "instinct" as his chief explanatory pkinciple. 

Ultimately, his theory of the structure of society is psychological: the so
called social equilibrium is determined by the distribution of psychological 
attributes or, more precisely, by the distribution of individuals holding these 
attributes. All other conditions are virtually ignored. What emerges, then, is a 
conception in which societies change little or not at all. Pareto argues this by 
means of his distinction between "substance" and "form," which when used 
by others is metaphysical but used by him is "scientific." "Observable 
in . . . historical societies are phenomena that vary little in substance, but 
widely in forms. As the various religions succeed one another in history, their 
forms may be as different as one pleases, but after all they are all expressions 
of religious sentiments that vary but slightly. The same may be said of the 
various forms of government .... " (Vol. III, 1695.) 

"There is nothing new under the sun," said Ecclesiastes; there are no 
substantial changes in history nor will there ever be, says Pareto. And how 
does Pareto explain the absence of "substantial" change? By the substantial 
proportion of people who believed, and continue to believe, nonlogical 
nonsense. "We have no accurate statistics," he writes, "to show the exact 
number of such persons and therefore whether and to what extent their 
relative proportion to population has changed. Certain it is that the propor
tion has been and remains a very considerable one, that it has never been and 
is not now small." This proportion can never be reduced and the "people" will 
remain eternally incompetent and stupid. All religions are "varying forms of a 
single substance. . .l..s.Pcialism made room for itself by crowding back some 
of the prevailing faiths such as Catholicism and nationalism, and assimilating 
others .... " (Vol. II1~ 1702.) Pareto's "social equilibrium" thus rests on the 
unchanging sentiments:. All religions stem from the same sentiment. In any 
single society, therefore, the decline of one form is accompanied by the rise 
of another. "Religion" in general will remain constant, since it is forever 
generated anew by the sentiments. Similarly, the "submissiveness" of the 
"people" has not changed; the sentiments of subordination which in the 
past led to the submission of the lower to the higher classes express them
selves today in the submission of the lower classes to the leaders of the trade 
unions and political parties. 

Pareto therefore sees "advantages" for "society" in "having a community 
divided into two parts, the one in which knowledge prevails, ruling and 
directing the other in which sentiments prevail so that, in the end, action is 
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vigorous and wisely directed." (Vol. III, 1786.) And "the art of government 
lies in finding ways to take advantage of such sentiments, not in wasting 
one's energies in futile efforts to destroy them .... " (Vol. III, 1843.) As he 
proceeds to apply his "utilitarian calculus," his ideological position oc
casionally becomes more explicit. He unabashedly tells us, for instance, that 
"it is advantageous to society that individuals not of the ruling classes should 
spontaneously accept, observe, respec~ revere, love, the precepts current in 
their society .... " (Vol. III, 1932.) ~reto has determined what is best for 
"society" and how it is best maintained-by an elite which exploits the senti
ments of the ignorant mass~ For a while this ignorance could be explained 
by the "difficulties that lay m the way of teaching the ignorant. But that ex
cuse is no longer valid," says Pareto, for now "it is evident even to the blind 
that if the ignorant do not learn, it is because they will not." (Vol. III, 2016.) 
And this brings us more directly to Pareto's conception of "society." 

Society, Elites, and Force 

Social differentiation, for Pareto, refers primarily to the fact that individ
uals are "physically, morally, and intellectually different." More, some 
individuals are "superior" to others. Like Kolabinska, Pareto uses the term 
elite to refer to "superiority"-in intelligence, character, skill, capacity, 
power, etc. And although he allows for the possibility that some are given the 
label of elite without in fact possessing these qualities, on balance he sticks to 
the proposition that those who p~ss~§S_ eJite_<;l!mlitie.s.. eeeome @lit8s one.J;,.an 
measure the degree of excellence in every human endeavor, in prostitution and 
theft as well as in law and medicine and assign to the individuals in each an 
index ranging from 0 to 10. A grade of 10 may thus be assigned to the very 
best in each field, reserving 0 for the man who is a good-for-nothing or "out
and-out idiot." Napoleon, he says, "was certainly not an idiot, nor a man of 
little account, as millions of others are. He had exceptional qualities. . . ." 
(Vol. III, 2029.) Thus the elite of a society consists of those with the highest 
indices in their branches of activity. This Pareto divides into two: a governing 
elite, i.e., those "who directly or indirectly play some considerable part in 
government, and a nongoverning elite, comprising the rest." (Vol. III, 2032.) 
Together these constitute the higher stratum, or class, of the society. The 
lower stratum or non-elite, in contrast, are those with whose political 
influence "we are not just here concerned"-which influence turns out to be 
practically nil from Pareto's standpoint. Pareto continues to talk about elite 
and non-elite, higher class and lower class, rulers and ruled, and thus employs 
an abstraction (a two-class model) which he censured in others (e.g., Marx) 
as gross oversimplification. To the rulers and the ruled, Pareto relates his 
residues-but only the first two classes of residues, for he has nothing more 
to say about the remaining four. 

There is, according to Pareto, a predominance of Class I residues in the 
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higher stratum, and a predominance of Class II in the lower. More precisely, 
in the higher stratum "Class II residues gradually lose in strength, until now 
and again they are reinforced by tides upwelling from the lower stratum." 
Revolutions are in fact great religious tides, the upward thrusts of lower 
classes strong in Class II residues. Residues are also invoked to explain why 
"history is the graveyard of aristocracies"; for the elite decays in quantity 
and quality, i.e., in the requisite residues that "enabled them to win their 
power and hold it. The governing class is restored not only in numbers, 
but-and that is the more important thing-in quality, by families rising 
from the lower classes and bringing with them the vigor and the proportions 
of residues necessary for keeping themselves in power. It is also restored by 
the loss of its more degenerate members." (Vol. III, 2054.) If the circulation 
ceases, the governing class collapses and "sweeps the whole of a nation along 
with it. Potent cause of disturbance in the equilibrium is the accumulation of 
superior elements in the lower classes and, conversely, of inferior elements 
in the higher classes." (Vol. III, 2055.) Thus the rudiments of Pareto's 
theory of revolution. But this "theory" includes another important element, 
force, which, for Pareto, may be the more important one. "Superior elements" 
are not only those "fit to rule" but those willing to use force. Inferior and 
decadent elements are unfit and fear its use. The "decaying" elite, shying 
away from the use of force, tries to buy off its adversaries; it becomes less 
the lion and more the fox and, therefore, increasingly vulnerable to the 
new lions. 

"Societies in general subsist," writes Pareto in one of his typical "explana
tions," "because alive and vigorous in the majority of their constituent 
members are sentiments corresponding to residues of sociality (Class tV)." A 
gregarious instinct in men binds them together. "But," he adds, "there are 
also im ividuals in human societies in whom some at least of those sentiments 
are weak or indeed actually missing." Whether the society will subsist or 
dissolve depends on the relative proportion and strength of social sentiments 
within it. Corresponding to the distribution and intensity of these sentiments 
(i.e., individuals holding them) one will find a society either more or less 
"uniform" or inclined to change: the greater the proportion and intensity of 
the residues of sociality, the greater the uniformity; and conversely, the 
weaker they are, the greater the tendency toward change. Societies are 
essentially "heterogeneous," says Pareto, in the distribution of residues; "the 
requirement of uniformity is very strong in some individuals, moderately 
strong in others, very feeble in still others, and almost entirely absent in a 
few." And "one may add as a datum of fact that the number of individuals in 
whom the requirement of uniformity is stronger than the average requisite of 
the intermediate state in which the society is situated is much greater than the 
number of individuals in whom the requirement is weaker than the average, 
and very, very much greater than the number in whom it is entirely miss
ing." (Vol. IV, 2172.) Why is this a "datum of fact" for Pareto? Because 
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"if the requirement of uniformity [apparently his term for unity and soli
darity] were to fail, society would not hold together, and each individual 
would go his own way, as lions and tigers, birds of prey, and other animals 
do." So societies hang together due to the predominance in them of individ
uals with strong social instincts; and the proof of this lies in the fact that 
societies do not dissolve. 

This is not all. What Pareto calls derivations, theologies, etc. correspond to 
the "greater or lesser potency of the sentiments of uniformity." Thus one 
theology "will glorify the immobility of one or another uniformity, real or 
imaginary, the other ... will glorify movement, progress, in one direction or 
another." (Vol. IV, 2173.) This is what actually happened in history. Men 
have sought merely to justify whatever sentiments they have held; moved \ 
by these blind forces they "explain" and justify their practice post hoc by \ 
talk. The same is true with respect to force, which "is used by those who 
wish to preserve certain uniformities and by those who wish to overstep them. 
And when each says he abhors the use of force, he means by the other. 

Pareto goes on to suggest that the question whether "the use of violence to 
enforce existing uniformities is beneficial to society, or whether it is beneficial 
to use force to overstep them," can be solved by a kind of utilitarian (func
tional) calculus. The 

... various uniformities have to be distinguished to see which of them 
are beneficial and which deleterious to society. Nor, indeed, is that 
enough; for it is further necessary to determine whether the utility of the 
uniformity is great enough to offset the harm that will be done by using 
violence to enforce it, or whether detriment from the uniformity is great . 
enough to overbalance the damage that will be caused by the use of force 
in subverting it; in which detriment and damage we must not forget to 
reckon the very serious drawback involved in the anarchy that results 
from any frequent use of violence to abolish existing uniformities, just as 
among the benefits and utilities of maintaining frankly injurious uni
formities must be counted the strength and stability they lend to the 
social order. So, to solve the problem as to the use of force, it is not enough 
to solve the other problem as to the utility in general, of certain types of 
social organization; it is essential also and chiefly to compute all the ad
vantages and all the drawbacks, direct and indirect. (Vol. IV, 2175.) 

But this calculus, to determine what is "beneficial to society," we now learn, ~ 
is best left to the scientific elite and to the ruling class, for "social utility is_,;._( 
oftentimes best served if the members of the subject class, whose function it i 

is not to lead but to act, accept one of the two theologies according to the 
case-either the theology that enjoins preservation of existing uniformities, or 
the theology that counsels change." (Vol. IV, 2175, italics mine.) In spite 
of the cautious wording, this is a thinly veiled assumption of the incom
petence of the "people" to decide for themselves what is or is not good for 
them; "social utility" is best served if they follow passively and accept the " 
jUdgments of the various elites. 
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When the rule of the governing elite is threatened, and out of humanitarian 
(or other) sentiments it declines to meet force with force, even a small group 
can impose its will upon it. And if the governing class shies away from the use 
of force for reasons of expediency, and resorts instead to fraud and deceit in 
order to outwit its adversaries, this eventually brings about a change in its 
composition-power passes "from the lions to the foxes." Foxiness, resting on 
the residues of the combinations instinct (Class I), becomes preponderant and 
intensified in that class while Class II residues decline. It is precisely the 
increase of Class I residues, supplying the "artistry and resourcefulness" now 
needed to outsmart one's opponents, that makes the governing class increas
ingly vulnerable to those willing and able to use force-the lions, that is, 
either from within that class or from the subject one. 

The leaders of the subject class, ready, willing, and able to employ force, 
topple the governing class; this is accomplished all the more easily if it is 
moved by humanitarian sentiments and if it has found few or no ways of 
assimilating into its midst the elite of the subject class. A closed aristocracy is 
most vulnerable and insecure. On the other hand, the more adept is the 
governing class in absorbing those subject elements who are skilled at "chi
canery, fraud, and corruption," the more secure is its rule; for it undercuts 
the possibility that these "talented" elements will "become the leaders of such 
plebeians as are disposed to use violence. Thus left without leadership, 
without talent, disorganized, the subject class is almost always powerless to 
set up any lasting regime." (Vol. VI, 2179.) Despite the qualification, "al
most," the overwhelming thrust of the argument is, contra Marx, that there 
will always be a subject class. This is inevitable because it has no real leader
ship; its elite elements are consistently co-opted by the governing elite. 

While the governing elite, being small, is greatly strengthened by the influx 
of Class I residues (i.e., individuals holding them who are inclined to rule), 
the subject class is enfeebled not only by the loss of these elements, but also 
by the fact that though it "is still left with many individuals possessed of 
combinations-instincts, [these 1 are applied not to politics . . . but to arts 
and trades independent of politics. That circumstance lends stability to 
societies, for the governing class is required to absorb only a small number of 
new individuals in order to keep the subject class deprived of leadership. 
However, in the long run the differences in temperament between the 
governing class and the subject class become gradually accentuated, the 
combinations instincts tending to predominate in the ruling class, and in
stincts of group-persistence in the subject class. When that difference becomes 
sufficiently great, revolution occurs." (Vol. IV, 2179.) This is Pareto's theory 
of revolution, based on residues, sentiments, and temperament. The general 
formula, he tells us, can be applied to nation-states. Those who have not lost 
"the habit of applying force" will win over those who have lost the "habit"; 
and in the long run the latter situation "leads a country to ruin." (Vol. IV, 
2179.) § general, the .ideal of replacing the use of force by unarmed law is 
a grievous hallucination) 

~ .... : 
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As for the oppressed, or those who think they are, derivations, such as 
humanitarianism, are used to arouse them or to bring the neutrals over to 
their side, or to get them to condemn or otherwise weaken the governing 
powers. Pareto has nothing but contempt for "those whose spinal columns 
have utterly rotted from the bane of humanitarianism." (Vol. IV, 2186.) The 
temptation is irresistible to present just a few examples of Pareto's "scientific
sociological" approach to "force." In a country where the ruling class, A, out 
of humanitarian or other considerations, "is becoming less and less capable 
of using force," it is "shirking the main duty of a ruling class. Such a country 
is on its way to utter ruin." But then the B's, the subject class, "apply force 
on a far-reaching scale, and not only overthrow the A's but kill large numbers 
of them-and, in so doing, to tell the truth, they are performing a useful 
public service, something like ridding the country of a baneful animal pest." 
Owing to this, "the social fabric is acquiring stability and strength. The 
country is saved from ruin and is reborn to a new life." Again, ". . . slaugh
ter and rapine are external symptoms indicating the advent of strong and 
courageous people to places formerly held by weaklings and cowards." And 
commenting on the French Revolution of 1789, if the governing class "had 
had the faith that counsels use of force and the will to use force, it would 
never have been overthrown and, procuring its own advantage, would have 
procured the advantage of France." Failing in its function, however, it "was 
a good thing that power should pass into the hands of people who showed that 
they had the faith and the resolve requisite for the use of force." (Vol. IV, 
2191.) He has much to say about force, about the spineless and the coura
geous, etc.; but one finds nothing more than this in his functional calculus for 
determining what is good for "society." 

Other phenomena which Pareto takes up further illustrate his dependence 
on the notion of instinct. There are, he notes, rentiers and speculators, or 
"savers" and entrepreneurs. And how, ultimately, are we to understand 
"saving?" "All human conduct based on instinct may be more or less modified 
by reasoning, and it would be going too far to assert that that does not apply 
also to conduct based on the instinct for saving. But that does not prevent 
that instinct from being the primary element in saving, which remains none 
the less a nonlogical act." (Vol. IV, 2232.) Rentiers and speculators are not 
sociological but psychological categories, for each rests on basically different 
instincts. In the category "speculator," he tells us, "we are putting together 
all persons who directly or indirectly speculate and in one way or another 
manage to increase their incomes by ingeniously taking advantage of cir
cumstances." (Vol. IV, 2233.) This includes not only capitalistic entrepreneurs 
but "lawyers, engineers, politicians, working people, [and] clerks .... " Of 
course, they all share an "ingeniousness" which can be traced to the Type I 
instinct just as the behavior of the rentier can be traced to Type II. 

Pareto occasionally reminds us, contrary to his practice, that residues are 
not to be regarded as the only determining factor. However, Pareto can 
explain almost any problem in terms of the proportion of Class I and Class II 
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residues. If, for instance, Alcibiades persuaded the Athenians "against the 
better judgment of the conservative Nicias, to undertake the Sicilian expedi
tion," this was due to the preponderance among them of Class I residues. And 
Pareto adds: "Had sentiments of group-persistence been at all strong in the 
Athenians, they would have followed the view of Nicias, or would at the most 
have been satisfied with sending a small expedition that would have been no 
great tax on their resources." (Vol. IV, 2421.) This is typical of what Pareto 
considers to be "explanation." After recounting some of the historical events 
in very superficial terms, he concludes: "It is plain enough that what was 
lacking in Athens was such a balance between the combinations-instincts and 
the residues of group-persistence that while the combination-instincts en
couraged to adventure, the group-persistences would supplement them with 
the perseverance and firmness of resolve required for success in the schemes 
imagined." (Vol. IV, 2424.) More, the fact that Alcibiades could be more 
effective leading the "slow-thinking" Spartans than the natives of his own 
city, "demonstrates how desirable it is that combination-instincts should 
predominate in the leaders and the instincts of group-persistence in sub
ordinates." It is desirable, in other words, that the "masses," in any case 
predominantly nonrational, blindly follow and leave to the elite the work of 
making ingenious combinations. Both Sparta and Athens would have been 
easily defeated had they fought "with a people possessing ability to innovate 
combined with ability to make the proper use of novelties, a situation that 
arises in countries where our Class I residues predominate in the leaders and 
Class II residues in the subject classes." (Vol. IV, 2429.) Pareto's "proof": 
Thebes and Macedonia were equally endowed in a number of respects-both 
made improvements simultaneously in the arts of war, both had leaders with 
highly developed combination-instincts, who commanded peoples with "the 
group-persistences required for steadfastness of purpose." Why then did the 
Macedonians fare better? This is Pareto's profound reply: "Through a greater 
intensity in their Class II residues, the Macedonians stood by their leaders 
more consistently than the Thebans did." (Vol. IV, 2429.) 

In effect, the combination-instinct, for Pareto, is the intelligence of the elite 
to take advantage of the superstitions of the masses but never to believe the 
absurdities themselves. He relates how Nicias, when commanding the Athen
ians, "was induced by his group persistences to place his trust in oracles and 
so led the army under him to complete ruin." And he concludes "that oracles 
are good things if they are used by rulers, who perhaps have no faith in them, 
as means of persuading their subordinates, but harmful if they are taken at 
face value by rulers and used as an end in themselves, not as means of 
persuasion. To make the proposition general, and so applicable to times that 
know no oracles, one need merely replace the term 'oracles' with the term 
'group-persistences.''' (Vol. IV, 2440.) Pareto goes on to say that the elite 
will achieve its ends all the more efficiently, the more the masses are kept 
unaware of this doctrine, suggesting thereby that they are able to learn of 
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their deliberate manipulation and, given such knowledge, could prevent it. He 
thus leaves himself open to the inference that the stupidity and acquiescence 
of the "people" need not be permanent. Explicitly, however, this is his formula 
for success: A people's prejudices (Class II residues) should be strong enough 
to assure its obedience to the leader, but not so strong as to prevent certain 
innovations. It is this "scientific-sociological" proposition which explains vic
tory in war and prosperity and progress in peace. 

Forms of government do have some influence on social events and develop
ment, Pareto acknowledges, but these forms are themselves "products of the 
character traits of the peoples involved, the traits, therefore, being far more 
important as causes of the social phenomena .... " (Vol. IV, 2445.) He 
quotes Von der Goltz's remarks about conditions in Prussia before the battle 
of Jena to the effect that in France the civil authority always defers to the 
military "whereas in Germany the prevailing spirit in the civil government, 
as well as in the public at large, is always to block the military authority." 
(Vol. IV, 2447.) Pareto notes parenthetically that in his time the situation has 
reversed itself. The "constant" character traits have not only changed but 
have switched places-with no further light thrown on the phenomenon. 

Having the right traits and using force will ensure the maintenance of the 
governing class. And how might a governing class best defend itself and 
eliminate those who threaten it? "The infliction of death," replies Pareto, "is 
the surest means, but also the most harmful," since it could lead to a 
destruction of society's best individuals. Persecution is also not very practical 
since this tends to create martyrs, who are even more dangerous to the elite. 
In general, then, he leaves one effective formula for rulers: "One may 
say . . . that a governing class offers effective resistance only as it is 
disposed to go to the limit in resistance, without hesitation, using force and 
resorting to arms whenever necessary." (Vol. IV, 2480.) This, the reader 
might protest, is for Pareto, as it was for Machiavelli before him, more in the 
nature of a description than a prescription. Perhaps. Yet, the entire structure 
of his "sociology," his personal hopes that his "society will one day be saved 
from decadence by the heirs of the Syndicalists and Anarchists of our day," 
and finally, his attitude toward fascism, suggest something more than mere 
description. 

Pareto and Fascism 

It is not known how much direct influence Pareto had upon Mussolini, or 
even whether there was any direct contact between the two men when the 
latter was a political refugee in Lausanne. Before the march on Rome, Pareto 
had a very reserved and occasionally even hostile attitude toward the fascist 
movement. It is indisputable, however, that once the Italian dictator had 
established himself in power, Pareto gave his wholehearted approval to what 
he apparently regarded as the "moderate form" fascism assumed in its early 
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phase. Later, he maintained his support and approval of the regime but, 
according to his biographer, G. H. Bousquet, underscored "the necessity of 
safeguarding a number of liberties."lO 

Fascism, for Pareto, seemed not only to confirm his theories but also to 
hold out hope for a "new era." That he identified with the new order is borne 
out by the fact that on March 23, 1923, he accepted an appointment as 
senator-a position he had declined to accept in the pre-fascist government. 
In a letter to an acquaintance at the time of acceptance, he wrote: "I am 
happy to see that you are favorably disposed to the new regime, which, in my 
opinion, is the only one capable of saving Italy from innumerable evils."11 
And, in the same vein, "France will save herself only if she finds her own 
M ussolini. "12 

In general, Pareto's attitude seems to have been that since the pre-fascist 
regime did not, or could not, save the country from "anarchy" by legal means, 
fascism had to do it by force. Having accomplished this, however, the regime 
should have strived to establish a "new legality." Fascism would be good for 
Italy if it avoided wars and if it refrained from imposing "exaggerated" 
restrictions on freedom. In short, fascism would be good if it were not 
fascisml His call for "liberties," however, was typically Paretian: What is 
most essential is that the new elite govern "effectively"-and this requires 
that it concede a "certain dose of liberty" to the people. Reflecting on fascism 
a year or so before he died, Pareto wrote, "We have arrived today at a point 
where there appears, among . . . the clouds of the future, the beginning of 
the transformation of democracy, of parliamentarism, of the cycle of dema
gogic plutocracy; and Italy which formerly was the mother of so many forms 
of civilization, could very well have a grand role to play in bringing into the 
world another."13 

In his attitude toward fascism, then, we have a clearer view of Pareto's own 
firmly held sentiments, whose manifestations may also be found throughout 
his work which he fancied as "logico-experimental." In actuality, as we have 
seen, this work is neither scientific nor sociological, for his grandiose structure 
of peculiar terms and concepts adds little, and perhaps even nothing, to our 
understanding of the phenomena and patterns he singled out. 

10 See G. H. Bousquet, op. cit., p. 89. 
11 Ibid., p. 193. 
12 Ibid., pp. 193-9411. 
13 Ibid., p. 197. 
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Gaetano Mosca 
(1858-1941 ) 

Mosca, like Pareto, conceived of his life's work as an effective 
repudiation of the prevailing democratic and collectivistic theories, 
particularly Marxism. These theories, elements of which could be 
traced to ancient Greece, were given a more explicit formulation 
by the representatives of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century; and in the nineteenth century were logically extended 
by Karl Marx and thus given a renewed impetus. Rousseau, in 
these terms, was the real parent of Marx, and Marx the true heir 
of the Enlightenment. Though Marx is regarded as the founder 
of modern socialism, writes Mosca, its "first intellectual and moral 
parent was undoubtedly Rousseau."l The various doctrines 
emanating from these sources are precisely the ones Mosca is 
"combating all along in these pages." (p. 152.) Like Pareto, he 
wants once and for all to destroy the Rousseauian-Marxian fan
tasy "that once collectivism is established, it will be the beginning 
of an era of universal equality and justice, during which the state 
willl'ho longer be the organ of a class and the exploiter and the 
exploited will be no more." (p. 447.) Mosca's entire output, in 

1 Gaetano Mosca, The Ruling Class, translated from Elementi di Scienza 
Politica by Hannah D. Kahn. Edited and revised by Arthur Livingstone (New 
York: McGraw·Hill Book Company, 1965) , p. 170. (Subsequent references to this 
work will appear by page numbers in the text.) 
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particular The.. Ruling Class, is' intended as a refutation of this "utopia" 
against which h~ances-liis'~~n, more "realistic" theory: There will always 
be a ruling class! 

To support this thesis, Mosca relies ultimately, as did Pareto, on the as
sumption of "constant psychological tendencies determining the behavior of 
the human masses." (p. 1.) Yet, what emerges from his total work is a 
theory which is, on balance, less dogmatic and less rigid than Pareto's as 
well as more sociological-though he prefers to describe his work as political 
science rather than sociology. His sociological view is evident not only in his 
rejection of geographic, climatic, social-Darwinian, and racial theories, but 
especially in his explicit use of concepts such as "social structure," "social 
types," and "social forces." It is, he writes, "social structure, upon which, 
after all, decision as to whether a people is to rule or to be ruled depends." 
(p. 61.) These concepts lead him to the view that it is not categories such 
as race, topography, climate, struggle for existence, etc. which account for 
the relative cultural backwardness of certain groups but definite social 
relationships: "We are obliged to agree ... that European civilization 
has not only hindered but actually thwarted any effort toward progress 
that Negroes and Indians might have made of their own accord." (p. 23.) 
Given identical social and cultural conditions there is no reason to believe 
that Negroes could not distinguish themselves as well as whites. When Negro 
children recognize their condition, i.e., "realize that they belong to a race that 
is adjudged inferior, and that they can look forward to no better lot than 
that of cooks and porters, they lose interest in studying and lapse into 
apathy." (p. 24.) 

Mosca is also aware that "every individual is wont to adopt the ideas, the 
beliefs, the sentiments that are most current in the environment in which he 
has grown up." (p. 26.) His more consistently sociological approach may be 
further illustrated in his insistence that it is not any alleged organic differ
ences among peoples that determine "the differences in social type that they 
have adopted, but rather the differences in social contacts and in historical 
circumstances to which every nation ... is fated to be subject." (p. 28.) The 
doctrine which has mechanically transposed the Darwinian view from the 
natural to the social realm is also erroneous: It is not primarily a struggle 
for existence which prevails in society but a struggle for preeminence,. this is 
"a constant phenomenon that arises in all human societies .... " (p. 29.) 

Struggle for preeminence is Mosca's term for the social competition and 
conflict over wealth, power, and prestige; for "control of the means and 
instruments that enable a person to direct many human activities, many 
human wills, as he sees fit. The losers, who are of course the majority in that 
sort of struggle, are not devoured, destroyed, or even kept from reproducing 
their kind, as is basically characteristic of the struggle for life. They merely 
enjoy fewer material satisfactions and, especially, less freedom and indepen-



Gaetano Mosca 197 

dence." (p. 30.) In opposition to the various nonsociological doctrines, Mosca 
emphasized that it is the accumulation of experience and positive knowledge 
which accounts for the advance of civilization, and that the rise and decline of 
societies must be viewed as the effects of "changes in their types of social 
structure." (p. 35.) If Frenchmen, for example, are different today from what 
they were one hundred years ago, then this is due to the radical changes that 
have taken place in "the economic and political situation in France" and to 
the different intellectual atmosphere now prevailing there. 

Mosca gives so much attention to social and cultural variables that his so
called "constant psychological laws" are relegated in his system to a relatively 
subordinate position. In Pareto's system, as we have seen, "sentiments" and 
the basic irrationality of man play so fundamental a role as virtually to 
exclude a consideration of socio-cultural condition~a. Q!1_ the other hand. 
j)e.eps tbese..conditions constantly in view. The "great psycJtolog~c;al.la~s," ~e 
~!j~,,-::r~y'el!-~ .their operation ..• in administrative and. judkii~L!.l!~titu-

.. ~ons, ill ~eligions, in all the moral and political custQJIlS of the ~r.k>us 
na!~ll.ns; and it is therefore upon these last categories oi.facts. .tha..t....l're.. lllUst 
concentrate our attention." (p. 46.) While his general argumenuests some
what less than Pareto's on psychological laws, Mosca .too ... J!~ely falls 
back upon such "laws" for his explanation of why the struggle for pre
eminence, as well as the ruling class, must be eternal phenomena. 

The Ruling Class 

The observation that rulers and ruled have existed throughout history 
obviously did not originate with Mosca, as he readily acknowledged. But 
thinkers such as Plato and Machiavelli, to name just two, had made only 
casual allusions to this phenomenon. It was only in the work of Saint-Simon, 
Mosca believed, that one could see a definite and clearcut anticipation of his 
own doctrine: that once a society reaches a certain stage of development 
"political control in the broadest sense of the term (administrative, military, 
religious, economic, and moral leadership) is exercised always by a special 
class, or by an organized minority .... " (p. 239.) Saint-Simon had not only 
asserted "the inherent necessity of a ruling class. He explicitly proclaimed 
that that class has to possess the requisites and aptitudes most necessary to 
social leadership at a given time and in a given type of civilization." (pp. 329-
30.) 

In 1883, in his first work, Teorica dei Governi e Governo Parlamentare, 
Mosca elaborated on Saint-Simon's view and argued "that even in democra
cies the need for an organized minority persists, and that in spite of 
appearances to the contrary, and for all of the legal principles on which 
government rests, this minority still retains actual and effective control of the 
state." (p. 331.) And to emphasize that he was the first among his contem-

'. .. 
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poraries to give this thesis explicit form, he adds: "In years following came 
the first edition of the present work, Elementi di scienza politica, and, among 
others, works by Ammon, Novikov, Rensi, Pareto and Michels."2 (p. 331.) 

Now this thesis-that under all systems, including politically democratic 
ones, a ruling class prevails-was obviously one with which Marx or the 
Marxists would not have disagreed. They knew very well that the "history of 
all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles." This was, after 
all, the first observation Marx and Engels made in the Communist Manifesto. 
And three paragraphs later they also state quite clearly that modern bourgeois 
society "has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new 
classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old 
ones." If Marx had stopped there, his thesis would hav.e been identical with 
Mosca's. But, of course, Marx did not stop there and went on to argue that 
classes (including ruling classes) and class conflict rest on definite socioeco
nomic conditions and that the elimination of those conditions could lead to a 
society in which a ruling class would be superfluous and unthinkable. What 
was inevitable under some conditions was altogether avoidable under others. 

\ The point for Mosca, in contrast, was that history gives us no realistic basis 
''(or'such a vision, since it is a fundamental and inexorable psychological law, 
~nd not primarily social conditions, which determines rnan'lLn~!u~hat has 
been true "of all hitherto existing society" will continue to be true in all 
future societies. In this way Mosca reversed the implications of Marx's thesis 
and transformed it into a conservative one .... J:be. X!lJing .~!a.ss is a e.~.t:.~~t 
attribute of society as is the struggle for preerpinence. In all societies there 
have been and will continue to be two classes: one that rules and the other 
that is rulediJn Mosca's scheme, however, the ruled are assigned a somewhat 
less passive role than in Pareto'S," ') 

The ruled masses, Mosca acknowledges, are able to bring pressures to bear 
upon the rulers. The "pressures arising from the discontent of the masses who 
are governed, from the passions by which they are swayed, exert a certain 
amount of influence on the policies of the ruling, the political class." (p. 51.) 
Popular discontent may even result in the overthrow of a ruling class; but 
another such class would inevitably emerge from the "masses themselves to 
discharge the functions of a ruling class. Otherwise all organization, and the 
whole social structure, would be destroyed." (p. 51.) The ruling or political 
class assumes "preponderant importance in determining the political type, and 
also the level of civilization, of the different peoples." (p. 51.) 

The power of the ruling class as well as the inevitability of its dominion 
rests on the fact that it is an organized minority-which is accompanied in 
Mosca's system by an unorganized majority. The unorganized state of the 
majority renders each of its individual members quite powerless before the 

2 For an account of the dispute over who had priority in this regard, see 
James H. Meisal's The Myth of the Ruling Class (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 1962) , p. 170 ff. 



Gaetano Mosca 199 

organized might of the minority. Precisely because it is a minority, a 
relatively small group, it can achieve what the majority cannot: mutual 
understanding and concerted action. "It follows," writes Mosca, "that the 
larger the political community, the smaller will the proportion of the govern
ing minority to the governed majority be, and the more difficult will it be for 
the majority to organize for reaction against the minority." (p. 53.) 

Not only difficult, perhaps even impossible. There is an inexorable social 
law rooted in the nature of man which makes it inevitable that the representa
tives of the people-whether elected or appointed-will transform themselves 
from servants into masters. _.fu?po~nted to. r:epreseQL!,lJllUlet~~~_lhe-mmmon 
i~r~l!.ts of the group. as ~.:W!1QI~, the'y',,~<?~I?-_.~~Y~1I?IL~~~j£ltillt~(e~..ru..!h!lr 
own; an<!..~~ .. t~ei~ ~~~!~E:~ .. 'p-ur.s.uit.9J.j:h~~~ .int.eres.ts....they-b.e£Q~~ a J!ell
organized, pow«:,.rJ1Jl,...a.nd.domin an t minari.ty. ... The ruling minority is strength
eneQ'-iiot oDIY' by its organization but by the superior qualities-material, 
intellectual, moral-which distinguish it from the mass. Members "of a ruling 
minority regularly have some attribute, real or apparent, which is highly 
esteemed and very influential in the society in which they live." (p. 53.) 

The basic psychological law which impels men to struggle for preeminence 
always results in the victory of the minority, which by virtue of its organiza
tion and other superior qualities gains decisive control over certain "social 
forces." Control of anyone social force-e.g., military, economic, political, 
administrative, religious, moral, etc.-may lead to control of others. The 
military power of warrior lords, for instance, enabled them to demand and 
receive "the community's whole produce minus what was absolutely necessary 
for subsistence on the part of the cultivators; and when the latter tried to 
escape such abuses they were constrained by force to stay bound to the soil, 
their situation taking on all the characteristics of serfdom pure and simple." 
(p. 55.) This has been true generally of societies in which land was the chief 
source of wealth: military power led to wealth just as later wealth in the form 
of money led to political and military power. When "fighting with the mailed 
fist is prohibited whereas fighting with pounds and pence is sanctioned, the 
better posts are inevitably won by those who are better supplied with pounds 
and pence." (p. 57.) In all societies, including, of course, representative 
democracies, the rich have readier access to agencies of social influence than 
the poor. In some societies during specific periods, control of "religious 
forces," as might be the case with priests, leads to wealth and political power; 
in other societies, specialized scientific knowledge becomes an important 
political force. . ...... 

The various advantages of the ruling minority-organization, superior 
qualities, and control of social forces--conduce to the situation in which "all 
ruling classes tend to become hereditary in fact if not in law." There "is no 
eliminating that special advantage in favor of certain individuals which the 
French call the advantage of positions deja prises." Among others, these are 
the "connections and kinships that set an individual promptly on the right 
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road, enabling him to avoid the gropings and blunders that are inevitable 
when one enters an unfamiliar environment without any guidance or support." 
(p. 61.) 

Arguing against social Darwinism and against the racial theories of 
Gumplowicz, Mosca adamantly insists on the social and cultural basis of the 

, "superiority" of the various aristocracies and ruling classes in history. They 
"owe their special qualities not so much to the blood that flows in their veins 
as to their particular upbringing, which has brought out certain intellectual 
and moral tendencies in them in preference to others." And again, "the truth 
is that social position, family tradition, the habits of the class in which we 
live, contribute more than is commonly supposed to the greater or lesser 
development of the qualities mentioned." (p. 63.) 

Thus Mosca rejects any attribution of organic superiority to the members 
of the ruling class; but he rejects equally the sociological implications of his 
statement that "social position, family tradition, and habits of class" deter
mine the character of men. He is unwilling seriously to entertain the possi
bility that the psychology of men could be changed by changing social 
conditions and institutions. For Mosca, the existing institutions, notably the 
ruling class, though owing their existence in part to other socio-cultural 
conditions; are ultimately the result of a basic, unchanging psychological 
nature in man. Only by clinging to this assumption can he support his theory: 
Men under all conditions will struggle for preeminence, and this must result: in 
the basic dichotomy of rulers and ruled. 

/' Although the organized minority has superior might and can therefore repel 
( by force challenges to its rule, it does so only as a last resort. Generally, it 

succeeds in stabilizing its rule by making it acceptable to the masses. This is 
done by means of a "political formula," a term roughly equivalent to Marx's 
ruling-class ideology, Weber's "legitimation" of power, Sorel's "myths," and 

i Pareto's "derivations." Every governing class, writes Mosca, "tends to justify 
! its actual exercise of power by resting it on some universal moral principle." 
! (p.62.) 
- ';r:he."politi<;al formula" is. not invented and employed "to trick the masses 

into obedience." (p. 71.) It is a "great superstition" or illusion that, at the 
same. time, is a great social force; without it, Mosca maintains, it is doubtful 
that societies could persist. "Political formula," then, is a broader concept 
than the term suggests; it includes the common values, beliefs, sentiments, 
and habits that result from a people's community of history and make that 
people receptive to the fictions employed by the governing class to legitimize 
its rule. 

Nationalism is an obvious example in the modern era of such a formula: 
" . . . a man feels, believes, loves, hates, according to the environment in 
which he lives." (p. 73.) In previous eras, rule by "divine right" was the 
prevalent formula. Formulae change with the socio-historical circumstances 
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but under all circumstances the consent of the governed is based on a formula < :, 

of some kind: . \ 

The majority of a people consents to a given governmental system solely 
because the system is based upon religious or philosophical beliefs that are 
universally accepted by them. To use a language that we prefer, the 
amount of consent depends upon the extent to which, and the ardor 
with which, the class that is ruled believes in the political fonnula by 
which the ruling class justifies its rule. (p. 97.) 

Every successful regime rests on the careful cultivation of the beliefs of the 
lower classes in the ruling political formula. Failure to develop such all
embracing, general beliefs means that the rulers have failed to unify the 
different social groups and classes of the society. 

Ruling ideas cannot depart too far from the culture of the governed without 
resulting in conflict and antagonism which threaten the very survival of the 
society. The.principles underlylngJpe_JI?Lml}l~ must be_ rooted in the "con
.sciou~~9L t~~ __ .!!19re p~pulous and. lesS! w~ll'-ed~-;;ated ~~ of SQC~iY?~ 
(p. 107.) When such principles have sunk deeply enough into the conscious- . 
ness of the poorly educated, the governing class, however corrupt and op
pressive, gets remarkable results: the unswerving devotion of the poor, 
exploited, and oppressed masses. Nationalistic political formulae, properly 
cultivated, can effectively counter the internationalist doctrine of social 
democracy; and Mosca saw a vivid demonstration of this thesis during World 
War I. It is of interest to note in this connection that nationalism was a 
greater social force than even he had believed. Before the war he wrote: "These 
theories [proletarian internationalism] might have a certain practical efficacy 
in the event of a war between the Germans and the French, or between the 
Italians and the English, since all these nations belong to approximately the 
same social type. But if it were a question of repelling a serious Tatar or . 
Chinese invasion, or merely a Turkish or Russian invasion, we believe that 
the great majority of proletarians even in countries where they are 'most 
strongly imbued with doctrines of worldwide collectivism would eagerly 
cooperate with the ruling class." (p. 11S.) 

Thus even Mosca was probably astonished to see that it took less than a 
Tatar invasion to mobilize and unite the workers behind their respecti~e 
governments. And if Mosca the "pessimist" erred in underestimating the force 
of the ruling "political formula," is it any wonder that some of the "optimis-
tic" socialists thus erred? In that instance narrow-minded nationalistic 
sentiments had overwhelmed the peoples of Europe and had brought upon 
them a terrible carnage. Must, however, the ruling "political formula," e.g., 
nationalism leading to war, always win out? Mosca grants that such formulae i?--':~ 
gain acceptance among the masses primarily because they have so little I :J 
education and so little understanding of their condition. But he does not i i 
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envisage the possibility of raising the general level of their consciousness to 
'.;1 the point where they could act rationally-i.e., reject political formulae 
LLobviously not to their interest . 
. ' ". Another major social process to which Mosca calls attention is the emer
i gence within the lower classes of a "directing minority," a kind of plebeian 
.' ruling class, which is often "antagonistic to the class that holds possession of 

the legal government." (p. 116.) The directing minority becomes a state 
within the state, wielding more influence over the masses than the legal gov
ernment. The greater the isolation of the classes from one another, and the 
greater the discontent of the lower classes, the greater, too, is the likelihood 
that they will support the overthrow of the existing legal government. One 
ruling class then replaces the other but this avails the masses little or nothing. 
The really great danger in the growing cultural differences among classes, and 
in their mutual cultural isolation, "is a decline in energy in the upper classes, 
which grow poorer and poorer in bold and aggressive characters and richer and 
richer in 'soft,' remissive individuals." (p. 117.) The more closed are these 
classes to aspiring individuals from the lower classes, the greater their vulner
ability and degeneracy. For it is only from the lower classes that the vigorous 
and strong elements may be recruited. In these classes, "the hard necessities of 
life, the unending and carking scramble for bread, the lack of literary culture, 
keep the primordial instincts of struggle and the unfailing ruggedness of 
human nature, alive." (p. 119.) Here we recognize an idea Pareto formulated 
in a much less simple and straightforward fashion. Both of these thinkers, 
therefore, had a working-class mystique, fundamentally different, no doubt, 
from that of Marx, but a mystique nevertheless. 

For Mosca, the fate of a ruling class depends on its energy, wisdom, and 
political sophistication. It has considerable control of its destiny. A ruling 
class of some sort is a permanent institution, and efforts to abolish it will 
always remain quixotic. The point, therefore, is to devise the best political 
system possible in the light of this fact; one could learn much in this regard 
from the great political thinkers of the past. 

Aristotle and Montesquieu 

Mosca became in 1908 a Liberal-Conservative member of the Italian 
Chamber of Deputies. Thus unlike Pareto, who had isolated himself from 
political life and had produced a correspondingly rigid system, Mosca was 
actively engaged in Italian politics. This, perhaps, contributed in his case to 
the formation of a more flexible political theory, which was reflected in his 
official party affiliation. Though he was indeed an elitist in some sense, he 
advanced what may more precisely be termed as a liberal-aristocratic theory 
of politics. 

He was a liberal in the sense that he had great respect and admiration for 
liberal principles, traditions, and institutions. The liberal principle, he be-
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lieved, "has had a more brilliant record than the autocratic principle.. " 
(p. 409.) Political systems based on liberal principles have been more suc
cessful than others precisely because they have rested "upon the consent of 
the majority of citizens"; but he is quick to add, "though only a small frac
tion of the inhabitants may be citizens." (p. 409.) The models for his "good 
polity," therefore, were the ancient city-state of Greece, about which Aristotle 
had written, and the English system before the institution of universal 
suffrage-the system Montesquieu had so much admired. 

Liberalism is the proper mediation between two fundamental principles 
forever at work in all political systems, vying with each other for hegemony: 
aristocracy and democracy. Liberalism is best in the sense that it allows both 
principles to work side by side with neither overpowering the other. Officials 
are appointed or elected from "below," i.e., directly or indirectly by their 
subordinates; they are drawn, however, from a limited pool of wise, expe
rienced, responsible, and devoted men who are best fit to rule-the aristocratici 
minority. They have authority but not unlimited power, since definite limits 
are imposed upon their powers in relation to "individual citizens and to 
associations of citizens." These limits-checks and balances-are the essence 
of liberalism; they are the fundamental elements of what Mosca callLJ.,:!!.i.di- ~ 

..ca.Ldefense,!' which in turn is the real criterion of the advance of civilization. 

Such limits [writes Mosca] were not entirely unknown to classical Greece 
and ancient Rome. They are almost always recognized in modern con
stitutions. They relate to such things as freedom of worship, of the press, 
of education, of assembly, and of speech. They guarantee personal liberty, 
private property, and inviolability of domicile. (pp. 409-10.) 

The liberal principle does not preclude the existence of an aristocratic 
minority or even closed cliques within it. In fact, a certain degree of closure is 
essential and good. On the other hand, too much closure results in autocracy, 
something to be eschewed since it leads to the isolation of the rulers and 
eventually to their downfall. The proper balance .may be found in liberal 
systems which "steer the inclinations of at least the whole second stratum of 
the ruling class, which, if it does not in itself constitute the electorate, at least 
supplies the general staffs of leaders who form the opinions and determine the 
conduct of the electing body." (p. 41O.) The "second stratum" to which Mosca
here alludes, though varying with the society, corresponds to Aristotle's 
great middle class, the basis of political moderation. For Mosca, too, it 
"forms the backbone of all great political organization." (p. 413.) The 
existence of a large and stable second stratum makes it possible for a govern
ment to succeed without "paying homage to the beliefs and sentiments of the 
more ignorant classes. Only under such circumstances can .one of the chief 
assumptions of the liberal system be made, we do not say complete, but not 
wholly illusory-namely, that those who represent shall be responsible to the 
represented." (p.413.) 
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In these terms, Mosca regards it as essential to preserve and properly to 
balance the aristocratic and democratic tendencies present in varying degrees 
of strength in all political organizations. "If it is confined within moderate 
limits," he writes, "the democratic tendency is in a sense indispensable to 
what is called 'progress' in human societies." (p. 415.) Excessive suppression 
of this tendency results in social stagnation: If the aristocracies of Homeric 
times, for example, had remained closed and stationary, then civilization 
never would have advanced beyond that stage. 

Class conflict, Mosca acknowledges to the Marxists, has been a major force 
in the development of civilization. "The struggle between those who are at the 
top and those who are born at the bottom but aspire to climb has been, is, and 
will ever be the ferment that forces individuals and classes to widen their 
horizons and seek the new roads that have brought the world to the degree of 
civilization that it attained in the nineteenth century." (p. 416.) Now, how
ever, the democratic tendency has gotten out of hand; if it could be brought 
under control, then it would again become the conservative force which it 
ought properly to be. 

When the democratic tendency does not exert too great an influence, to 
the exclusion of other tendencies, it represents a conservative force. It 
enables ruling classes to be continually replenished through the admission 
of new elements who have inborn talents for leadership and a will to 
lead, -and so prevents that exhaustion of aristocracies of birth which 
usually paves the way for great social cataclysms. (p. 416.) 

The best system, then, is one in which the democratic tendency is appropri
ately bridled and curbed. But the principle of balance and moderation is 
constantly being threatened and undermined in practice by the Rousseauian
Marxian dogma of equality-a fantastic uptopia; for "every time the demo
cratic movement has triumphed, in part or in full, we have invariably seen the 
aristocratic tendency come to life again through efforts of the very men who 
had fought it .... " (p. 417.) 

If, therefore, Mosca was combating the ideas of the Enlightenment, it was 
specific aspects' of that intellectual movement which he opposed. He admired 
Montesquieu but rejected Rousseau. The former had asserted the need for 
checks, balances, in short-moderation. A system based on these was more 
realistic and "hence superior to the unbridled democratic theory of Rousseau. 
Although the latter had called for popular sovereignty and absolute equality, 
he had also recognized, Mosca alleges, the need for a ruling class. In Rous
seau's Social Contract Mosca found the following statement: "Taking the 
term in its strictest sense there has never been a real democracy and there 
never will be. It is against the natural order that the great number should rule 
and the small number be ruled." (p. 391.) But as Meisel has shown, this 
passage was quoted out of context, and it was only by so doing that Mosca 
could have used it for his purposes. Rousseau goes on to say: "It is incon
ceivable that the People should be in permanent session for the administration 
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of public affairs. . . ."3 The real point Rousseau was making in this context 
was, in Meisel's words, "that government by all would be as much against 
'the natural order' (since the result would be anarchy) as would be sovereignty 
(which is and remains inalienable) if possessed by less than all the people."4 
What Mosca feared most was "a demagogic dictatorship by a few experts in 
mob leadership" and he used the passage from Rousseau quoted above to 
show that he had also recognized the dangers of that kind of "democracy." 

From Mosca's standpoint, then, Montesquieu and even Rousseau had 
admitted to the necessity of a ruling class. Greatly impressed by the English 
system of restraining the ruling class, Montesquieu had extolled that system 
and suggested it be adopted as a model. But, after all, long before him the 
basis of political balance and moderation, and their virtues, had been explored 
by Aristotle, that great thinker of antiquity whose ideas on the subject were 
still viable. • 

Aristotle's "classification of governments," writes Mosca, "into monarchies, 
aristocracies, and democracies (a classification that might now be judged 
superficial and incomplete) was certainly the very best that the human mind 
could contrive in his day."5 It was an "extraordinary intellectual feat." The 
genius of Aristotle, in Mosca's view, was to anticipate what modern scholar
ship has increasingly established as fact, namely, "that democratic, monarchi
cal, and aristocratic principles function side by side in every political
organism." (p. 52.) The philosopher had recognized that good government is 
"mixed" government, i.e., one in which the monarchy, the landed aristocracy, 
and the moneyed classes were properly balanced. In Mosca's terms, there 
"were so many political forces, the inter~y of which, so long as anyone of 
them did not prevail to the exclusion of others, was such as to provide a type 
of political organization in which due process of law was, in ordinary times, 
relatively secure." (p. 137.) 

Aristotle had maintained, moreover, that the stability and efficacy of a 
political organization depend on the existence of intermediate strata suffi
ciently large, prosperous, and independent to mediate between the extremes at 
the top and the bottom. To assure this, and thus the proper functioning of the 
Greek city-state, moderate property ownership was essential. Aristotle had 
thus intuited a principle which held true not only in his own time but in 
Mosca's as well. For Mosca had observed that wherever and whenever the 
middle strata have declined economically, and thus politically, "the modern 
representative system has yielded its worst results." (p. 391.) 

What Mosca liked particularly about Aristotle's system was that in it "not 
even the working classes, let alone slaves and metics, would be admitted to 
public office." (p. 427.) Furthermore, he had already perceived clearly in his 

S Quoted in Meisel, op cit., p. 254. 
4 Ibid., p. 255. 
5 Mosca, op. cit., p. 43. (Subsequent references will appear, as previously noted, 

in the text.) 
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time what certainly could not be doubted in the twentieth century, viz., that 
it is human selfishness, that basic psychological trait, which makes private 
property inevitable. This is something which extreme democrats and collectiv
ists deny, asserting instead the precise opposite: Man is not inherently selfish; 
it is the institution of private property which has engendered selfish conduct 
in him. 

One must follow Aristotle and adapt his teachings to present conditions: 
Make whatever economic concessions to the lower and more populous classes 
that are absolutely necessary without, however, "impairing the inviolability of 
private property too seriously and without laying unbearable burdens upon 
large and moderate fortunes. Among these concessions one might mention 
shorter working hours, insurance against old age, illness, unemployment and 
accidents, and restrictions on labor by women and children." (p. 472.) Con
cessions may be made but they must not be carried "too far." They must be 
sufficient to assure political stability; and toward this end it has become 
evident that "improved economic conditions have on the whole made the 
laboring classes less prone to resort to desperate and violent acts." (p. 472.) 

Mosca was thus reviving the "old doctrine of the golden mean" first found 
in Aristotle and later elaborated by others, notably, Montesquieu. Although 
the latter had replaced Aristotle's classification with his own-<iespotic, 
monarchical, and republican governments-he retained the theory of balance. 
Looking to England, he advocated a modified monarchy in which the 
executive, legislative, and judicial powers were separate, independent, and 
reciprocally checked and balanced. These principles could be found in their 
classic form in the English constitution whose advantages he described 
enthusiastically. Montesquieu had thus placed less emphasis than Aristotle on 
the role of social strata and forces and more on political, constitutional 
safeguards. Mosca therefore criticized Montesquieu and especially his fol
lowers who stressed the formal or legalistic aspect of the problem "rather than 
[its] substantial or social aspect. They have often forgotten that if one 
political institution is to be an effective curb upon the activity of another it 
must represent a political force-it must, that is, be the organized expression 
of a social influence and a social authority that has some standing in the 
community, as against the forces that are expressed in the political institution 
that is to be controlled." (p. 138.) 

It is the "social forces" and the relationship among them that are of 
primary importance in maintaining a social equilibrium; but the formal and 
legal political devices, while only secondary, are nonetheless essential. Montes
quieu's theory was perhaps incomplete but not "mistaken in any substantial 
respect." "To make his doctrine complete," writes Mosca, "one need add that 
a controlling and limiting political institution can be effective only when it 
represents a section of the political class that is different from the section 
represented by the institution to be limited and controlled." (p. 475.) Build
ing in this way on the work of two great predecessors, Mosca develops the 
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view that a ruling class is inevitable and the most one can hope for is a system 
of properly balanced social forces. Such balances have yielded the best political 
systems characterized by what he calls "juridical defense." The extension of c: 
juridical defense is the real meaning of progress. I 

Juridical Defense 

The level of moral conscience of a people, as expressed in public opinion, 
religion, and law, is an indication of how far it has advanced from, say, 
barbarism to the various stages of civilization. In common with other 
nineteenth-century thinkers, Mosca accepted the evolutionary hypothesis--
human history is an account of man's development from lower to higher 
cultural stages. A study of history shows that morality, justice, social order, 
and the like cannot be assured without instituting definite mechanisms to 
discipline the individuals and groups of society and to regulate the relations 
among them. The extent to which those mechanisms to assure respect for law 
have been developed determines the lever of juridical defense and therefore 
the level of civilization a given so&ty has achieved. . 

Men have instincts which are refractory to social order and discipline, and 
the control of those instincts cannot be entrusted to morality and religion. 
alone. Adequate control requires a whole legislative system. The more a 
society succeeds in developing such effective systems, the better it is. In . 
opposition to Rousseau (and Marx), then, who believed "that man is good by 
nature but that society makes him wicked and perverse," Mosca believed 
"that social organization provides for the reciprocal restraint of human 
individuals by one another and so makes them better, not by destroying their 
wicked instincts, but by accustoming them to controlling their wicked in
stincts." (p. 127.) 

That religion alone is insufficient for the control of these instincts is proved 
by the fact that "if we place side by side two peoples of the same degree of 
barbarism, one of which has embraced Christianity and the other not, it will 
be found that in practice their behaviors are very much the same, or at least 
there is no appreciable difference between them." (p. 218.) Religious and 
moral sentiments are in themselves inadequate to afford the weak the pro
tection they need. One sees, for example, that in "very religious countries, 
where the lower classes are completely at the mercy of the higher, it is no 
unusual thing to see masters beating their servants or other subordinates." 
(p. 129.) The conclusion is inescapable, therefore, that institutionalized 
juridical and legal means of defense are required if a society is to achieve 
some semblance of justice. The class structure of society and the consequent 
social inequalities and injustices will always be with us; such injustices can 
only be mitigated under an adequate political, legal, and juridical system. In 
Mosca's words: 

The political organization proper, the organization that establishes the 
character of the relations between the governing class and the governed 
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and between the various levels and various sections of the ruling class, 
is the factor that contributes more than any other to determining the 
degree of perfection that juridical defense, or government by law, can 
attain in a given people. (p. 130.) 

Ultimately, such a system can prevail only where there are a number of 
"social forces" that mutually balance one another and where no single one of 
them is omnipotent or almost so. The absence or presence of such a balance 
explains, respectively, the difference between the system under the Czars, for 
instance, and the system in "England, where every arrest of an individual has 
to be legalized in earnest and very promptly." (p. 132.) For Mosca, as for 
Montesquieu, England was the model. There, presumably, juridical defense 
was more highly developed than elsewhere; classes and other social forces 
were reciprocally balanced; and government by law, civil liberties, and due 
process were firmly established principles. Moreover, the honesty and integrity 
of English governmental officials were beyond question. The more a political 
system departed from this model, the less just and moral it was. 

Whatever the "political formula," whether it is divine right or popular 
sovereignty, "when no other organized social forces exist apart from those 
which represent the principle on which sovereignty over the nation is based, 
then there can be no resistance, no effective control, to restrain a natural 
tendency in those who stand at the head of the social order to abuse their 
powers." And in the absence of resistance, the ruling class undergoes a real 
moral degeneration, the degeneration that is common to all men whose acts 
are exempt from the restraint that the opinion and the conscience of their 
fellows ordinarily impose." (p. 134.) The absence of resistance leads to des
potism or to what one might today call totalitarianism. There is no doubt, 
then, that Mosca was genuinely opposed to despotism. But in his scale of 
values, though this was "the worst of all political systems," it was "neverthe
less preferable to anarchy, the absence of any government at all." (p. 137.) 

Juridical defense depends on the ability of social forces to check and 
balance one another and on the separation of powers in the political system. 
Equally important is the separation of the ecclesiastical and temporal author
ities and that the "political formula" should "have nothing sacred and 
immutable about it." If the rulers rule in the name of a formula which has a 
monopoly on truth and justice, then "it is almost impossible that its acts 
should be debated and moderated in practice." (p. 139.) 

But there are still additional conditions on which juridical defense depends: 
(1) the distribution of wealth in a society, and (2) the organization of its 
military forces. From his discussion of the first point it becomes clear that 
Mosca felt that the issues raised by the socialists could not be ignored. The 
distribution of wealth had much to do not only with the social stability he 
desired, but with justice as well. Here important differences as between his 
approach and Pareto's emerge even clearer than before. 

Whereas Pareto's elites seem to be floating above society, without roots in 
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its class structure, Mosca gives explicit attention to the phenomenon of class. 
political power is always rooted in definite "social forces," and the economic 
is among the most important of these. Although he does not arrange them in 
any permanent hierarchy of importance, since this would vary according to 
time and to place, he does regard the economic, political, legal, and military 
as the major social forces. In these terms, he generalized Marx's theory, much 
as did Weber, and argued that the control of the means of production, of 
political administration, of violence, etc. are all important in determining the 
structure of a society and its processes of change. Mosca also seems to have a 
greater concern with the issue of justice than Pareto, whose sociology often 
reads like a handbook for rulers. In the following passage, Mosca's treatment 
of the issue was not unlike that of the socialists in general and of the Marxists 
in particular. 

Laws and institutions that guarantee justice and protect the rights of the 
weak cannot possibly be effective when wealth is so distributed that we 
get, on the one hand, a small number of persons possessing lands and 
mobile capital and, on the oth~, a multitude of proletarians who have no 
resource but the labor of their hands atd owe it to the rich if they do not 
die of hunger from one day to the next. In that state of affairs to pro
claim universal suffrage, or the rights of man, or the maxim that all are 
equal before the law, is merely ironical; and just as ironical is it to say 
that every man carries a marshal's baton in his knapsack, or that he is free 
some day to become a capitalist himself. (p. 143.) 

Clearly, then, real juridical defense and just relationships require more than 
formal, legal mechanisms; and to the degree that liberal democracy ignores 
this fact, it connives in the perpetuation of sham liberalism and injustice. On 
the other hand, public ownership of the means of production, is also no 
solution, for it may result in something worse than the present system. 
Raising an objection to socialism not unlike Weber's, Mosca writes: "Insofar 
as the state absorbs and distributes a larger and larger portion of the public 
wealth, the leaders of the ruling class come to possess greater and greater 
facilities for influencing and commanding their subordinates, and more and 
more easily evade control by anybody." (p. 143.) For some reason which 
Mosca never provides, socialism and institutions of juridical defense cannot 
coexist in one social system. Neither socialism nor sham liberalism is the 
answer; the only real solution is to follow the leads of Aristotle and to work 
out a system based on the proper balance of liberal-democratic and aristo
cratic principles. 

This means, first of all, that the distribution of wealth should be such as to 
eliminate the great extremes resulting in haves and have-nots. The good polity 
or what Mosca calls "a relatively perfect political organization" is one which 
"contains a large class of people whose economic position is virtually 
independent of those who hold supreme power." At least some of the members 
of this class must "have sufficient means to be able to devote a portion of their 
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time to perfecting their culture and acquiring that interest in the public 
weal-that aristocratic spirit, we are almost tempted to say-which alone can 
induce people to serve their country with no other satisfactions than those 
that come from individual pride and self-respect. In all countries that ever 
have been, or now are, in the lead as regards juridical defense-or liberty, as 
it is sometimes called-such a class has been prominent." (p. 144.) Thus a 
large middle class and an aristocratic spirit are among the essential precon
ditions of the good society; and when these are lacking, "parliamentary gov
ernment bears its worst fruits, as would any other political system." (p. 144.) 

There are a number of social forces which militate against the establish
ment of a juridical equilibrium, chief among them being nationalism, the 
Church, large moneyed interests, and finally, social democracy. Any political 
system organized primarily on the basis of any single one of these forces, and 
its corresponding principles, makes it "difficult for all social forces to 
participate in public life, and more difficult still for anyone force to 
counterbalance another. That is as true when power is in the hands of elected 
officials who are said to be chosen by the people as it is when power is 
entrusted exclusively to employees who are assumed to be appointed by a 
prince." (p. 147.) For Mosca, then, government in the name of the "people" 
may become as autocratic as any other. 

Universal Suffrage 

"Popular sovereignty" as a result of universal suffrage is a myth-a very 
dangerous myth, moreover, since through it the people are led to believe that 
they rule and that the elected officials are mere servants. In reality, however, 
the officials are just as much masters under this system as they are in all 
others. This, in essence, is Mosca's view of representative democracy; and, of 
course, it did not originate with him. The entire thesis was anticipated almost 
verbatim by Marx and Engels as Mosca knew very well. On the twentieth 
anniversary of the Paris Commune, Engels wrote: 

Society had created its own organs to look after its common interests, 
originally through simple division of labor. But these organs, at whose 
head was the state power, had in the course of time, in pursuance of their 
own special interests, transformed themselves from the servants of society 
into the masters of society. This can be seen, for example, not only in the 
hereditary monarchy, but equally so in the democratic republic. Nowhere 
do "politicians" form a more separate and powerful section of the nation 
than precisely in North America.6 

But for Engels the process by which servants are transformed into masters 
was inevitable only under certain social conditions. The point of the Marxian 
analysis was to specify what those conditions were and by abolishing them to 

6 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, Volume I (Moscow: For
eign Languages Publishing House, 1950) , p. 438. 
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create new conditions of freedom. In Mosca's hands, however, Marx's his
torically specific thesis becomes a universal law: The transformation of 
servants into masters is inevitable in all systems, past, present, and future. 
Moreover, the so-called "servants" of the people under the representative 
system were never servants to begin with. 

In actuality, the "representative" "has himself elected"; and if this sounds 
"too inflexible and too harsh to fit some cases, we might qualify it by saying 
that his friends have him elected."7 Elections do not change the fact that 
"those who have the will and, especially, the moral, intellectual, and material 
means to force their will upon others take the lead over the others and 
command them." (p. 154.) It is unavoidable in all social organizations that a 
minority will gain control of those means and thus over the lives and fate of 
the majority of men. Elections give the people no real freedom of choice "and 
the only ones who have anyfhance of succeeding are those whose candidates 
are championed by groups, by committees, by organized minorities." (p. 154.) 

• And what are the criteria by which these minorities choose and support certain 
candidates? Mosca's reply, not unlike one Marx and Engels would have given, 
is that "as a rule they are based on considerations of property and taxation, 
on common material interests, on ties of family, class, religion, sect, or 
political party." (p. ISS.) 

But would Mosca go so far as to deny any and all influence on the part of 
the people? No! As was indicated in a previous comparison with Pareto's 
work, Mosca allows for some measure of influence on their part. The 
representative system, writes Mosca, "results in the participation of a certain 
number of social values in the guidance of the state, in the fact that many 
political forces which in an absolute state, a state ruled by a bureaucracy 
alone, would remain inert and without influence upon government become 
organized and so exert an influence on government." (p. 155.) After all, the 
candidates and other representatives of the ruling minorities cannot altogether 
ignore the various organized publics nor even the unorganized voters. They 
must win over their good will. The "sentiments and passions of the 'common 
herd' come to have their influence on the mental attitudes of the represent
atives themselves, and echoes of a widely disseminated opinion, or of any 
serious discontent, easily come to be heard in the highest spheres of govern
ment." (p. ISS.) 

Even the most despotic of regimes cannot ignore the sentiments of the 
masses or offend them with impunity. The representative system, however, 
allows for greater sensitivity to their discontent, since each incumbent knows 
that the grumblings and dissatisfaction of all the people could easily lead to 
his ouster and to the victory of another organized minority. 

In Mosca's various discussions, the "people" is occasionally portrayed as a 
"common herd" whose behavior is governed by "sentiments" and "passions" 

7 Mosca. op. cit., p. 154. (Subsequent references to this work will appear by 
page number in the text.) 
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-by irrational forces. There is some resemblance here between his conception 
and Pareto's, but Mosca remains, by and large, more consistently sociological. 
If the people generally have little or no rational understanding of their 
existential conditions and interests, it is because they are "poor and ignor
ant." They are uneducated, culturally impoverished, unorganized, and power
less. Normally, they have no means of control over the powerful. "In these 
circumstances," Mosca writes, "of the various organized minorities that are 
disputing the field, that one infallibly wins which spends most money or lies 
most persuasively." (p. 156.) The recurring emphasis on these social condi
tions leaves the door open to the possibility of changing them-a point to 
which we shall later return. 

Disposition over social forces is what gives the various organized minorities 
their political significance. One of them will always win out, become the 
political class, and fulfill the political function. The point, then, is not to 
dream of a day when classes and ruling classes will be no more, but to devise, 
under the given circumstances, the best political system possible. Returning 
once more to Aristotle, Montesquieu, and the English political system, Mosca 
writes that such a system "enables all the elements that have a political 
significance in a given society to be best utilized and specialized, best 
subjected to reciprocal control and to the principle of individual responsibility 
for the things that are done in the respective domains." (p. 159.) In England, 
though it is true that officials are elected or appointed, it is nonetheless true 
that it is the "prominent people" who fulfill the main political functions, and 
without pay. These people have that aristocratic spirit expressed so well in the 
French saying, noblesse oblige, which is so essential for the good polity. 

Parliamen tarism 

In Mosca's discussion of parliaments, one sees some similarities to Pareto's 
treatment of representative government, but these are mainly superficial, since 
despite Mosca's criticisms he regards parliamentary institutions as an essen
tial aspect of liberal government-an opinion Pareto, judging from his later 
writings, did not share. It is true, Mosca acknowledges, that particularly the 
elective, lower houses of parliaments are often characterized by "prattlings," 
"long-winded speeches," and "futile bickerings." It is also true, as the 
socialists and anarchists allege, that it is not the majority's interests, opinions, 
and aspirations that are there represented, "but the interests of the wealthy 
ruling classes." (p. 255.) Finally, there is no denying the excessive interference 
on the part of individual members in the workings of the administration 
generally and in the distribution of wealth through taxation and other devices. 
These main defects of parliament as an institution had become so conspicuous 
by Mosca's time that they came to be designated by the pejorative term 
"parliamentarism." (Incidentally, Marx had already discerned them in the 
1850's and had termed the state, "parliamentary cretinism.") 
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Yet, these defects are as nothing in their evil consequences compared with 
the situation that would result from the abolition of parliament and other 
representative institutions. Under prevailing conditions, Mosca insists, "the ~ 
suppression of representative assemblies would inevitably be followed by a 
type of regime that is commonly called 'absolute.' " Suppression would result 
in a totalitarian system in which all social forces and values were subor
dinated to the ruling group and its bureaucracy. A disgust with "parlia
mentarism" and a fear of the revolutionary fervor of social democracy could 
lead, Mosca prophetically observes, to an "absolutely bureaucratic" order. 
"What we cannot admit is that such a step would be a wise one. We need give 
no long demonstration of that thesis in view of all that we have been saying as 
to the dangers and drawbacks involved in giving absolute predominance to a 
single political force that is not subject to any limitation or discussion 
whatever." (p. 256.) 

Thus Mosca is unequivocally t.pposed to the weakening of the representa
tive system. The repeatedly pronounced emp~sis he places on the vital 
importance of liberal institutions is altogether absent from Pareto's later 
works. The collapse of these institutions, Mosca maintains, would lead to 
"moral ruin," to the violations of "juridical defense, of justice, of everything 
that we commonly call 'liberty'; and those violations would be far more 
pernicious than any that can be laid to the charge of even the most dishonest -
of parliamentary governments, let alone of representative governments." 
(p.257.) 

Mosca is thus directing this argument in two opposing directions. Against 
the more zealous opponents of democracy and socialism he is arguing that the 
destruction of representative and liberal government would result in some
thing far worse. And to the socialists, Marxian and others, he is saying that-, 
they ought to abandon their utopian dogmas about the abolition of classes
including the ruling class. The best system (and best, too, because capable of 
realization) is not the classless society but the one advocated by Aristotle, 
Montesquieu, and himself-namely, a system permitting th~"ya[jolls organ
~d social forc~$_ to moderate and balance one .anoth_eX.!_I~h~e...!szo:.>:c""ia""li""s""ts,--w=o~uld 
resign themselves to this if they were to realize that even under the most 
equalitarian of systems a ruling class would inevitably arise, since the people 
would still have to choose their representatives "from among candidates who 
would be put forward by groups, or committees, and these groups would be 
made up of persons who by taste and by interest would be actively devoted to 
political life." (p. 259.) 

The primary evil of the parliamentary form of government is that more 
often than not it is the members of the lower, elected chamber who control the 
bureaucracy; and it is precisely these men who have only one eye on their 
professional responsibilities, the other being on the electorate. This makes for 
a situation in which their desire to govern well is "effectively thwarted by 
their no less natural desire to serve their own personal interests, and the sense 
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of professional duty in ministers and representatives is always balanced by all 
sorts of ambitions and vanities, justified and unjustified." (p. 259.) What 
Mosca is here suggesting, once more, is that this "evil" results from the in
adequate assertion of the aristocratic tendency, so necessary for sound and 
healthy government. If ministers were sufficiently independent of the elector
ate, they would be less subject to pressures of personal ambitions and party 
interests and hence more concerned with their professional responsibilities. 
What is required is that the "governors" be drawn from that stratum of citi
zens who are both wealthy enough to be incorruptible and educated enough 
to govern wisely. 

Mosca was calling for the development of a public-spirited, nonbureaucratic 
civil service, "a special class of volunteer unsalaried officials," as it once 
prevailed in England. Eventually, the "democratic current" swept away this 
institution, revealing pointedly, again, the main dangers and evils of the 
democratic philosophy: It "recognizes no political act, no political preroga
tive, as legitimate unless it emanates directly or indirectly from popular 
suffrage." (p. 270.) The democratic principle has successfully suppressed the 
aristocratic, and with very undesirable results. Historically, it was a mistake 
to grant universal suffrage, but now it is too late to "go back on it without 
committing a second mistake which might have unforeseeable consequences of 
a very serious nature." (p. 492.) One must therefore make the best of the 
existing situation by strengthening the aristocratic principle. This, together 
with a large middle class, a system of balanced social forces, and institutions 
of juridical defense, makes for the best system possible. But the good system 
requires still another condition which, strange as it may sound, is a standing 
army. 

Standing Armies 

History teaches, writes Mosca, "that the class that bears the lance or holds 
the musket regularly forces its rule upon the class that handles the spade or 
pushes the shuttle." (p. 228.) This was also true of pre-modern Europe, where 
the class that controlled the means of violence acquired economic and political 
power as well. What Mosca found altogether intriguing, then, was the 
contemporary situation where the militar)" was successfully subordinated to the 
civil authority. This became possible "only through an intense and widespread 
development of the sentiments on which juridical defense is based, and espe
cially through an exceptionally favorable sequence of historical circum
stances." (p. 229.) Ironic as it may appear, Mosca asserts, the control of the 
military and other groups with access to means of violence was facilitated by 
the institution called the standing army. 

Mosca's reasoning rests on the assumption that in every society there are 
those who have a greater inclination than others toward adventure, belliger
ence, aggression, and violence. These make up the bands of armed men who in 
some societies, the "loosely organized," rule and terrorize every village and 
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town. In other societies, the "better organized," they become a ruling class, 
"lords and masters of all wealth and political influence," as they did in 
medieval Europe. In bureaucratic states, finally, the standing army, being 
unrestrained and unchecked, has "no difficulty in dictating to the rest of 
society." (p. 228.) In none of these types of society is the military controlled 
by a civil authority. Only in those societies, therefore, in which (1) the 
standing army is combined with (2},institutions of social balance and juridi- _;.: 
cal defense does one find the hegemony of the civil authority. One without i 

the other would not have produced this result. 
Before the standing army was institutionalized, it was the adventurers and 

criminals who were recruited as needed. But by the beginning of the 
eighteenth century the "necessity of keeping many men in arms and the 
difficulty of paying wages large enough to attract volunteers brought on 
conscription in most countrfes on the European continent. That system meant 
that common soldiers no longer came from the adventurous and criminal 
classes but were recruited from among peasants and workingmen .... " 
(p. 232.) It meant, too, that now the class structure of the society as a whole 
became the basis of the military structure-i.e., that the authority of the 
upper classes as well as the submissiveness of the lower were transferred to the 
military sphere. Officers were recruited almost exclusively from the upper 
strata and common soldiers from the lower. The men at the top of the military 
hierarchy retained "close ties with the minority which by birth, culture, and 
wealth [stood] at the peak of the social pyramid." (p. 233.) This, together 
with the deeply rooted institutions of juridical defense explain~, according to 
Mosca, why in England and the United States, for example, the army did not , 
become "a tool for coups d' etat." ..In... those countri~s-and .. o~r§_wi.th_sim!,l!r~;·r 
~~~th_e_s!an~in.g. army has so far stripped theAa_~~...?.! .. ~rsoJ1s...who- i 
~~:Y~Ea,J!lr~)_.!..~~t.t:~._a!l.d ,~p~~~ti~_s for viol~nc~2L~ mO~!?P'C?ly.~j.he-mili-- . 
t~pnctiQn...~:JJ.!~owsz-Mo§~_ r~i!:~.o}}~ .iltaLe.mluring p~ce would bring 
with it the dissolution of the standing army and, hence, a regreSSIon 0 the 
state in which the bold and violent oppressed "the weak and peaceful." T re
fore, he concludes, "war itself-in its present forms the root of so many evils, 
the parent of so many barbarities-becomes necessary every now and again 
if what is best in the functioning of our Western societies today is not to 
decline and retrogress to lower types of juridical defense." (p. 243.) Ulti
mately, Mosca was led to this pessimistic conclusion, which he himself called 
"grave and terrible," by his view of human nature as essentially base, selfish, 
and brutish. 

Some Critical Remarks 

Some of the criticisms earlier leveled at Pareto's theory are equally 
applicable to Mosca's, for both thinkers based their systems, ultimately, on a 
conception of "natural man" in all respects antithetical to that of Rousseau 
and Marx. Human nature, as Pareto and Mosca conceived it, is faithfully 
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described by the final italicized words of the preceding paragraph: base, 
selfish, brutish. Though both thinkers made much of having stripped them
selves "of every partisan passion, every interest, every fear," what Karl 
Popper has observed with respect to Pareto applies equally, or almost so, to 
Mosca: "His own prejudice is the anti-humanitarian religion. Had he seen 
that his choice was not between prejudice and freedom from prejudice, but 
only between the humanitarian prejudice and the anti-humanitarian prejudice, 
he might perhaps have felt a little less confident of his superiority."8 If 
injustice, inequality, and the absence of freedom have been and continue to be 
the main characteristics of the human condition, then this "must somehow 
correspond," Mosca believed, "to the political nature of man."9 This was the 
fundamental assumption of Mosca's social and political theory-a polemical 
and unwarranted assumption with which to combat Marx. But his under
standing of Marx was inadequate. 

In his excellent and thorough study, James H. Meisel has shown that 
Mosca knew firsthand only a few fragments of Marx's total work and relied 
for his judgment of that thinker on secondary sources. Mosca took "the word 
of a few experts, or, worse, of the journalists and social-democratic agitators 
whose Karl Marx was of the bargain-counter variety rather than the truthful 
image of the ponderous yet subtle scholar of Das Kapital." And, Meisel 
continues: "In all the 476 pages of The Ruling Class one finds not more than 
one direct quotation from Marx-a fact which would hardly merit notice if 
the subject matter did not play such a great role in Mosca's mind."10 Perhaps 
that is the reason why Mosca never fully understood the subtleties of Marx's 
emphasis on the economic structure of society as the basis, for example, of 
political and military power. With his scanty knowledge of Marx's work he 
sought to relativize his theory by means of such categories as "social forces"; 
the result was a theory which not only failed to supersede that of Marx but 
never even attained its insights. This allegation may be supported by showing 
that Marx and Engels anticipated everything of value in Mosca's system but 
that he, in turn, failed to understand what was valid in theirs. In his 
introduction to Marx's Class Struggles in France, 1848-1850, Engels wrote: 

All revolutions up to the present day have resulted in the displacement of 
one definite class rule by another; but all ruling classes up to now have 
been only small minorities in relation to the ruled mass of the people. 
One ruling minority was thus overthrown; another minority seized the 
helm of state in its stead and refashioned the state institutions to suit its 
own interests. This was on every occasion the minority group qualified and 
called to rule by the given degree of economic development; and just for 
that reason, and only for that reason, it happened that the ruled majority 
either participated in the revolution for the benefit of the former or else 
calmly acquiesced in it. But if we disregard the concrete content in each 
case, the common form of all these revolutions was that they were 

8 Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (New York and Evanston: 
Harper Torchbooks, 1963) , p. 318. 

9 Mosca, op. cit., p. 397. 
10 Meisel, op. cit., pp. 296-97. 
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minority revolutions. Even when the majority took part, it did so
whether wittingly or not-only in the service of a minority; but because 
of this, or even simply because of the passive, unresisting attitude of the 
majority, this minority acquired the appearance of being the representative 
of the whole people.11 

Here one sees clearly all of Mosca's major concepts and even his central 
theme. He, on the other hand, did not see the connection between economic 
development and class formation. Marx and Engels understood very well the 
phenomena of "minority revolutions," "ruling classes," and "political for
mulae"-what they called "false consciousness" or "false representations." But 
for them, these were not eternal categories, the results of man's constant 
psychological nature. Since their view of human nature did not preclude it, 
they went on to formulate a proposition which was at the very least sociologi
cally consistent and unassailable: "If, in all the longer revolutionary periods," 
Engels asked, "it was so easy to win the great masses of the people by the 
merely plausible false representations of the forward-thrusting minorities, 
why should they be less susceptible to ideas which were the truest reflection of 
their economic condition, which were nothing but the clear, rational expres
sion of their needs .... ?"12 

Moreover, once the majority did rise up, it was not at all inevitable that 
their representatives should degenerate into ruling elites, oligarchs, or ruling 
minorities. Describing the Paris Commune of 1871, Engels wrote: 

Against this transformation of the state and the organs of the state from 
servants of society into masters of society-an inevitable transformation 
in all previous states-the C<tnmune made use of two infallible means. In 
the first place, it filled all posts-administrative, judicial, and educational
by election on the basis of universal suffrage of all concerned, subject to 
the right of recall at any time by the same electors. And, in the second 
place, all officials, high or low, were paid only the wages received by other 
workers. . . . In this wayan effective barrier to place-hunting and career
ism was set up, even apart from the binding mandates to delegates to 
representative bodies which were added besides.1s . 

This was to lead, ultimately, to social conditions in which the whole state 
apparatus would be thrown on the scrap heap of history. And while it is quite 
obvious that this vision has not been realized, it is equally obvious that the 
failure cannot be attributed, on the basis of the scientific knowledge available, 
to the basic psychological nature of man-partkularly since an "experiment" 
such as the Commune has never been given a chance to succeed_ Nevertheless, 
a disciple of Mosca, Robert Michels, also based his theory of the inevitability 
of oligarchy on causes "inherent in human psychology," in "the nature of the 
human individual. II14 

11 Marx and Engels, op cit., pp. 113-14. 
12 Ibid., p. 114. 
IS Ibid., p. 439. 
14 Robert Michels, Political Parties (New York: Dover Publications. Inc .• 1959) • 

pp. vii and viii. 
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Robert Michels 
(1876-1936) 

In common with Weber, Pareto, and Mosca, Robert Michels de
voted a large part of his intellectual labors to the challenge of 
Marxism. And it was primarily the ideas of these antecedent 
thinkers which Michels employed and elaborated in the develop
ment of his own critique. Yet, despite certain criticisms of Marx's 
social thought, he remained something of a reconstructed Marxist 
himself; rejecting what he regarded as the utopian aspects of the 
Marxian vision, he retained elements of the Marxian method of 
analysis. 

In 1927, sixteen years after Political Parties first appeared, 
Michels delivered at the University of Rome a series of lectures on 
political sociology. In these lectures, published under the title 
Corso di Sociologia Politica, he concerned himself with what he 
considered to be a major theoretical issue: the relative validity 
of Marx's conception of society and history. Noting a fact Marx 
himself was the first to- acknowledge, viz., that aspects of his 
economic interpretation of history had been anticipated by many 
thinkers before him, Michels writes: "The Arab philosopher, Ibn 
Kaldun, ';vho lived in the fourteenth century, may have been the 
earliest scientific exponent of the economic conception of his
tory."! 

1 Roberto Michels, First Lectures in Political Sociology, translated by 
Alfred de Grazia (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1965), p. 10. 
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As for classes and class conflicts, these phenomena were also observed before 
Marx placed them at the center of his investigation. Michels cites Benjamin 
Disraeli, who had portrayed in his novel entitled Sybil the great cultural chasm 
that lay between the upper and lower classes. So great was this chasm, in fact, 
that English society could be viewed as two nations. In his novel DisraeIi 
"repeated the idea that had caused him in his parliamentary discourse of 1840 
to declare that the recognition of the proletariat's rights to its political eman
cipation and the betterment of its economic conditions was the only way to 
close the abyss that already separated the 'two nations.' "2 Other thinkers
English, French, and German-had also anticipated elements of Marx's 
general conception; but this is not to deny, Michels emphasizes, the originality 
of the Marxian synthesis. It "is an indisputable merit of Marx and Engels to 
have been the first not only to erect as a system the particular part that the 
productive forces play in the historic process, but also to have assigned to 
them, with the creation of a new philosophy, their place in science."3 

To underscore this point, Michels shows that even Pareto, a major 
opponent of Marxism, appreciated the scientific aspects of Marx's system. 
"Historical materialism," wrote Pareto in his Trattato di Sociologia Generale, 
"has been a notable scientific advance because it has helped to clarify the 
contingent character of certain phenomena, such as moral phenomena and 
religious phenomena, to which was given, and is given yet by many, an 
absolute character. Besides it certainly has an element of trqth in insisting on 
the interdependence of economic phenomena and other social phenomena; the 
error stands in having changed this interdependence to a relationship of cause 
and effect."4 Pareto also acknowledged the value of Marx's sociological 
principles which "discredited the unreal notion of those who want to explain 
facts with the ideas that men hold."11 

This general attitude toward Marxism, shared in varying degrees by 
Pareto, Weber, and Benedetto Croce, was Michels' as well. There are 
invaluable principles and insights to be found in Marx's "materialist concep
tion" which can be incorporated into a s~ientific sociology minus the "subver
sive flavor" of Marxism. Michels thus agreed with Croce who observed that 
"historical materialism, deprived of the elements of finality or inevitable 
utopia which Marxist socialism wanted to confer upon it, cannot give any 
support to socialism or to any other practical way of life. The economic 
conception of history is a doctrine that explains the reasons, the genesis, but 
does not help to illuminate socialism, which is a wishful vision of the future. 
It is silent on the outcome of the struggle it has traced through history."6 In 
the remainder of his lectures, Michels seeks "to mark the boundaries within 

2 Ibid., p. 16. 
S Ibid., p. 18. 
4 Quoted by Michels in Ibid., p. 19. 
5 Ibid., p. 21. 
6 Ibid., p. 21. 
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which historical materialism conforms to historical truth, and above all to 
examine its place in political science."i 

Following Weber, Pareto, and Mosca, Michels reconstructs Marx's method 
and calls for a more pluralistic approach: "The complete view of things 
results from the action of several forces of dissimilar nature."8 He fully 

\ acknowledges the fundamental importance of economic developments for 
social change; in this Marx was right. But what Marx had allegedly 
overlooked was that there were other forces or tendencies at work sufficiently 
strong to preclude the realization of democracy and socialism as he had 
envisioned it. !For Michels, these tendencies were "dependent: (1) upon the 

,nature of the lruman individual; (2) upon the nature of the political struggle; 
~ -and (3) upon the nature of organization~ What Marx had not seen, 

according to Michels, was that as a result 1)( these tendencies, "democracy 
leads to oligarchy, and necessarily contains an oligarchical nucleus." This is r the central thesis which Michels develops in his classic study, Political 
Parties. 

The most effective documentation of this thesis could be made, Michels 
reasoned, by describing the structure and tendencies of the various social
democratic parties in Europe. The aristocratic and oligarchical character of 
the various conservative parties was indisputable. But this, after all, was to be 
expected, and proved nothing since they had no commitment to democracy 

. and based themselves quite frankly and unabashedly on conservative princi
ples. If, on the other hand, oligarchical phenomena could be found "in the 
very bosom of the revolutionary parties" which professed to represent or to be 
working toward the negation of these phenomena, then this would constitute 
"conclusive proof of the existence of immanent oligarchical tendencies in every 
kind of human organization which strives for the attainment of definite ends." 
(p.l1.) 

Ultimately, the "immanence" of these tendencies rests, for Michels, on 
certain innate human tendencies which urge man to transmit his material 
possessions to his legitimate heir or other kin. The same applies to "political 
power [which] comes also to be considered as an object of private hereditary 
ownership." (p. 12.) These tendencies prevail due to "the peculiar and in
herent instincts of mankind," but they are also "vigorously nourished by the 
economic order based upon private property in the means of production .... " 
(p. 12.) Herein lies the theoretical dilemma he never managed to resolve: Is 
the quest for power and material goods to be regarded as a function of the 

} 
socio-economic order in which men live, or is it a result of an immutable human 

! psychology? By his own admission, an ideal democracy is impossible under 
"the existing economic and social conditions." But if he followed that logic 

7 Ibid., p. 21. 
8 Ibid., p. 54. 
9 Robert Michels. Political Parties (New York: Dover Publications. Inc., 1959). 

p. viii. (All subsequent references to this work will appear by page number in 
the text.) 
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to the end, there could be no "iron law," since oligarchic and other social 
tendencies are contingent upon the existing social system. Michels therefore 
places great emphasis on so-called innate psychological laws. 

Like Pareto and Mosca before him, Michels rested his general argument as 
to the inevitability of oligarchy on a conception of human nature precisely the 
opposite of that held by Marx.)t is man's inherent nature to crave power and 
once having attained it to seek to perpetuate it. On the basis of this 
psychological assumption, ..Mj~hels, generates his .. theory that .demo.trA.~~ 
qujr.~~u.>rganization which in turn leads necessarily to oligarchy. This, his 
"iIQ.n la~ .~t~li.gaJ.c.hy~:'.~.g<e •• ~~ys, "ljke ~yery o1her.-sD.cl..o..lQg.\<;all~w,-oe~ 
g2~ and evil"-and this sO-91,1lJ!~ "sO(::~ological I.a.VV~.!:~~!~_~~t he took to 
be,.!l ~nstan!; his conceptio~ .. <?f human n,ature:J:Ie never seriously cons{a~rs 
what Marx had constantly emphasized: That what may appear as a law under 
certain social conditions-e.g., capitalist institutions and values-must not be 
considered a law under all circumstances; that it is a fundamental error to 
treat a "social law" either as universally valid or as objective in the sense of 
being beyond good and evil and independent of men's will under all con
ditions. 

In Marx's view social conditions typically elicit a subjective response from 
men; how they define those conditions, whether good or evil, can make a 
difference for the perpetuation or abolition of those conditions. There are, to 
be sure, certain periods when social conditions appear to impose insuperable 
limits on the actions of men; but there are other periods when opportunities 
for change emerge. Given the consciousness of these opportunities on the part 
of a sufficient number of men who are willing to act in concert, and such 
opportunities may be seized. Michels himself acknowledged that the "demo
cratic currents of history," though they "break ever on the same shoal" are 
"ever renewed." And it would seem undeniable that at least part of the reason 
for this renewal is that the oligarchies are felt by the people to be oppressive 
and are thus overthrown. What Michels insists upon, however, is. tha,t. t~e 
democratic currents will inevitably break again. a~g __ ~gain l}pon the same 
~hoal. This is his "universally applicable cron law" whi<:~., ,!t~~~y'~~e 
~~fer_~~!n~~J}nly i[one accepts his underlying_c,o.I.J.f.fpt ,<!(!l.!.an. 

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the facts qua facts which Michels 
described were true. His study is a sound sociological description of what 
is-which is not to say that the pessimistic conchlsions often drawn from his 
analysis are valid. Moreover, a brief review of that analysis will show that he 
himself had his more optimistic moments and that in the end he allowed for 
the interpretation that his "iron law" must not be regarded as anything more 
than a metaphor-a metaphor which he employed to dramatize certain 
conspicuous tendencies of men in organizations under specific socio-historical 
circumstances. 

The people are incapable of governing themselves! Michels' support of this 
assertion is based first on the theory of crowds and crowd psychology: "It is 
easier to dominate a large crowd than a small audience." A crowd is easily 
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given to suggestion and irrational outbursts; both serious discussion and 
thoughtful deliberation are impossible in its midst. Second, and more impor
tant, however, is the technical and practical problem of involving the huge 
multitudes in democratic decision making. If democratic is taken to mean that 
the multitude adopts resolutions and makes decisions directly, then democ
racy is indeed impossible. Rousseau understood this and so did most of the 
other later democratic theorists. Michels quotes Louis Blanc who in his 
polemic against Proudhon asked "whether it is possible for thirty-four 
millions of human beings (the population of France at the time) to carryon 
their affairs without ... the intermediation of representatives." (p. 25.) 
What is true of nation-states is also true of modern organizations. The stag
gering demographic proportions of the socialist parties Michels studied made 
both direct discussion and direct action impossible. The party in Berlin alone, 
for example, had a membership "of more than ninety thousand." 

The enormity of the populations in modern party organizations renders it 
technically impossible for all members to govern or administer directly their 
common affairs. Unavoidably, then, once a collectivity is formed for any 

\ specific purpose and attains to a certain demographic size, a division of labor 
. becomes necessary. As the organization grows larger, this growth is accom

panied by an increasing complexity. New functions emerge and are distrib-
uted, and along with this differentiation of functions comes the delegation of 
authority. Men are chosen to "represent the mass and carry out its will." 

In the early stages of this development-speaking more particularly about 
organizations based upon democratic and socialistic ideals-the various func
tions stand in a coordinate relationship to one another: no hierarchy is 
implied in the various functions and positions. They are all equal in the sense 
that differential amounts of wealth or power are not associated with the 
various positions. The social honor accorded the "chief" does not enable him 
to transform that honor into special perquisites and privileges. In Michels' 
words: "Originally the chief is merely the servant of the mass?'(p. 27.) 

~ 
At first the democratic and equalitarian character of the organization is 

assured by the strong commitment on the part of its members to the principles 
, of democracy and equality. Functions are rotated, delegates and representa

tives are totally subject to the will of the collectivity, and in general a high 
degree of camaraderie prevails. This was true of the early English labor 
movement, for example. But this state of affairs is possible only when the 
organization in question is relatively small in scale. The growing scale of the 
organization makes this form of democracy increasingly inapplicable. In 
addition to size, however, there is still another important variable involved 
which is at least in part a function of the organization's growth. Within the 
division of labor, certain tasks and duties become more complicated and 
require ability, training, and "a considerable amount of objective knowledge." 

, (p. 28.) Differentiation of functions now implies specialization and specializa
"""i~ tion, in turn, expertise. Earty scOO!>J~JI.!,~ ~.s.tablished.to_traiD JqnctiQ~ 
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officials, and what results is "a class of professional politicians, of approved 
and registered experts in political life." Michels notes that "Ferdinand Ton
nies advocates that the party should institute regular examinations for the 
nomination of socialist parliamentary candidates, and for the appointment of 
party secretaries." (p. 29.) 

Expertise becomes a "foot in the door." The experts increasingly resemble 
not servants but masters and the organization becomes increasingly hierarchi
cal and bureaucratic. Acquiring to an ever greater degree the attributes of 
leaders, the experts withdraw from the masses and concentrate in their hands 
a variety of prerogatives. In Michels' words: 

It is undeniable that all these educational institutions for the officials 
of the party and of the labor organizations tend, above all, toward the 
artificial creation of an elite of the working class, of a caste of cadets com
posed of persons who aspire to the command of the proletarian rank and 
file. Without wishing it, there is thus effected a continuous enlargement 
of the gulf which divides the leaders from the masses. (p. 31.) 

Thus, the familiar process by which men originally appointed to serve the 
interests of the collectivity soon develop interests of their own often opposed 
to that collectivity. What began as a democratic and equalitarian situation 
culminated in leaders and led, in rulers and ruled. It is orga~izatiop 'lUa 
o.!'.ganization which is the efficient cause of this transformation., Dem~cracy 
implies, o~~E.iz.ation and organization, in turn, "implies the ,te~~en~Y"'~to 
olig~~.fJly.> .'.,,' _', AS a r~sult of- organization, every party or..pJ;Qf,ess!on_3:!.E.!!~n : " 
.ll~~~m'!.e~ intq",a minority of directors and a. majority, of. dir.~ct~4~'f·~ 
(p. 32.) This general proposition Michels expresses in a variety of ways: 
"With ~dvance_of..atgan.i~~~~,._~_em~!~!;y. tends ~Q, ,q~fli.~~ ... De~ocr~~ic I 
evolution has a parabolic course ... fIt'may be enunciated as a general rule .... :1 
that the increase in the power of the ieaders is directly proportional with the ,1':'1, 
extension of the organizatioB(p. 33.} 

According to Michels, then, every organization, however democratic in its 
inception, given a growth in its membirship and complexity, increasingly 
exhibits oligarchic and bureaucratic tendencies. What began as a technical 
and practical necessity is transformed into a virtue: Democracy and equality 't-::: 
within the party are now no longer regarded as essential and a new ideology 
emerges to justify the changes wrought by the "inexorable" processes of 
organization. 

Not even the most radical wing of the various socialist parties [writes 
Michels] raises any Objection to this retrogressive evolution, the conten
tion being that democracy is only a form of organization and that where 
it ceases to be possible to harmonize democracy with organization, it is 
better to abandon the former than the latter. Organization, since it is only 
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the means of attaining the ends of socialism, is considered to comprise 
within itself the revolutionary content of the party, and this essential con
tent must never be sacrificed for the sake of form. (p. 35.) 

In this way and by insisting, in addition, "that true democracy cannot be 
installed until the fight is over" the members are persuaded that it is the 
highest revolutionary virtue to be disciplined and to follow faithfully a few 
individuals at the top. The organization as an instrument of class struggle 
now adopts rather easily the vocabulary of military science: "There is hardly 
one expression of military tactics and strategy, hardly even a phrase of 
barrack slang, which does not recur again and again in the leading articles of 
the socialist press." (p. 43.) 

"Experience" and "expertise" are among the main words the leaders use to 
legitimize their positions of power. The impression is created among the rank 
and file that their leaders are indeed indispensable. Indispensability, whether 
apparent or real, becomes an efficient tool in the leader's hands. Whenever his 
decisions or judgments are challenged, he threatens to resign-which appears 
as a fine democratic gesture, but which in reality is intended to remind his 
followers of his indispensability and hence to force their submission to his 
will. 

Generally, it is Michels' view that the masses have a need for leadership 
and ate actually quite content to have others attend to their affairs. And, of 
course, this serves to strengthen the aristocratic and bureaucratic character of 
the party or union. 

The masses are apathetic. None of the reasons for this, however, which 
{ Michels adduces need lead to the conclusion that this must be their permanent 
I attribute-what he later calls the "perennial incompetence of the masses." 

<f That they are indi.fferent is evident, Michels writes, from the "slackness of 
, attenda~ce at ordinary meetings." And since the various political and ideo

logical issues "are not merely beyond the understanding of the rank and file, 
but leave them altogether cold," they are incompetent. Some of the reasons 

/.' for slackness of attendance, Michels himself notes, are really quite simple and 
prosaic: "When his work is finished, the proletarian can think only of rest 
and of getting to bed in good time." (p. 52.) There is, then, "an immense 
need for direction and guidance r which 1 is accompanied by a genuine cult for 
the leaders, who are regarded as heroes." (p. 53.) Add to this the great differ
ences in culture and education between the leaders and the rank and file (the 
former more often than not being of bourgeois origin, as we shall see), and 
one understands the submissiveness of the ordinary members. 

While these tendencies are "manifest in the political parties of all coun
tries," Michels notes that Germany is a special case. And his observations in 
this connection must be considered important, because his own earliest 
experiences and impressions were in the German movement-where the 
submission of the masses and adulation of the leaders were greater than 
elsewhere. He writes: 
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The German people in especial exhibits to an extreme degree the need 
for someone to point out the way and to issue orders. This peculiarity, 
common to all classes not excepting the proletariat, furnishes a psycho
logical soil upon which a powerful directive hegemony can flourish 
luxuriantly. There exist among the Germans all the preconditions nec
essary for such a development: a psychical predisposition to subordina
tion, a profound instinct for discipline, in a word, the whole still persistent 
inheritance of the influence of the Prussian drill sergeant, with all its ad
vantages and all its disadvantages; in addition, a trust in authority which 
verges on the complete absence of a critical faculty. (p. 53.) 

And Michels notes further that Marx was quite aware of the "risks to the 
democratic spirit" of this national character and that "he thought it necessary 
to warn the German workers against entertaining too rigid a conception of 
organization." Marx insisted that in Germany, "where the workers are 
bureaucratically controlled from birth upward, and for this reason have a 
blind faith in constituted authority, it is above all necessary to teach them to 
walk by themselves." (p. 55.) 

As for the German leaders, on the other hand, "Engels," writes Michels, 
"regarded it as deplorable that [they] could not accustom themselves to the 
idea that the mere fact of being installed in office did not give them the right 
to be treated with more respect than any other comrade." (p. 222.) The 
leaders of the German socialist party thought and acted in a manner reminis
cent of the Sun King; each was inclined to think of himself, in Michel's 
phrase, "Le Parti c'est moi." 

Michels cites the remarkable stability of both the German and the Italian 
socialist parties. The latter, he says, "for the same reasons as in Germany, has 
exhibited a similar stability." (p. 93.) It is interesting that these were the 
parties with which he had firsthand experience and the two ma~n cases on 
which he based his generalizations. 

The masses, then, are politically indifferent and incompetent (in need Of-t 
guidance), and these factors together with the gratitude and veneration they 
show toward those "who speak and write in their behalf" strengthen the 
position of the leaders. Their need for a religion is evident from the idolatrous 
manner in which they venerate tlie party's secular books, symbols, and 
leaders; and this "is not peculiar to backward countries or remote periods; it 
is an atavistic survival of primitive psycpology." (p. 66.) Moreover, they are 

} 
easily hoodwinked and deceived, more inclined to follow mediocre men with a _j~:'" 
flair for showmanship than men of talent and cultivation. This explains why 
Eduard Bernstein and Paul Lafargue, for instance, remained relatively 
unknown to the rank and file of their respective parties: Both were men of 
outstanding intelligence and scientific sophistication but they were also 
lacking in oratorical talent. 

There are still other "peculiarities of the masses" that contribute to both 
their incompetence and indifference and to the superiority of the leaders. 
These peculiarities are reflected in the age-composition of the general mem-
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bership of the socialist parties and unions. "The great majority of the 
membership ranges in age from 25 to 39 years." The young have other things 
to do w,ith their leisure; "they are heedless, their thoughts run in erotic 
channels, they are always hoping that some miracle will deliver them from the 
need of passing their whole lives as simple wage earners, and for these reasons 
they are slow to join a trade union." (p. 78.) The older men, on the other 
hand, who have become "weary and disillusioned, commonly resign their 
membership. . . . In other words, the leaders have to do with a mass of mem
bers to whom they are superior in respect of age and experience of life, whilst 
they have nothing to fear from the relentless criticism which is so peculiarly 
characteristic of men who have just attained to virility." (p. 78.) 

Many factors contribute to the widening distance between masses and 
leaders. In many countries, party leaders are of a predominantly middle-class 
origin and therefore possess from the beginning a cultural or intellectual 
superiority. But even in those countries where there are few intellectuals in 
the leadership, as was the case in Germany in Michels' time, a similar 
distance develops between leaders of working-class origin and the general 
membership. This Michels explains in the foIlowing ways: 

Whilst their occupation with the needs of daily life render it impossible 
for the masses to attain to a profound knowledge of the social machinery, 
and above all of the working of the political machine, the leader of work
ing-class origin is enabled, thanks to his new situation, to make himself 
intimately familiar with all the technical details of public life, and thus 
to increase his superiority over the rank and file. (pp.81-82.) 

And again: 

The questions which they [leaders of working-class origin] have to decide, 
and whose effective decision demands on their part a serious work of prep
aration, involve an increase in their own technical competence, and a 
consequent increase in the distance between themselves and their comrades 
of the rank and file. Thus the leaders, if they are not "cultured" already, 
soon become so. But culture exercises a suggestive influence over the 
masses. (p. 811.) 

FinaIly: 

This special competence, this expert knowledge, which the leader acquires 
in matters inaccessible, or almost inaccessible, to the mass, gives him a 
security of tenure which conflicts with the essential principles of democracy. 
(p.84.) 

Again and again we are told that "the incompetence of the masses is almost 
universal throughout the domains of political life, and this constitutes the 
most solid foundation of the power of the leaders." (p. 86.) The expertise of 
the leaders also leads to oligarchy, since the incompetent masses submit to 
them and give them "an authority which is in the long run destructive of 
democracy." (p. 86.) However, a careful reading of Michels' work shows that 
his analysis is "one-sided," as he himself admits in the end. 
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If he was asserting something more than the thesis that there will always be 
a need for some kind of leadership-in the sense that a symphony orchestra 
probably will always require a conductor-then he did not distinguish 
carefully the difference between leaders and oligarchs. His positivistic posture 
prevented him from seeing that it is at least in part a moral and subjective ... -' ~ "'", 
issue to decide whether or not leaders are to be regarded as oligarchs. The I. 

very "law" which he asserts is beyond good and evil depends in the last . 
analysis on such judgments. As an objective scientific proposition one could 
perhaps "demonstrate" the technical impossibility on the part of the masses ,,/ ~ 
of governing themselves directly. In that case one would be demonstrating the - ! r-

need for leadership, not for oligarchy. 
To pursue the example of the symphony orchestra, many have tried, but 

have failed, to conduct themselves. It is generally agreed among students of 
this question that a conductor is a technical necessity for the functioning of a 
symphony orchestra. If this is the case, one can say that so-and-so is a good 
or bad conductor, depending on the aesthetic results. he achieves, but it makes 
no sense to say that he is an autocrat because he has remained in "office" for 
a long time and has "ruled" with an iron hand. 

Insofar as there may be objective criteria of oligarchy, Michels does not 

define thtemt. precisely; i.e b" he doesl ndot indicdateb at whatl.poinht thAe telte~ted ': ,/{._ 
represen a Ives cease tQ_~_ mere ea ers an ecome o.lg.arc s. Imes. 
Michels uses the term "oligarchy" simply to describe remarkable stability or 
longevity of leadership-e.g., for more than thirty years. At other times, 
however, he uses the term to refer to the "aristocracy" of talent and expertise 
that inevitably emerges and separates itself from the mass. Specialization 
creates authority: "Just as the patient obeys the doctor," write Michels, 
"because I the doctor knows better than the patient, having made a special 
study of the human body in health and disease, so must the political patient 
submit to the guidance of his party leaders, who possess a political com
petence impossible of attainment by the rank and file." (p. 89.) 

But this analogy does not seem really appropriate for Michels' purposes. 
Was the purpose of his study merely to demonstrate that specialization leads 
to authority, in the sense conveyed by the above-quoted passage? Surely he 
was after something more than this. Qtherwise why call it oligarchy? What he. u.r..>~ ~ 

re~lly wantecU.o.Jkm.Qnstrate .. was the inev..itability-of...the·abuse-oipower.-and. I'.,.,..' 
~uth~.E.~!Y ~_t~e _ ~t~nt of undermining democracy: that .those. ~ '... '. j,:, 
placed in.ppsitiQ~s of authority to serve the interests of the collectivity, soon 
~evelopinterests of their own which are antagonistic to those of the collec-
~';'::~~Tt would seem that whether or not this in fact occurs is the best 
criterion by which to determine whether those in authority have become 
oligarchs. Yet, this is not the way Michels proceeds: too often he employs the 
concepts of leadership and oligarchy as if they were necessarily synonymous 
and interchangeable. -

As compared with the leaders of other political parties, Michels acknowl-



228 THE DEBATE WITH MARX'S GHOST 

edges, the abuse of power was drastically reduced among the leaders of the 
social-democratic parties; party work was more often based on idealism and 
the leaders were enthusiastic volunteers. A few individuals carried on the 
party's work, for which they were "unpaid or almost wholly unpaid." In 
Germany, on the other hand, although many party functionaries were unpaid 
volunteers, certain positions, e.g., party journals and newspapers, had "a paid 
editorial staff and paid contributors." But paying the leaders does not 
necessarily lessen either their idealism or their relative immunity to "tempta
tions." Michels pays a high tribute to the socialist leaders: "It would ... be 
quite wrong," he insists, "to suppose that socialist propagandists and socialist 
officials are paid on a scale which enables them with the hard-earned pence of 
the workers to lead that luxurious existence which, with an ignorance 
bordering on impudence, is often ascribed to them by the 'respectable' press 
and the loungers of the clubs." A leader's labors "demand an abundance of 
self-denial and sacrifice and are nervously exhausting; whilst the remunera
tion he receives is a modest one when compared with the gravity and the 
difficulty of his task." Finally, Michels notes, "Men of the ability and 
education of Karl Kautsky, Max Quarck, Adam Miiller, and a hundred 
others, would have been able, had they chosen to devote themselves to some 
other service than that of the workers, to obtain a material reward much 
greater than that which they secure in their present positions." (p. 115.) 

Nevertheless, idealism alone, at a number of levels at least, does not suffice 
to sustain the party; and paying for services does bring with it some negative 
results. It impairs somewhat the initiative of members and their socialist 
values and at the same time contributes both to the growing bureaucratization 
of the party and to the centralization of power. Ironically, however, paying 
and not paying, or paying poorly, all tend to lead, Michels observes, to the 
same results--i.e., they conduce to oligarchy. For example, "In France, where 
it is still the rule to pay the trade union leaders very small salaries, there is 
lacking a new generation of leaders ready to take the place of the old, and for 
this reason at the trade union congresses the same members continually 

I appear as delegates." (p. 127.) This results in a concentration of power that 
; inevitably perverts the original aims of the party. The men at the top abuse 

, .... their power, for example, to control the party press so as to diffuse their fame 
-;" and popularize their names; and the parliamentary leaders often become "a 

i closed corporation, cut off from the rest of the party." 
The controls the masses have over this process are merely theoretical. In 

the constant struggle between the leaders and the masses the former are 
destined always to win out. "It cannot be denied," Michels writes, "that the 
masses revolt from time to time, but their revolts are always suppressed." 
(p. 162.) 

The so-called masses never revolt spontaneously, i.e., without leadership. 
The process of revolt presupposes that the masses are being led by certain 
leading elements of their own who, once having achieved power in the name of 
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the people, transform themselves into a relatively closed caste apart from and 
opposed to the people. Moreover, in "normal," non-revolutionary situations, 
the most "talented elements," the potential revolutionary leaders, are always 
subject to a variety of seductive influences; they are smitten by the ambition 
to enter the privileged positions of the labor movement. This is a particular 
manifestation of the general process of co-optation described by Pareto whom 
Michels quotes: "Si les B[nouvelle elite] prennent peu a peu la place des A 
[ancienne elite] par une lente infiltration, et si Ie mouvement de circulation 
sociale n'est pas interrompu, les C [la masse] sont prives des chefs qui 
pourraient les pousser a la revolte." (pp. 161-62n.) 

Thus it would appear unavoidable that "the rank and file becomes 
continually more impotent to provide new and intelligent forces capable of 
leading the opposition which may be latent among the masses." (p. 161.) The 
real struggle is not between masses and leaders but between the existing 
leaders and the new, challenging, ascending ones. Even when appearances are t. 

to the contrary and the existing leaders seem to be guided by the good will and r 
pleasure of the mass, this is not actually the case: "The submission of the old,' 
leaders is ostensibly an act of homage to the crowd, but in intention it is a 
means of prophylaxis against the peril by which they are threatened-the 
formation of a new elite." (p. 16S.me struggle between the old aD:'!..the new 
elites very rarely culminates "in the complete defeat of the form~lightly 
modifying Pareto's doctrine, Michels states that "The result of tlie process is..:..: 
not so much a circulation des elites as a reunion des elites, an amalgam, that' 
is to say, of the two elements." (p. 177.) 

For Michels, the benefits which accrue to the majority of the party 
members as a result of this process are "practically nil." His description, in a 
brilliant passage, of the impact of bureaucracy on socialist values probably is 
as valid today as it was in his time: 

As the party bureaucracy increases, two elements which constitute the 
essential pillars of every socialist conception undergo an inevitable weaken
ing: an understanding of the wider and more ideal cultural aims of 
socialism, and an understanding of the international multiplicity 0' its 
manifestations. Mechanism becomes an end in itself. (p. 187.) 

Furthermore, decentralization in itself cannot prevent this development 
from taking place. It does not lead to greater individual liberty nor does it 
enhance the power of the rank and file. More often than not it is a mechanism 
by which the weaker leaders seek to escape the dominion of the stronger; but 
this, of course, does not prevent the weaker from establishing a centralized 
authority within their own domains. The party is "saved" from one gigantic 
Oligarchy only to fall into the hands "of a number of smaller oligarchies, each 
of which is no less powerful within its own sphere. The dominance of 
Oligarchy in party life remains unchallenged." (p. 201.) And the causes of 
this, for Michels, are not only sociological-e.g., need for organization, mass 
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apathy, and so on-but psychological, that is, due to the leaders' "natural 
greed for power" and "the general characteristics of human nature." (p. 205.) 

Earlier it was asserted that Michels, despite his criticism of Marxism, 
retained certain elements of the Marxian method of analysis. This is true; but 
he employed the reconstructed method to expose the apparent errors--pri
marily of omission-of the "master." 

Classes, class conflict, and class consciousness are all essential categories in 
Michels' thinking. He agrees, for instance, that it is not oppressive conditions 
in themselves but the recognition of those conditions which has been "the 
prime factor of class struggles." (p. 236.) And historically it has been the 
bourgeoisie that has played a central role in generating proletarian class 
consciousness. The bourgeoisie, having to defend its existence on a number of 
fronts at once-against the aristocracy and against those sections of its own 
class whose interests are opposed to industrial development-and unable to 
carryon the struggle alone, is compelled to mobilize the proletariat and thus 
places in its hands a weapon (political consciousness and experience) which 
it can employ against the bourgeoisie itself. In addition, there have always 
been those bourgeois intellectuals who for a variety of reasons have detached 
themselves from their original class and have joined the ranks of the workers 
to give them direction. As a matter of fact, Michels regards it as a 

~ "\ ' 

i 

psychologico·historical law that any class which has been enervated and 
led to despair in itself through prolonged lack of education and through 
deprivation of political rights, cannot attain to the possibility of energetic 
action until it has receiv~1.g1LO? concerning its ethical rights and 
politico-economical powers, not alone from members of its own class, but 
also from those who belong to what in vulgar parlance are termed a 
"higher" class. (p. 237.) 

What better example of this is needed than the founders of modern 
socialism themselves? They "were with few exceptions men of science pri
marily, and in the second place only were they politicians in the strict sense of 
the term." (p. 238.) Moreover, Michels continues, it "was only when science 
placed itself at the service of the working class that the proletarian movement 
became transformed into a socialist movement, and that instinctive, uncon
scious, and aimless rebellion was replaced by conscious aspiration, compara
tively clear, and strictly directed towards a well-defined end." (p. 238.) 
Finally, Michels concurs that "The proletariat is ... perfectly logical in 
constituting itself into a class party, and in considering that the struggle 
against the bourgeoisie in all its gradations, viewed as a single class, is the 
only possible means of realizing a social order in which knowledge, health, and 
property shall not be, as they are today, the monopolies of a minority." 
(p.247.) 

But Marx had not anticipated the extent to which the entry of the 
bourgeois intellectuals into the socialist movement, and their occupation of 
leadership positions, would bring about basic changes in that movement that 
"may be summed up in the comprehensive customary term of the embourgeo-
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isement of working-class parties." Also, while Marx had been quite aware of 
strata within the working class, on balance he tended to underestimate the 
conflicts that could arise among them; instead he viewed it as a much more 
unitary category than it turned out to be in practice. Ironically, moreover, the 
socialist movement itself, Michels argues, has created new petty-bourgeois 
strata. A variety of leadership and other functions are given over to workers 
--or more precisely to former workers--who now inevitably undergo a 
profound psychological transformation that creates as great a social distance 
between them and the rank and file as between bourgeois and proletarian. In -
this way, "Certain groups of individuals, numerically insignificant but quali
tatively of great importance, are withdrawn from the proletarian class and 
raised to bourgeois dignity." (p. 271.}\!h! socialist party and other organiza
tions, in providing opportunities for social ascent to former manual laborers 
generate the very same tendencies one sees in originally bourgeois leadership.:..o/ 

None of the traditional democratic mechanisms, either within socialist 
parties and other working-class organizations or in larger national political 
systems, has been effective in countering the oligarchic abuse of power. The 
referendum, for instance, has not only proved to be for the most part 
impracticable due to the incompetence of the masses and the lack of time to 
submit every question to popular vote; it has also yielded less, not more,· 
democracy; e.g., the well-known phenomenon of plebiscitarian "democracy," 
in reality, a dictatorship. Michels notes that George Sand had regarded "the 
plebiscite, if not counterpoised by the intelligence of the masses, as an attack 
upon the liberty of the people." And he himself cites Bonapartism whose 
power was "based on the referendum." (p. 337.) Of course, that this was very 
well understood by Marx is clear from his classic account of the phenomenon 
in his Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 

As for the syndicalists and anarchists, they are merely deluding themselves 
when they "reason as if they were immunized against the action of sociologi
cal laws of universal validity." (p. 347.) They have not avoided the situation 
in which "the masses do not represent themselves but are represented ~. 
others." (p. 348.) And often their "direct action," e.g., "the strike, instead of 
being a field of activity for the uniform and compact masses, tends rather to ,F 
facilitate the process of differentiation and to favor the formation of an elite 
of leaders." (pp. 349-50.) 

None of the various proposed "prophylaxes," then, have proved effective in 
preventing what elite theorists have deemed an inexorable process. These 
prophylaxes include Marxism, too--Michels' primary target, of course; at 
first it seems the "only scientific doctrine which can boast of abilitY to make 
an effective reply to all theories, old or new, affirming the immanent necessity 
for the perennial existence of the 'political class.''' (pp. 381-82.) But Marx
ism also fails because the members of the new society in their very efforts to 

10 In some cases, Michels argues, form. proletarians as leaders may be worse. 
See p. 302 U. 
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abolish class distinctions will create new ones. This is inevitable because the 
delegation of authority will be necessary to administer and to allocate material 
resources. The administrators would thus acquire enormous "influence at least 
equal to that possessed by the private owner of capital." (p. 383.) And, 
Michels continues, there is no basis for assuming that these administrators 
"will not utilize their immense influence in order to secure for their children 
the succession to the offices which they themselves hold." (p. 383.) Once a 
group of men, elected or not, gain control of the existing instruments of 
power, they will do everything they can to retain it. 

Thus the weakest link in the Marxian view of the new society is the whole 
gamut of problems relating to administration, i.e., the concentration of power 
in the hands of administrators and the means these individuals might utilize 
to retain their privileges. It seems inescapable, concludes Michels, that 
conflicts of interests emerge between leaders and led, not unlike the class 
conflicts of the old society. This process appears to be subsumed under an 
absolute social law. 

By a universally applicable social law, every organ of the collectivity, 
brought into existence through the need for the division of labor, creates 
for itself, as soon as it becomes consolidated, interests peculiar to itself. 
The existence of these special interests involves a necessary conflict with 
the interests of the collectivity. Nay, more, social strata fulfilling peculiar 
functions tend to become isolated, to produce organs fitted for the defense 
of their own peculiar interests. In the long run they tend to undergo 
transformation into distinct classes. (p. 389.) 

This Michels intends not as a refutation of Marx's theory of class struggle but 
of his utopia, the classless society. (pp. 390-91.) "The socialists might con
quer," he writes, "but not socialism, which would perish in the moment of its 
adherents' triumph." (p. 391.) 

Michels had written these lines before a single socialist regime had taken 
power anywhere. However, the victory of the bureaucratic organization over 
the socialist soul had already become evident in the violation of a funda
mental socialist principle: international solidarity. The working-class masses 
were fated to suffer most from the violation of this principle. Yet, as Michels 
notes of the German workers during World War I, "throughout the proletar
ian mass there has not been reported a single instance of moral rebellion 
against the struggle which enlists socialists to fight on behalf of German 
imperialism and to contend with the comrades of other lands." Ultimately, 
this must be viewed as a consequence of organization itself "which gives birth 
to the dominion of the elected over the electors, of. the mandatories over the 
mand.t:1 the delegate, ovee the delegato .... l!ho s.ys .,g.ni •• Uon, s.ys 
oligarchy." nd this is predicated, for Michels, on the inherent nature of the 
masses h, however much they may advance educationally, culturally, or 
morally, will remain perennially incompetent. The mass ~'per se is amorphous, 
and therefore needs division of labor, specialization, and guidance"-the very 
processes which lead inevitably to its manipulation and subordination. 
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However, nothing could be further from Michels' intention than to provide 
a rationale for resignation to these processes. He emphatically states that in 
this work he "desired to throw light upon certain sociological tendencies which 
oppose the rfCign of democracy, and to a still greater extent oppose the reign of 
socialism." He quite deliberately adopted a one-sided view and laid "consider
able stress upon the pessimistic aspect of democracy which is forced upon us 
by historical study." (p. 405.) He employed the term "iron law" to dramatize( 
the difficult and formidable obstacles that lay before the realization of democ- \ . ! 
racy; but not in order to deny altogether the possibility of its realizationGj 
From his analysis, "it would be erroneous to conclude," Michels maintains, ~ : 
"that we should renounce all endeavors to ascertain the limits which may be 
imposed upon the power exercised over the individual by oligarchies (state, 
dominant class, party, etc.). It would be an error to abandon the desperate 
enterprise of endeavoring to discover the social order which will render 
possible the complete realization of the idea of popular sovereignty. (pp. 404-
5.) Moreover, 

the writer does not wish to deny that every revolutionary working-class 
movement, and every movement sincerely inspired by the democratic 
spirit, may have a certain value as contributing to the enfeeblement of 
oligarchic tendencies. (p. 405.) 

In the end, furthermore, he emphasized that free inquiry, and criticism and 
control of the leaders, so essential for the strengthening of democracy, can be 
developed increasingly among the masses themselves: ':...,A wider e~tion 
~lyes an i!l~~~i!x~ *ex~~Ei~.Ls.2..l! .. !!ol." A~d as Midi'eTs 
aevelops this point it becomes clear that while there are "i"li"his view at any 
given time certain limits on the degree of perfection democracy can attain 
(here as elsewhere the actual falls short of the ideal), still, the ideal can more 
and more be approximated. "It is," he insists," .. the great task !;If so.9!J 
~.duca..t.i.Q.~ __ t,? _E~!~~~~~~.t.ua1JeyeLoL the .masses, sl? tE~~ . ..!~ ._m..a~...e.e 
en~ble~I.:~~.!hi~ ~h~_.~~~~_o .. ~ ... ~~~U_s .. ppssible~ .to counteract the olig!lX<;.~~~1 
tel!~~?fthe ~o~Iiing-s!~~s_ rj!Qv.~JIlen t." (p. 407.) 

! In the concluding paragraphs of his work, Michels goes on record, un
equivocally, in favor of democracy: "The defects inherent in democracy are 
obvious. It is none the less true that as a form of social life we must choos~ .... ~"" 
democracy as the least of evils." (p. 407.) And finally he writes: "It may be "\ 
said, therefore, that the more humanity comes to recognize the advantages -.. 
which democracy, however imperfect, presents over aristocracy, even at its i 
best, the less likely is it that a recognition of the defects of democracy will 
provoke a return to aristocracy.".p. 407.) 

It is in this spirit, therefore, that Michels' classic study should be read, 
namely, as "a serene and frank examination of the oligarchical dangers of 
democracy [which] will enable us to minimize these dangers, even though 
they can never be entirely avoided. (p. 408.) 
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Emile Durkheim 

(1858-1917) 

To understand the sociology of Emile Durkheim one must, in his 
case as in the case of so many of his contemporaries, examine 
his relation to socialist thought and to the socialist movement of 
his time. Apparently Durkheim had begun to concern himself with 
the problems of socialism as early as 1883, about the same time 
that he had drawn up the first plan of his Division of Labor. As 
he progressed in his work on the Division of Labor, Suicide, .The 
Family, and Religion, all eventually to become full-scale studies, 
his interests shifted from socialism to sociology and then mainly 
to social problems. As Marcel Mauss observed, however, Durk
heim never lost sight of his point of departure.1 When, in 1895, he 
again took up the study of socialism and delivered a series of 
lectures on the subject at the University of Bordeaux, he sought 
to treat it both objectively and sociologically: How does one 
explain the various forms of socialist ideology? What were the 
social conditions and pressures which prompted Saint-Simon, 
Fourier, Owen, and Marx to advance their respective theories? 
Thus Durkheim's studies of socialism were to be an "analysis of 
the causes of an idea."2 --

1 See Mauss' Introduction to the First Edition of Durkheim's Socialism 
and Saint Simon, edited with an Introduction by Alvin W. Gouldner 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1959) . 

2 Ibid., p. 2. (All immediately following references to this work will be 
cited only by page number in the text.) 

234 
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Durkheim had an intimate knowledge of socialist literature, including the 
works of Karl Marx, "whom a Finnish friend, Neiglick, had advised him to 
study during his stay in Leipzig." (p. 3.) Nevertheless, he remained through
out his life opposed to socialism though his closest friends and students were 
committed to it in its Marxian, Guesdist, and other forms. The features of 
socialism which, according to Mauss, he disliked were "its violent nature, its 
class character more or less purely workingmen'S=And therefore its poJitical 
and even politician-Hke tQDe" (p 3) Thus iB sflflssiti9B ts a e9BeeptisR o.f 
-. and social chan e based on classes and class conflict, Durkheim put 

or 
part the implications of clasScleavages. Change was good only if it benefite?2 
soc~£!.X as_ !!- whQ}.e. _ 

Though he never completed his studies of socialism, which were to include a 
critical examination of Marx's theories, what he did complete, taken together 
with his other works, may be viewed as an effort to construct a model of 
society essentially antithetical to that of Marx. And, as we shall see, despite 
his criticisms of Comte, Durkheim's organic consensual model owes much to 
that thinker. As in the case of Comte, Durkheim was proposing a positive.,....... 
constructive philosophy to counteract the negative-critical philosophy of the 
socialists. ,Social stratification, class cleavages, problems of power and politi
c,&g>nfljct play no significant part in Durkheim's "positive poJiu." -

However, the statement that Durkheim was profoundly influenced by 
Comte must be qualified. Not only for the reasons noted earlier in this study, 
that all C0l!!!e's major-ideas- came from Saint-Simon (which Durkheim was 
among the first to demonstrate), but also because he remained generally 
ambivalent toward the Comtean legacy and betrayed this fact intermittently 
in his various works. Durkheim was, in the apt phrase ot Alyin Gouldner, .an 
"uneasy CornteaJl.l!- (p. viii.) 

Durkheim's concern with "solidarity" was related to his fear of the social 
and political conflicts of his time. The s rominence of e 
~ialist movement, as well as the ociological analyses and solutions 11 
proposed, pressed him to seek some kind of intellectual mediation betweep 
tvw pr:omjnent theoretical systems:~ Comtean and the Man.ii'E Th!s he 
attempted to do by exploring the work of their common intellectual ancestor, 
Saint-Simon; and it is in his study, Socialism and Saint-Simon, that much of 
Durkheim's later thinking is anticipated. In the end, he failed to effect the 
ideological compromise he so ardently desired. Chronologically as well as 
ideologically, Saint-Simon had straddled two epochs: the Revolution, on the 
one hand, and the Conservative Reaction, on the other. If Marx accentuated 
and developed the elements in Satlt-Simon's thought which derived from the 
former epoch, Durkheim did the same with the elements from the latter 
epoch. In short, DyFkheirn developed the conservative tendency jp Sajpt .. 
Sinum...ignoring the radical gDe taken wrer: by Man Taken as a. whole, 
DurkbeiJiiTs system bears an overwhelmingly conservatjve bjas \ Only oc-
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casionally does he react to an issue in a way similar to Marx. This despite his 
alleged "convergence with Marx,"3 which as we shall see, is a momentary 
and superficial one. It is true that ultimately Durkheim "capitulates" to 
Marx (but denies it) by adopting at least one of his major theoretical pro-

"\~ positions-that "social existence determines social consciousness." This is 
t most clear in hisEt;;;;icniary Forms of Religious Life; even']iere, however, 

he uses the theory for his own purposes and diverges from Marx in certain 
important respects (to be explored later). To see bow Dmkbejm put together 
~yeJoped his conservative model of society, one must begin by examin
ing his relation to Saint-Sjmon . 
.,.,- -----

Durkheim and Saint-Simon 

Although class conflict, for Saint-Simon, played an important role in the 
transition from the feudal to the bourgeois order, it lost virtually all 
significance once the new scientific-industrial order was established. While he 
clearly recognized the existence of classes and strata in the new society, he 
believed that the new conditions could lead to a hierarchical but nonetheless 
organic order of social peace and stability. !!!tegrati.QD. was to be achieved... 

rimaril b institu_tin the a . 1 i s. This becomes the leading 
idea of Durkheim's system as we. e new .. IOn of labor, i.e.-, science and 
industry, need not lead, as Comte had feared it would, to "disorganization" 
and "anarchy." Everything depended, for Saint-Simon as for Durkheim, on 
whether the appropriate moral order could be developed to suit the new social 
and technical conditions. 

By reviewing the basic principles of Saint-Simon's philosophy, the degree to 
which Durkheim was indebted to him will become clearer; for it is quite 
evident that it was Saint-Simon and not Comte whom Durkheim regarded as 
his intellectual master. The "idea, the word, and even the outline ~ 
philosophy," wrote Durkheim, "are all found in Saint-Simon .... Therefore, 
it is to him that one must, in full justice, award the honor currently given 
Comte." (p. 104.) In these essays, Durkheim vehemently defends and proves 
this proposition. It was important for him to establish this fact, since the 
Saint-Simonian principles (which Durkheim summarizes rather well) all re
appear in his own works; in fact, these same principles form the basis of his 
own sociology. 

Moral ideas for Saint-Simon as for. Durkheim are the real cement oLa 
society. For both thinkers a society is above all a communit of ideas: " he 
similanty of positive mora) ideas IS the smg e bond which can unite m@A iAto -
society." (p. 91.) If Saint-Simon saw as his major task to determine what kind 
of moral system post-Revolutionary European society required, Durkheim 

1\ viewed his own work in a similar light: to provide a secular, moral system 
(\ that would bind together into a soHdary social order the classes, stra~ 

3 See Gouldner's discussion of this in Ibid., p. xxiii. 
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Q.£cupational groups of contemporary Franc~ Like Saint-Simon, he viewed the 
role of theory as essentially positive and constructive, and shared with the 
founder of positive philosophy a certain disdain for the negative-critical 
outlook of the Philosophes and the Revolutionaries. Durkheim wholeheartedly 
agreed that contemporary philosophy mllS! he con~tnleti ... e 8:88 eFg8:8il!8: 
tional, not critical and revolutionary His emphasis on the constructive 1!.nd 
~anizational! however, was to serve as an antidote to the critjcal..and 
re.volutionary ideas of _the socialists in general and the Marxists in particular~ 

It was Saint-Simon's conception of society as enunciated in his Physiologie 
'\ 

Sociale and elsewhere that led Durkheim to his own positivistic and functional 
view and that inspired the organismic analogies and metaphors we find 
throughout his work. Durkheim's fundamental premise, which he never tires 
of repeating. that "society" is not a simple aggregate of individuals but a 
reality sui generis, had already been explicitly defined by Saint-Simon: ? 
Society is not at all a simple conglomeration of living beings whose actions 
have no other cause but the arbitrariness of individual wills, nor other re-
sult than ephemeral or unimportant accidents. On the contrary, society 
is above all a veritable organized machine, all of whose parts contribute in 
a different way to the movement of the whole. The gathering of men con-
stitutes a veritable being whose existence is more or less certain or pre- IfC 
carious acco.rding to whether its organs acquit themselves more or less 
regularly of"the functions entrusted to them. (p. 99.) 

Likewise, Durkheim's evolutionary conception of society is anticipated in 
Saint-Simon's "law of progress." The Saint-Simonian emphasis-that men are 
the instruments rather than the authors of this law-remains a dominant 
theme in Durkheim's treatment of the individual and in his reification (and 
sometimes even deification) of society and social processes. For both thinkers,-
social I . . lute necessit and all the could do was 
to submit. The best IrectlOn 

,kast pain. 
Saint-Simon had described, in essentially a dialectical way, the origins of 

the scientific-industrial order within the womb of the feudal-theological 
system. The two contradictory systems could not co-exist indefinitely, and the 
tensions and conflicts ultimately resulted in the French Revolution. The 
conflict and anarchy of the post-Revolutionary epoch could be eliminated by 
finding and imposing a religious-moral order appropriate to the new scientific
industrial conditions. Eventually, this led to his call for a "new Christianity." \ 

That Durkheim took over this view in its essentials is quite clear, notably 
in his Division of Labor in which. mechanical solidarity was.giVID.K way to a 
"higher'~ solidarity he called organic. While both thinkers viewed the older 
social order as based on conflicting principles, classes, and class interests, they 
both read conflict out of their respective higher, organic societies. There was 

_1:!.Q!}ting normal about cOI!lUct in the new society; the existence of classes and 
strata did not preclude the moral unity and solidarity of the society as a 
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\

Whole. Durk.heim believed that the mission Saint-Simon had set himself ::to 
elaborate a new and appropriate body of universally acceptable moral and 
~beliefs-still remained unaccomplished in his ti~ He agreed that_ 
t old order could not be tesLOIed, therefore the new one had to be "inte
,irated.!' This was essential to avoid the recurrmg economic an pOlitical 
crises, the chronic mood of exasperation and discontent, and, finally, the 
"disintegration" of society. The "revolution" Saint-Simon had envisioned was 
still incomplete in his own time, Durkheim believed, because the new 
integrative institutions appropriate to the modern division of labor had yet to 
be established. A new law and morality must be developed to express the 
diverse shade .. aAd. variatjons of jndustrial sodet}' and thus serve to integrate .--- --
~its part!5 and fJlnctioAS. 

This appeared feasible to Durkheim because he accepted the Saint-Simon-
, ian view of industry as a unifying and pacific force. Describing Saint-Simon's 
view, Durkheim writes: "From military-which it was formerly-the human 
spirit became pacific. Industry was offering nations a means-as fruitful as 
war-of becoming rich and powerful." (pp. 130-31.) Once the old feudal, 
military, and theological functions had lost their significance, there was no 
apparent reason for social conflict in the new "organic" society. The main 
source of conflict in the older system had been the conflicting interests and 

~ principles of the feudal and industrial classes-ergo, to achieve this "organic" 
quality, the new society had to be based on only one of these principles. 
Modern societies, writes Durkheim, following Saint-Simon's formula, "will b~ 
definitely in equilibrium only when organized on a purely industrial bag;." 
(p. 131.) Like his master, Durkheim saw a homogeneity of interests not only 
among the many and varied occupational groups ("functions") but between 
the industrial capitalists and, workers as well. He adopts Saint-Simon's for
mula that "the producers of ~seful things-being the only useful people in 
society-are the only ones who should cooperate to regulate" the course of the 

• new industrial society. (p. 134.) This formed the basis for the role Durkheim 
assigned to "~ccupational gnilds " Only those who live on unearned income, 
Saint-Simon argued, should be placed beyond the pale of regular society. "As 
for those who themselves make their wealth productive, who enrich it with 
their toil-they are industrials. Consequently, industrial society comprises all 
those who actively participate in the economic life, whether they are owners 
or not." Durkheim's own vi~w is merely a paraphrase of Saint-Simon's. Tbere 
was no necessary conflict of interests between those who owned the means of 
production and those who did not; there was no reason, therefore, why the 
existence of classes could not provide a basis for an organic solidarity. 

To be sure, Durkheim will note some injustices in the industrial system. 
based on structural inequal~ties, but these occupy a very minor part of his_ 
system. to which he gives only occasional attention. His theory of the 

. r integrative consequences of the growing division of labor is likewise derived 
from Saint-Simon. That Durkheim elaborated in his Division of Labor ideas 
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that had already appeared in all their essentials in Saint-Simon's scheme, may 
be seen from the following excerpts from Systeme Industriel. In that work and 
others, Saint-Simon held that the growing division of labor would lead to / 
greater interdependence and mutual responsibility among individuals, and to"- i 
a greater dependence upon society as a whole. 

In the measure that civilization makes progress, the division of labor 
-considered from the spiritual as from the secular side, grows in the 
same proportion. Thus men depend less on others as individuals, but more 
on the mass. . . . (The 0 anization of a well·ordered system requires 
that the parts be strongly tied to the whole and su or mate. p. 
~ -
~en Durkheim's frequently reiterated idea of the iAtegratiue role Qf 

occu ational guilds and corporations was first ex ressed b Saint-Sim n 
order that t e IVlSlon of labor should result in a solidary industrial society, it 
was necessary "that in the large majority gf the gatigR, iflel:ividttals be joines 
w.. igdustrial associations, more or less numeromi aDd coggected to 
permit their formation into a generalized system by being directed toward a 
great common industrial goal." (p. 139.) Like Saint-Simon, Durkheim sees 
the industrial system as possessing an inherent unity. His summary of Saint
Simon's conception describes his own equally well. Somehow, the growing 
division of labor was, in his view, leading to a solidarity of interests among all _ 
classes ("parts") of society. Class~~ an~ jenned '~functions" and.Jtre regar.ded. :, '-" 
Jls coordinative. cooperative, ana unifying-never as conflictive" "Each people: '/ 
today," he writes, "forms a homogeneous whole, not because it acquired the 
habit of identifying itself with such and such a function or class, but because 
it is a system of functions inseparable from one another and mutually 
complementing each other." (p. 148.) 

If the indust¥l system was only a system of functions, all that was 
necessary to assure their harmonious operation was proper regulation. Here, 
too, the rudiments of his theory appear first in Saint-Simon. Durkheim is very 
receptive to the positivistic formula proposed by his master; as we shall see, 
he quite sincerely believed in the scientific determination of moral values. He 
approvingly summarizes the Saint-Simonian formula. In the new society, 
" . . . it is not the strongest who control but those most capable in science or 
industry. They are not summoned to office because they have the power to 
exercise their will but because they know more than others, and consequently 
their functions do not consist in saying what they want, but what they know. 
They do not dictate orders, they only declare what conforms to the nature of 
things." (p. 150.) And again, "Those who direct are not above those who are ~,' 
directed; they are not their superiors. They fulfill a different function-that ~ 
is all." (p. 151.) 

This state of affairs presupposed for Saint-Simon the elimination of certain 
basic inequalities-e.g., rights of birth and "even all types of privilege." 
(p. 151.) While it is true that Durkheim shared this view and even went so far 
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as to view the institution of inheritance as a barrier to equality and a source 
. i this rem .. is sse . For making 

this theme the center of his thesis would have meant capitulating to the 
Marxian and other socialists. If Marx considered the abolition of classes and 
class cleavages a precondition for the development of a truly human com
munity, the impression is unavoidable that Durkheim envisioned such a 
community even while class cleavages continued to persist. 

Moreover, Durkheim remained throughout his life blind to the authorLtar
ian implicatio~ of both Saint-Simon's and his own systems. For while both 

I talked of equality, both left the class structure intact and simultaneously 
, \, professed to believe that in the "new" industrial society there would be no 
,1 government in the accepted sense of the word. "Anarchistic," "nonauthoritar
'1') ian," were the words Durkheim used to describe Saint-Simon's vision of the 

new society; and his use of these terms appears especially ironic, even 
grotesque, to modern readers in the light of intervening historical develop-

~_ me?ts .. The new societ~ "has no leaders," he writes; "Each has the position 
;, WhICh IS natural for hIm to occupy, and executes no measures except those 
; ordered by the nature of things." (p. 153.) Force and compulsion will not be 

necessary. Sc!~nce is the only authority the reorganized society recognizes-afld 
in fact it is science that makes the automatic accord of all social functions 
p.ossible. For science teaches, among other things, what moral ideas are best :
~J1.ited to the new industrial cQg,ditions. 

It is true that Saint-Simon saw the need to change certain property 
relations in order that the new society should emerge as he wished. "There is 
no change whatsoever in the social order," he wrote, "without a change in 
property." (p. 157.) But his point was to avoid the separation of talent and 
property. Durkheim also wanted the social order to rest on ability. Classes and 
strata would remain; but now, presumably, the owners, for example, would 
be the most capable-naturally capable, that is. Later, ~im suggests the.. 
abolition of inheritance so that property will not be separated froID natural 
capacity. , 

Throughout Durkheim's work, one encounters the injunction, "Fight ego
ism!" For egoism left unbridled "would of necessity finally result in the 
dissolution of society." But these words are Saint-Simon's and first appear in 
his Systeme Industriel. What Durkheim regarded as the best antidote for 
egoism, namely, an altwistie Hunal commitment to "Society" was derived 
from Saint-Simon's New Christianity. "Love one another" was Saint-Simon's 
motto. "The fundamental principle established by the divine author of 
Christianity commands all men to regard themselves as brothers and to 
cooperate as completely as possible for their well-being. This principle is the 
most general of all social principles. (p. 165.) The real task was to organize 
"temporal power in conformity with this divine axiom." A new charity and a 
new philanthropy were required, Saint-Simon emphasized, "to improve as 
much as possible the fate of the class which has no other means of existence 
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but the labor of its hands." (p. 166.) This is important not for its own sake 
but for the sake of social peace. The point for Saint-Simon as for Durkheim 
was that imposing the social order by force upon the proletarians was difficult 
and costly if not altogether impossible. Therefore, it is more desirable, in 1/ 
Durkheim's words, to "make them love it." (p. 166.) Durkheim correctly "1-
observed about this aspect of Saint-Simon's doctrine (and his own as well) 
that it was inspired by "compassion for the unfortunate, along with a fear of 
their dangers to the social order." (p. 168.) 
" 'Durkheim follows Saint-Simon in still another point, namely, the integra
tive role of moral sentiments. When he argues that the division of labor 
conduces to a higher solidarity, he does so only in the sense that men are 
increasingly dependent on one another; but he recognizes at the same time 
that this alleged interdependence is not sufficient to bring about real solidarity If.<, 

-which can only be effected through a moral education and commitment to ;t . .:.. 
"society as a whole." Again, Saint-Simon. 

In his discussion of Saint-Simon, Durkheim's ideological commitment 
clearly emerges. He despised and feared restlessness, social conflict, and 
"anarchy"; the insatiable appetites of modern man were a sign of his 
morbidity. Along with Bonald, Maistre, and Saint-Simon Durkheim believed 
that t iJ!e .of .r . . us_ forces ,had letL :vacuu.m. A moralit of 
c entment was required because SOCIa peace could never e achieve 
long as men were not contented with their lot. "What is needed if social order 
is to reign," writes Durkheim, "is that the mass of men be content with their 
lot~ what is needed for them to be content, is not that they have more or 
less but that they be convinced they have no right to m09nd for this, it is 
absolutely ess~tial that there be an authority whose superiority they ac
knowledge and which tells them what is right." (p. 200.) What is necessaryt-' 
above all is a strong moral force capable of moderating and regulating the I 
various "functions" and of curbing "egoism" and special interests. And while -
'Durkheim proposed a specific solution, i.e., that professional and occupational I 

group.ings should eventually be formed to exercise this moral force and at the 
same time to mediate between the individual and the State, until that day 
arrived he was prepared to demand total allegiance to "Society"-which under 
the circumstances could only mean total allegiance to the State. Eventually, he 
would even take up his pen to defend the French point of view in the great 
"war to end all wars," while some of his closest friends, Jaures among them, 
tried t se the foIl and horrors of such a doctrine. 

~==~~~'-----~~~~~~ 
urkheim wanted to pose t e socIal question in a manner entirely different 

from the way Marx did. This resulted in a conservative and authoritarian 
ideology that dominated his entire sociological system. His way of posing the 

uestion, he believed, 

no longer stirs quest! s of classes; it no longer opposes rich to poor, em-1 
ployers to workers-as if the only possible solution consisted of diminish-
ing the portion of one in order to augment that of the other. But it de- J 
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elares, in the interest of both, the necessity of a curb from above which 
t checks appetites and so sets a limit on the state of disarrangement, excite. 

-::.{.. ment, frenzied agitation, which do not spring from social activity and 
.... which even make it suffer. Put differently, the social question, posed this 

way, is not a question of money or force; it is a question of moral agents. 
Wnat dominates it is nOLilie. s~_of ~1,lL~c.o!!~!I!Y_ but! !!l~!=h .. tp2re, the 
!tate .9LQur_.~~~!i.ty,_ (p. 204.) ( ';. ) ""'1-" ' ,. 

-} That this view ~minated _~is._~0~i910gy. may.be-<lo.f,:y'~!!~ed ~y'.~xamina
tion of his majo.~ work~. 

The Division of Labor in Society 

In his first major work Durkheim set himself the task of demonstrating 
that the growing division of labor, a historically necessary process, brings 
with it an ever higher form of solidarity. This idea, borrowed from Saint
Simon, was not only a positive thesis but a polemical one as well. Contempo
rary socialists, and particularly the Marxists, had also regarded the growth of 
science and industry as an inevitable process; but for them, in order that men 
in general should reap the benefits of modern technical developments, a 
fundamental restructuring of social relationships was necessary. In the Marx
ian view the "division of labor" was not merely a distribution of coordinate 
functions; quite the contrary, it was a system of structural inequalities. The 
so-called "functions" were fulfilled by men in definite strata: a hierarchy of 

, positions with varying degrees of wealth, power, and social honor attached to 
them. Furthermore, the concept of hierarchy was inadequate to describe the 
existential conditions of men in the modern capitalist system; economic and 

: social reality, most realistically conceived, was composed of socioec:momic 
classes with antagonistic interests. For Marx the term "division of labor" was 
an equivocation, if it obscured the basic social inequalities of the prevailing 
order. 

Comte, too, had understood rather well that the new industrial develop
ments, and the dispersion of interests accompanying them, were liable to 
undermine the solidarity of the existing society and to preclude social unity 

'!and peace in the future. He had opted for the opposite solution, however: a 
, moral consensus of society as a whole, enforced by the State. 
I What Durkheim attempted to do, then, was to provide a cogent rebuttal to 

. -both the Marxian position, on the one hand, and the Comtean position, on the 
other. To Comte he was willing to concede that moral consensus was one 
..precondition of social order; but against him he argued, in this work, that the 
division of labor need not lead to dispersion and conflict of interests. There 
were other, non-moral conditions that were at least equally important for the 
establishment of solidarity. The development of science and industry, permit
ting an increasing interdependence among individuals and groups within 
society as a whole, could serve as the objective basis of a new and higher 
solidarity. 

~ 



Emile Durkheim 243 

4 Emile Durkheim. The Division of LaboT in Society (New York: The Free .J 
Press. 1965). p. 56. (All immediately following references to this text will be 
merely cited by page number.) 
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and retaliatory; it is a passionate reaction by society against those who dared 
violate its basic rules. Restitution is not enough; the social body "must have 
a more violent satisfaction. The force against which the crime comes is too 
intense to react with very much moderation. Moreover, it cannot do so with
out enfeebling itself; for it is thanks to the intensity of the reaction that it 
keeps alive and maintains itself with the same degree of energy." Thus 

,~ ..... Durkheim describ~s a social state based on a uniform conscience present in 
, \ all members of socIety. 

If repressive and expiatory law is characteristic of mechanical solidarity, it 
is restitutive law which is most typical of organic solidarity. Here the point is 
not punishment, but restoring damaged interests; law becomes "a means of 
reviewing the past in order to reinstate it, as far as possible, to its normal 
form." And now, since society is a complex of many and diverse groups and 
interests, law acts through specialized organs. Nevertheless, it is society which 
empowers these organs and acts through them. Even contractual relations, 
which are ostensibly private and individual, are binding precisely because 
society gives power to such relations; society sanctions "the obligations 
contracted for .... Every contract thus supposes that behind the parties 
implicated in it there is society very ready to intervene in order to gain 
respect for the engagements which have been made." (p. 114.) 

Not all the relationships in the complex society, Durkheim acknowledges, 
conduce to solidarity. Some are negative. For instance, the rights of some 
persons are different from those of others. " ... I cannot enjoy my right 
without harming someone else; such is the case with certain servitudes." 
(p. 118.) Law is then necessary to repair wrong and to prevent it. But these 
rules and relationships do not demand real cooperation; "they simply restore 
or maintain, in the new conditions which are produced, this negative solidarity 
whose circumstances have troubled its functioning." (p. 118.) Rules governing 
these relationships do not lead to "positive social links"; they lead to the 
separation of spheres but not to cooperation. The other rules of restitutive 
law, the residue, Durkheim writes, "express a positive union, a cooperation 
which derives, in essentials, from the division of labor." (p. 122.) ( 

Durkheim begins now to develop his thesis on the positive consequences of 
the division of labor: it leads to exchange of services, reciprocity of obliga- __ , 

J;1:ions, interdependence, etc. Contracts and other formal-legal relationships LI 
7 governing these exchanges lead to what he defined as organic solidarity. It is 

true that later he will qualify this thesis but meanwhile we are told that 
". . . Spencer has not without justice qualified as a physiological contract / 
the exchange of materials which is made at every instant between the different 
organs of the living body." (p. 125.) In this way Durkheim conceives of the 
complex social system as a multiplicity of distinct functions which need to be 
coordinated. "Coordinated" is precisely accurate here because he views these 

J, 
)i "functions" in a coordinate and harmonious relation with one another, like 
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the separate organs of a living being. His concept "division of labor" is 
therefore a device which enables him to accentuate the "cooperative" aspect 
of the social system while ignoring the others. He systematically djvests the ~ 
"divisi " of all relationshi s of domination and conflict- arti 
ularly class conflict. Durkheim will continue to insist, in this work as 
others, that the division of labor normally engenders cooperation and soli - J 

ity. Normally is a very important term in his system; for, as we shall see, it is 
only the pa.!hQlogical, or abnormal, forms of the divisioILOf.-lttboI which -blin'g 
with them "anarchy" and conflict. 

But there is more: the rowin division of lab - 'alization of func-, 
tions-not only leads to solidarity but also enhances man's individuality. 
Since mechanical solidarity results when likenesses are at their maximum, this 
is the same as saying that the common conscience completely envelops the 
conscience of each individual---::.mdi'yiduality. is nil~ Conversely, organic 
solidarity resulting from the division of labor rests on individual differences. 
\By some curious reasoning Durkheim concluded that, since each now has a 
sphere of action peculiar to him, this develops his individuality and personal~ 
ity. "In effect," he writes, "on the one hand, eac~muctnnore
strictly on society as labor is more divided; and, on the other, the activity of 
each is as much more personal as it is more specialized." (p. 131.) If one ha 
thought that specialization had the opposite effects, i.e., that it fragmented the 
personality and stifled the free play of one's faculties, he would have been 
wrong. True, the individual who fulfills a special function does so by suffering 
certain constraints and a circumscription of his activity. Nevertheless, this 
state of irs "leaves much more place open," Durkheim tells us, "for th ~ 

f~rini~fp. 131.) 
I.1...ill.!!§t have been the professions Durkheim had in mind and certIDoly noL 

the industrial worker-s when he asserted tha~ndividuality of all grOWS l!:L 
~ same time_as.,that o~~rts." (p. 131.) And even then the 
thesis would not hoTCFWithUU'ca number 01 importanCqua1i1ica1iO'iis.'"For 
Durkheim, the new social solidarity is accompanied by, and is even a result of, 
the "fact" that now each of society's "t{lements has more freedom of ..move
ment. T~ solidarity resembles that which we observe among the hJ.g!ler 
animalS. Each organ, in effect, has its special h its autonom . 
And, moreover e ation of 
the p rts is more mark we ro ose to call the 

lidar . ion of labor, or anic." p. 131.) 
Thi analogy suited Durkheim's olemical ur ose and conservative bias. 

The decline 0 the conscience collective, the erstwhile moral consensus, cou 
not bfllLdoubted; that its restoration was impossible both Saint-Simon and 
Comte had recognized. The cult in behalf of individua.l dignity in its utilitar
ian and other forms was unappealing to Durkheim because "it is not to 
society that it attaches us; it is to ourselves. Hence, it does not constitute a 
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true social link." (p. 172.) Comte's solution was also inadequate for he had 
assigned the solidifying function to moral consensus alone.1i Finally, there was 
the position of the Marxian and other radical socialists who called for a funda
mental transformation of society, a position Durkheim rejected out of hand. 
In opposition to them, he wished to demonstrate that the modern economic 
developments need not lead to social conflict, disorder, discontent, and "dis
solution." A "higher," organic solidarity could be achieved without revolu
tion; for it "is the division of labor which, more and more, fills the role that 
was formerly filled by the Common Conscience. It is the principal bond of 
social aggregates of higher types." (p. 173.) Yet, Durkheim felt a certain un
easiness with this proposition, for, after all, it was quite evident that the divi
sion of labor was not in fact engendering the solidarity he predicted and 
longed for. How did he deal with these embarrassing facts? 

If the division of labor did not result in solidarity, this was an abnormal 
condition, a consequence of the pathological forms it had momentarily 
assumed. "Though normally," writes Durkheim, "the division of labor pro
duces social solidarity, it sometimes happens that it has different, and even 
contrary results. Now, it is important to find out what makes it deviate from 
its natural course, for if we do not prove that these cases are exceptional, the 
division of labor might be accused of logically implying them." (p. 353.) So, 
if Marx had accentuated the essentially conflictive character of the modern 
division of labor (capitalism)-had viewed it as a condition which alienated 
men from one another and from themselves; a condition in which exploitation, 
conflict, and domination were normal and unavoidable so long as the existing 
"relations of production" prevailed; a condition in which the solidarity of 
society as a whole was unthinkable-Durkheim proposed quite the opposite 
view. It is only in its pathological forms that the division of labor produces 
negative consequences. 

In Durkheim's treatment of the so-called pathological forms, one sees 
clearly the attempt on his part to deal with the issues raised by Marx and to 
provide an alternative solution. For example, there were the recurrent indus
trial and commercial crises Marx had regarded as inherent in the capitalist 

,?relations of production. For Durkheim, these crises were to be explained by 
the lack of adjustment among the various "functions" of the social organism. 
He acknowledges that "insofar as labor is divided more, these phenomena 
[crises] seem to become more frequent, at least in certain cases. From 1845 to 
1869, failures increased 70%." (p. 354.) Nevertheless, these cannot be attrib-
uted "to the growth in economic life." \ 
--~"The conflict between capital and labor," he continues, "is another ex
ample, more striking, of the same 'phenomenon. Insofar as industrial functions 
become more specialized, the conflict becomes more lively, instead of solidar- ~ 

5 This, as we shall see, is not quite accurate since for Comte it is the State 
which enforces the "consensus." 
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ity increasing." (p. 354.) So Durkheim saw these facts and even agreed that 
the conflict of these classes assumes its most intense form with "the birth of 
large-scale industry." (p. 355.) He employs almost Marxian language when he 
says that this is the phase in which the "worker is more completely separated 
from the employer." (p. 355.) With the growth of the "division of labor," 
revolts have become more frequent and class warfare more violent. For Durk
heim, however, all this is not a consequence of the division of labor in its./ 
normal form, but of its abnormal forms, one of which he called the anomie; 
division of labor. This concept is polemical and is directed against both . 
Comte and Marx. . 

Comte had noted what he chose to term the dispersive and disintegrative Q 

consequences of the growing division of labor; while it permits "a felicitous 
development of the spirit of detail otherwise impossible, it spontaneously 
tends, on the other hand,.!!>_snuff out the spirit of. toge!E-~xn~§l'i~~ 
unde~~il!~~~_gly,"6 Private interest is accentuated while public 
iiiTerest is vague, not clearly perceived, and submerged. But the growth of 
industrial forces was inevitable; there was no going back to the status quo 
ante as Bonald and Maistre had wished. Since the very opposite of solidarity 
was the natural consequence of scientific and industrial developments, solidar-
ity had to be imposed from above. And the State, Comte believed, was the 
organ best suited to fulfill this function. 

The social destiny of government [wrote Comte] appears to me to con
sist particularly in sufficiently containing, and preventing, as far as possi
ble, this fatal disposition towards a fundamental dispersion of ideas, 
sentiments, and interests, the inevitable result of the very principle of 
human development, and which, if it could follow its natural course with
out interruption, would inevitably end by arresting social progress in all 
important respects .... It is clear, in effect, that the only real means of 
preventing such a dispersion consists in this indispensable reaction in a 
new and special function, susceptible of fittingly intervening in the 
habitual accomplishment of all the diverse functions of social economy, 
so as to recall to them unceasingly the feeling of unity and the sentiment 
of common solidarity (pp. 358-59.) 

What Comte is arguing here is that the alleged collective conscience of the 
pre-industrial period has declined and that this is the real cause of the 
dispersive effects of the new industrial forces. A new moral consensus must 
therefore be imposed from above. This is where Durkheim differs with Comte. 
The enfeeblement of the collective conscience was normal and inevitable for 

~
Durkheim and could not be regarded as the cause of this abnormal form of 
the division of labor. "If, in certain cases," he writes, "organic solidarity is 

ot all it should be, it is certainly not because mechanical solidarity has lost _ t .. 
round, fmt because all the conditions for the existence of organic solidarity i \ 
ave not been realized." (p. 365.) How does one realize these conditions? By 

6 Quoted by Durkheim in The Division of Labor in Society, p. lI57. 
~ 



248 THE DEBATE WITH MARX'S GHOST 

nearning how to regulate, moderate, and equilibrate the diverse functions. 
What is required if organic solidarity is to be realized is "an adequately de-

~loped regulation determining the ~tuat!".elfl1i.o!ls oUunctio~~"_ (p. 365.) 
This is essentially a Saint-Sim,.Qnian argument which Durkheim employs 
against both Comte and Marx.0gainst Comte he is arguing that conflict and 
disorder are not a result of the 'decline of the older moral order but of the 

I absence of an appropriate new o~e}~nd against Marx he is. arguing thaU~e 
. .growing division of labor can lead to a higher solidarity without_. a fun9a
mental transformation of the existing structure of socioeconomic relations. The 
higher form of human community will be achieved if the various fUnctions 
and the relations among them can be properly regulated and adjusted. Durk-

Y heim is not so naIve as to suggest that this would eliminate all social conflict. 
"Of course," he writes, "as precise as the regulation may be, it will always 

1 leave a place for many disturbances. But it is neither necessary nor even pos
t j sible for social life to be without conflicts. The role of solidarity is not to sup
\ 1 press competition, but to moderate it." (p. 365.) 

Marx, too, saw a need for the regulation of production, the administration 
of things, or, in a word, planning. But this was possible and could have 
salutary effects only after the most basic structural inequalities had been 
abolished. Durkheim, on the other hand, though prepared to make a conces
sion to Marx in this regard, wanted regulation and planning before these basic 
s<:>.cial changes had been made. For Durkheim it was primarily a matter of 
devising the proper moral rules by which the interests in conflict could be 
"equilibrated." This required knowledge (positive science), patience, and a 
moderation of appetites. (Later we shall see that duty, discipline, and 
devotion to "Society" become the cardinal virtues of moral education.) At the 
same time, however, he acknowledges that class antagonisms are not due 
merely to "lack of adjustment,"-i.e., that morality has not caught up with 
the rapid developments of industrial life-but "in good part, to the still very 
great inequality of the external conditions of the struggle. On this factor time 
has no influence." (p. 370n.) 

If earlier we were told that the growing division of labor enhances 
individuality, this must now be qualified; pathological forms both debase and 
ruin the individual. To prevent and overcome his debasement, the worker, for 
example, must enter into solidary relations with "others"-apparently also 
with his employer-and "understand that his actions have an aim beyond 
themselves. " 

Durkheim understood very well that rules--even appropriate ones--cannot 
be the whole solution and that "sometimes the rules themselves are the cause 
of evil. This is what occurs in class wars. The institution of classes and of 
castes constitutes an organization of the division of labor, and it is a strictly 
regulated organization, although it often is a source of dissension. The lower 
classes not being, or no longer being, satisfied with the role which has 
devolved upon them from custom or by law aspire to functions which are 
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closed to them and seek to dispossess those who are exercising these functions. 
Thus civil wars arise which are due to the manner in which labor is dis
tributed." (p. 374.) Thus Durkheim introduces a second major pathological 

/ form-the forced division of labor. This was his concession to the Marxian--.'· , 
view. 

As Durkheim saw it, pain and suffering were a result of the fact that the 
division of labor was forcibly imposed upon individuals without regard for ( 
their "hereditary dispositions." Eor this problem, he says clearly, there is onh~ 
one s tion:"... there is no other way out than to change the established /' 

. order and to set up a new on~." (p. 37 . tee ass structure produces 
anxiety and pain instead of solidarity, "tpis is because the distribution Qf 
social functions on which it rests does not respond, or rather no longer re
SPo'nds, to the distribution of natural talents." (p. 375.) Presumably, then, it 
~ did correspond to the distribution of "natural talents." When this was 
the case, he does not tell us. This turns out to be a very poor concession and 
in fact no concession at all. 

For Marx, the "division of labor" was a situation in which the individual 
was unfree; a situation in which the individual was deformed mentally and 
physically precisely because he was chained to a particular function. He 
therefore envisioned a time when, as a result of both an increased productive 
capacity and a change in social relationships, men could be liberated entirely 
from the necessity to fulfill a particular function and could instead, as Marx 
says in German Ideology, be free to fish, hunt, write poetry, and discuss 
philosophy. He never presumed to be able to determine the "natural" abilities -= 
of men; and even if one could, his ideal was not to place them accordingly 
into special functions. Durkheim, in contrast, envisjoned a systew in whicb _, 

some men have a "natural" bent for the "functions" whjch, as he;hlmself ( 
acknowledged, are humanly debasing. His good society therefore becomes one 
fn which some are still more equal than Qthers, hut IlQW, presuwably, tbe_ 
inequalities are based on~" abiliti~s. 

The opposite of a forced division of labor is one which "is established in 

~. i~t~e .of pure~y i~t.ernal spontan~ity, wit~?ut anything coming to d.ist~r? the __ , 
mitiative of mdividuals. In thIS condItion, harmony between mdividual .' 
natures and social functions cannot fail to be realized, at least in the average 
case." (p. 376~ Some men, freely and of their own accord, will choose to ful
fill the debas' g functions and be happy in their lot because it suits their 
natural capac ties. ~he good society is one. in which -'!sociaLinequalities ex
actl ex ress natural ine ualities." Durkheim reco ized that this presupposed 
"~bsolute equality jn tbe external conditions of the conflict" an t at e 
"hereditary transmission of wealth is enough to make the external conditions 
under which the conflict takes place very unequal, for it gives advantages to 
some which are not necessarily in keeping with their personal worth." (p. 
378.) At the same time, he was prepared to believe that "if the institution of 
castes corresponds to the natural apportionment of capacities, it is, however, 
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only in a very proximate and rough-and-ready manner." (p. 378.) The higher 
solidarity might result in a new system of castes but now, at least, this would 

f correspond to the natural inequalities among men. 
r- As becomes gradually evident, despite Durkheim's occasional call for 

reforms (e.g., the abo!itiQn of the institution of inheritance), the main thrust, 
<J!....his philosophy is to demand an unswerving devotion and subordination of ~ 

, indivjduals to "Society"-and this he demanded long before the external 
conditions had even begun to resemble equality. Durkheim recognized that 

~
ome men profited from the social circumstances in which others must either 

yield or die. "If one class of society is obliged, in order to live, to take any 
rice for its services, while another can abstain from such action thanks to 

resources at its disposal which, however, are not necessarily due to any social 
superiority, the second has an unjust advantage over the first at law. In other 
words, there cannot be rich and poor at birth without their being unjust 

, contracts." (p. 384.) In short, he insists that the "task of the most advanced 
v societies is ... a work of justice." p.387. In the meanwhile, however, for the 

sake of social peace and unity, "our first duty," he concludes, "is to make a 
__ moral code for ourselves." The problem of anomy, not the forced division of 

labor, is the first and more important order of business. This is the overwhelm
ing emphasis in all Durkheim's later works in spite of his occasional return to 
the problem of equality and justice. 

There were therefore two possible directions Durkheim's work could have 
taken. He could have pursued the problems and implications posed by the 
social conditions he himself observed and called attention to both in the 
Division oj Labor and again in the preface to its second edition-viz., "as 

I ~ng as ~E~~~lre [ich.,A,nd P99.L~.t bir!b, there Cann9!jleju§'UQ!!..tnt£!z n"Ot! •• : 
just distribution of social goods." (p. 29.) Or, he could have pursued, as in 

- fact he did, the Comtea-;-and more generally conservative concern with social 
unity, peace, and solidarity. Had he chosen the first path, this inevitably 
would have led him to an approach not unlike that of the Marxian and other 
socialist traditions: a careful and systematic consideration of the conse
quences of social stratification and class conflict, and the possibilities of social 
change. For a variety of reasons, Durkheim gave only scant and momentary 
attention to these sociological questions and opted instead for a conservative 
standpoint. Justice was important but social unity even more so. 

Yet, Durkheim recognized early that his thesis of the solidarity-prod~cing 
effects of the "division of labor" was "incomplete," if not altogether unten
able. What he had defined as its pathological forms were normal and 
prevalent in his day and what he had defined as normal was virtually 
nonexistent. His original thesis had alleged that the separate and diverse 

; functions, "when they are sufficiently in contact with one another, tend to 
. ; stabilize and regulate themselves." Not only was this vague but, as he admits 
! in his preface to the second edition, "this explanation is incomplete. For if it 

is true," he continues, "that social functions spontaneously seek to adapt 
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themselves to one another, provided they are regularly in relationship, never
theless this mode of adaptation becomes a rule of conduct only if the group 
consecrates it with its authority. A rule, indeed, is not only a habitual means 
of acting; it is, above all, an obligatory means of acting . .•. " (p.4.) 

Here we clearly see the theme that was to remain central in all of I 

Durkheim's work: social order at all costs. Society with a capital "s" is, andi' must be, the sole arbiter of conflicting interests, and it is for "Its" sake that 
conflicting interests must be settled and each assigned "its suitable limits." 
Society "has the chief interest in order and peace; if anomy is an evil, it is 
above all because society suffers from it, being unable to live without cohesion I 

and regularity. A moral or juridical regulation essentially expresses, then, 
social needs that society alone can feel. ... " (p. 5.) This is no mere meta-""
phor for Durkheim;_ his reification of "~ociety'~. i.~. ap_ expressiQ!l_<lf....his 
idJ:.o1agi@~ .conc~rns. '~Society" becomes for him, as for the conservatives gen
erally, a polemical concept and value with which to counter critical-revolu
tionary theses. There is no getting around the fact that as he matured, his 

\ call for justice became more and more infrequent and faint; individual dignity 
, and freedom as well as working-class interests were increasingly relegated to 
an insignificant position as compared with the interests of "Society." 

At the same time, a "new" theme emerged and became a leading idea in 
Durkheim's proposal for reform. If the prevailing absence of orderly and 
regulated relations among functions is to end-if, in other words, anarchy and 
anomy are to decline and ultimately to disappear-what is required is the 
resurrection of an old social institution and its .re.introduction,.in a P'l2dified 
an~ropriate fonD, into modern social life. Comte was wrong in assigning 
the reguiative function exclusively to the'State;-modern economic life is much 
too complex for its regulation to be given over to that institution. Instead, 
~hat tried and t~~.t.~d_ iI}stitution the PC£1fPf':.!if!.!'.,!Z.fQrppr.o,tif}!L fJ! g@4. whic;.h ( 
was already known in antiquity and which flourished duri.ng the Middle Ages, 
can b~.~.~adapted to modern conditions and can again_~~!"y.L~.e .regula~~y 
f!!!tc.!!Qn)t. ~ad served so well in the past. The men of the French Revolution 
acted rashly when they destroyed this institution IDsteaaor-oiily' modifying Ii. 
The ,?~.cupational group should become the basis of an occupational ethic!. fo~ 
" [a] n occupational activity can be efficaciously regulated only by a gro~~ 
jntimate erfugh with it to know its functioning, feel all its needs, and able to 

. follow all their variations." - ...... _"" 
The occupational guilds must again become a public institution. These are 

to be based on the existing class structure and their function would be to lay 
down general moral and legal principles according to which relations among 
the various occupations and classes would be regulated. As Durkheim saw it, 
the representatives of both the employers and employees would be elected to 
the corporation assembly "in proportions corresponding to the respective 
importance attributed by opinion to these factors in production." (p. 
25n.) And he adds: "But if it is necessary that both meet in the directing 
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councils of the corporations, it is no less) important that at the base of the 
corporative organization they form distinct and independent groups, for their 
interests are too often rival and antagonistic. To be able to go about their 
ways freely, they must go about their ways separately. The two groups thus 
constituted would then be able to appoint their representatives to the com
mon assemblies." (p. 2Sn.) This will be not only in the best interest of 
society but of the individual as well; for the individual finds "anarchy" 
painful and regulation, joyful. (p. 15.) The occupational groups, their 
relations with one another and with society as a whole, are the issues 
Durkheim considers in his book Professional Ethics and Civic Morals. It is 
there that he develops his philosophy of society and the individual but still 
with some ambivalence, as we shall see, since he returns in the end to the 
question of equality and justice, a question he never again raises afterwards, 
or at least not in any prominent way. 

Professional Ethics and Civic Morals 

Just as Saint-Simon had called for a new secular religion, Durkheim now 
began to call for a new secular morality. A theme that would become stronger 
as he grew older-the need for altruism, and the individual as well as social 
hazards of egoism-already finds expression here. "Weare not naturally 
inclined," he writes, "to put ourselves out or to use self-restraint; if we are 
not encouraged at every step to exercise the restraint upon which all morals 
depend, how should we get the habit of it? If we follow no rule except that of 
a clear self-interest, in the occupations that take up nearly the whole of our 
time, how should we acquire a taste for any disinterestedness, or selfle;:;sness, 
or sacrifice?"7 The employer as well as the worker "is aware of no influence 
set above him to check his egotism; he is subject to no moral discipline 
whatever and so he scouts any discipline at all of this kind." Moral standards 
have to be raised "so that the conflicts which disturb [economic life] have an 
end. . . . There should be rules telling each of the workers his rights and his 
duties, not vaguely in general terms but in precise detail, having in view the 
most ordinary day-to-day occurrences." Employers and workers must, in their 
respective groups, impose restraint upon their special and selfish interests; 
they must see the interests of the whole, and then conflict will diminish and 
become moderate while the solidarity of society is correspondingly enhanced. 

Eventually, in this book, Durkheim will suggest that private inheritance of 
wealth be abolished and that it be given over to the authority of the 
occupational organizations-his functional equivalent of Marx's public own
ership of the means of production. But while for Marx this was to lead to the 
abolition of classes, in Durkheim's scheme the classes remain intact just as 

7 Emile Durkheim, Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1957) , p. 12. (All immediately following references to this 
work will be cited by page numbers in the text. 
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they did in Saint-Simon's. Durkheim believed it possible to develop a truly 
social morality in a class system; he wanted to revive and reorganize the 
guilds "so that economic activity should be permeated by ideas and needs 
other than individual ideas and needs"; it is for this reason "that it should be 
socialized." (p. 29.) He wanted somehow to bring "men's minds into mutual 
understanding," even while the great structural inequalities remained. "It is 
only through the corporative system that the moral standard of economic life 
can be raised." (p. 29.) 

The main problem and task, therefore, was moral, not structural; while 
Durkheim draws attention to institutionalized inequality, he believes that 
even after structural changes the "state of anarchy would still persist; for let 
me repeat, the state of anarchy comes about not from [the means of produc
tion] being in these hands and not in those, but because the activity, deriving 
from it is not regulated." (p. 31.) Rational planning and mutual understand
ing would be necessary after basic inequalities have been abolished; why not 
begin now to raise the moral standards of everyone? He did not see or 
perhaps would not see that in the existing conditions, preaching the same 
moral message to everyone meant preaching a morality of submission to the 
disadvantaged. 

It is interesting that in this book his attitude toward the classes and their 
respective roles in the occupational organizations is not precisely what it 
became later. In his preface to the second edition of the Division of Labor, 
written many years after Professional Ethics, he saw the need for a degree of 
employee autonomy within the larger organization. In Professional Ethics, 
however, he is not yet sure. Employers and workers are treated simply as 
"categories of industrial personnel" represented in the same corporation a la 
Saint-Simon; at this stage, Durkheim merely wonders whether it might not be 
necessary for the employers and workers to have separate and independent 
electoral bodies, at least "when their respective interests were obviously in 
conflict." (p.39.) 

In his discussion of civic morals, Durkheim's conception of society emerges 
in classical conservative terms. Political society, or the State, is "formed by 
the coming together of a rather large number of secondary social groups, 
subject to the same one authority which is not itself subject to any other 
superior authority duly constituted." (p. 45.) And further: "When the State 
takes thought and makes a decision, we must not say that it is society that 
thinks and decides through the State, but that the State thinks and decides for 
it." (p. 49.) ;:Ire principal function of the State is to think. And in almost 
Hegelian tertns, Durkheim writes that its "representations are distinguished I 

from the other c~llective representations by their higher degree of conscious--1' 
ness and reflection." (p. SO.) And, somehow, paradoxically, except for abnor
mal cases ( ! ), "the stronger the State, the more the individual is respected." 

---cp.-5 7 .) 
At this stage of Durkheim's thinking, the individual is not totally sub-
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merged as he later appears to be. He recognizes that the power of the State 
left unchecked can tyrannize over the individual. On the other hand, the 
power of the secondary groups must be curbed, for otherwise they, too, can 
gain "a mastery over their members and mold them at will."(p. 62.) The 
State, then, must prevent the absorption of the individuals by the secondary 

\ groups and serve "to remind these partial societies that they are not alone and 
that there is a right that stands above their rights. The State must therefore 
enter into their lives, it must supervise and keep a check on the way they oper
ate and to do this it must spread its roots in all directions." (p. 65.) At the 
same time, the secondary groups, in turn, are to serve as a counterbalance to 
the State, restraining its excessive expansion. In this way, the various secondary 
groups "form one of the conditions essential to the emancipation of the 
individual." (p. 63.) 

Yet, when Durkheim speaks of the emancipation of the individual, it is not 
the Kantian conception he has in mind. He is unwilling to make the freedom 
of the individual a moral imperative--at least not the real, concrete, flesh-and
blood individual. For Durkheim, the individual is an abstraction, submerged 
~~ .gr?up, ~~Jc!t TsTnt;~rdf~jted't(rthe"Soc~e~yT;; 'the' State y: 1'li~;Jf 
the id~ology that eventuates in the "methodological tyranny" of his Rure~ ""oJ. 
the Sociologicq.l Method. "It is not," writ~s .Durkh~im, "this or that individ
ual'the State seeks to develop, it is the individual in genere, who is not to' tie .. 
confused with any single one of us." The fundamental duty of the state "is to 
persevere in calling the individual to a moral way of life." (p. 69.) Ultimately 
Durkheim reverts to a Hegelian conclusion: "At the present day, the State is 

\ the highest form of organized society that exists. Some forms of belief in a 
,.::;: world State, or world patriotism do themselves get pretty close to an egotistic 

1·' individualism. Their effect is to disparage the existing moral law, rather than 
to create others of higher merit." In effect, this was the outlook that led 
Durkheim-despite his efforts to define patriotism in terms of setting one's 
own house in order according to the principles of justice--ultimately to 
defend the French point of view in World War I, while his close friend, 
]aures, the socialist, had been assassinated for exposing the folly and horrors 
of such a war. 

Similarly, freedom and autonomy, for Durkheim, was not the process of 
eliminating ar j abolishing the various social forms that constrained and 
repressed the individual but rather bowing to the existing factual order. "To 
be autonomous," he writes, "means, for the human being, to understand the 

f necessities he has to bow to and accept them with full knowledge of the facts. 
~ Nothing that we can do can make the laws of things other than they are, but 
Tl' we free ourselves of them in thinking them, that is, in making them ours by 

thought. That is what gives democracy a moral superiority." (p. 91.) What 
is more, in his conception of democracy, the individual constitutes a danger to 
the State; so if earlier we were told that the function of the secondary groups 
was to protect the individual from the State, now we learn that "they are also 
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necessary if the State is to be sufficiently free of the individual." (p. 96.) It 
is this, as we shall see, which constitutes by far the dominant concern for 
Durkheim in his later works. 

In Professional Ethics, however, in his concluding discussion of property, 
property rights, and contracts, Durkheim does return to the problem of justice 
and how it is impeded by certain institutions. Inheritance and ~nge by 
contracts are the two main ways of acquiring property; and he tries to show 
by means of historical analysis that the former is "bound up with archaic 
concepts and practices that have no part in our present-day ethics." (p. 174.) 
Of "the two main processes by which property is acquired, inheritance is the 
one that is going to lose its importance more and more." (p. 17S.) What re
mains then is the contract, and whether the conditions under which it is made 
can be just. 

The contract is a juridical-moral bond between two subjects that specifies 
their mutual rights and obligations. Generally, says Durkheim, "a right exists 
on both sides." (p. 176.) He is quick to add, however, that "these mutual 
rights are not inevitable. The slave is bound in law to his master and yet has 
no right over him." (p. 176.) Thus Durkheim returns to an issue which, at 
this stage of his intellectual development, appeared to be fundamental: some 
"contracts" are made between social unequals where one dominates and the 
other serves and where the latter has no choice but to serve or to die. Can 
such a contract, though sanctioned by "a moral authority that stands higher," 
be just? To this question Durkheim replies with an unequivocal no. 

In tracing its development as an institution, Durkheim shows that a bona 
fide consensual contract "could not be one of good faith except on condition of 
its being one by mutual consent." (p. 203.) But consent "binds truly and 
absolutely the one who consents only on the condition that it has been freely 
given. Anything that lessens the liberty of the contracting party, lessens the 
binding force of the contract." As Durkheim proceeds to develop this 
argument, one sees just how close he had moved in that instance and at that 
moment to the Marxian point of view. "This rule should not be confused with 
the one thayrequires the contract to be made with deliberate intent. For I 
may very well have had the will to contract as I have done, and yet have 
contracted only under coercion. In this case, I will the obligations I subscribe 
to, but I will them by reason of pressure being put upon me. The consent in 
such instances i~ said to be invalidated and thus the contract is null and 
void." (p. 204.) Thus a contract cannot be viewed as just, simply because a 
man has subjectively willed it. What is crucial is how much freedom and 
power he has to resist entering into certain contractual relationships. Whether 
a contract is binding or not depends, therefore, not merely on subjective will 
but on the objective conditions under which it is made. If 

contracts imposed by constraint, direct or indirect, are not binding, this 
does not arise from the state of the will when it gave consent. It arises 
from the consequences that an obligation thus formed inevitably brings 
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upon the contracting party. It may be, in fact, that he took the step that 
has bound him only under external pressure, that his consent has been ex· 
tracted from him. If this is so, it means that the consent was against his 
own interests and the justifiable needs he might have under the general 
principles of equity. The use of coercion could have had no other aim or 
consequence but that of forcing him to yield up something which he did 
not wish to, to do something he did not wish to do, or indeed of forcing 
him to the one action or the other on conditions he did not will. Penalty 
and distress have thus been undeservedly laid on him. 

Such a contract, Durkheim observes, is increasingly regarded as invalid and 
this is not merely because "the determining cause of the obligation is exterior 
to the individual who binds himself. It is because he has suffered some 
unjustified injury, because, in a word, such a contract is unjust." Increasingly, 
a contract is regarded as moral and just if it is not a "means of exploiting one 
of the contracting parties." The objective consequences for the parties 
concerned, and not their formal, subjective consent, must constitute the real 
criterion of a just contract. 

Here, in the final pages of Professional Ethics and Civic Morals, Durkheim 
draws certain conclusions from the stratification and class structure of society 
which may be regarded as evidence of a momentary concession to, or conver
gence with, Marx and the socialists. ~e institution of inheritance is again 
singled out by Durkheim as a "supreme obstacle" to just relations in sOciettJ 

Now inheritance as an institution [writes Durkheim] results in men 
being born either rich or poor; that is to say, there are two main classes 
in society, linked by all sorts of intermediate classes: the one which in or
der to live has to make its services acceptable to the other at whatever 
the cost; the other class which can do without these services, because it 
can call on certain resources, which may, however, not be equal to the 
services rendered by those who have them to offer. Therefore as long as 
such sharp class differences exist in society, fairly effective palliatives may 
lessen the injustice of contracts; but in principle, the system operates in 
conditions which do not allow of j,ustice. (p. 213.) 

Where he differed with Marx was in the view of how social change would 
come about.l!?r unlike Marx, Durkheim conceived of social change not as a 
function of class conflict but as a result of the slow evolution of the collective 
moral conscien:il One important change, however, was immediately possible, 
which would at one stroke eradicate a fundamental source of inequality and 
thus make for a qualitatively new stage of justice: "One primary reform is 
possible at once and almost without any transition. This is the discontinuance 
of inheritance ab intestat or by next of kin .... " (p. 216.) Who, then, will 
inherit this wealth? As noted earlier, Durkheim regarded the occupational 
corporations as best suited to fulfill this function. Like the socialists, he thus 
sees the need to socialize property and wealth; but it is the professional 
groups that, in his opinion, "would satisfy all the conditions for becoming in 
a sense, in the economic sphere, the heirs of the family." (p. 218.) 
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But Durkheim is prepared to go even further; even after the abolition of 
inheritance, inequalities will remain-differences of talents and intelligence. 
Can it not be said that these inequalities of merit are also fortuitous? 

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

milieu? It is here that the domain of charity begins. Charity is the feelin~~' 
of human sympathy that we see becoming clear even of these last remainJ r 
ing traces of inequality. It ignores and denies any special merit in gifts or 
mental capacity acquired by heredity. This, then, is the very acme of 
justice. (p. 220.) 

And this, then, is the note on which Durkheim concludes Professional Ethics 
and Civil Morals-a note, however, to which he never returns. 

Education and Sociology 

In Durkheim's theory of education, particularly as defined in these essays 
-the influence adults exercise upon the young--one sees an increasing 
tendency not only to reify but, indeed, to deify "Society." Society becomes the 
veritable creator of the individual, which viewpoint lays the groundwork for 
his theor,x. of religion-the divine is the symbolic expression of the forces of 
society. &iety is increasingly regarded as an all-embracing entity, "sui 
generis," an expression he uses again and agair9The implications of struc
tured inequality no longer occupy his attentlOn; nor does he propose that 
cert<\in changes are necessary for justice to prevail. Now his idee fixe becomes 
hOW/best to adapt the individual to "Society," how best to prepare him to •. ,{ " 
adjust to its irresistible forces and to fulfill his specific "function" in a Fi . 
morally dutiful manner. 

The truth in Durkheim's major sociological proposition, that an individual 
becomes human in the process of interaction with others, he chose to 
formulate in other terms-Society implants in each individual an aspect of , 
itself so that in~ffect it creates him. Insofar as individuals may be discerned 
in Durkheim's scheme, they are, to employ the terminology of G. H. Mead, 
predominantly, if not exclusively, "me's." Mead's "I" is nonexistent in 
Durkheim's system. Moreover, as we shall see, it is not only necessary bili 
good that the individual subordinate himself to society. Though he is 
inconsistent on this score, there is generally no tension in Durkheim's system J 
between the individual and society; insofar as such tension exists, it is always;(" 
resolved in favor of society. 

The significance of socioeconomic classes and strata is only dimly per
ceived, if at all, in Durkheim's educational scheme; as in the Division of 
Labor, they are viewed simply as coordinate functions rather than as groups 
with conflicting interests. Forced servitude, i.e., the fact that some are 
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constrained either to serve or to starve, apparently has no implications for 
education, whose exclusive function it is to prepare the individual for society 
as it is. "Education," according to Durkheim's formula, "is the influence 
exercised by adult generations on those . . . not yet ready for social life. Its 
object is to arouse and to develop in the child a certain number of physical, 
intellectual, and moral states which are demanded of him by both the political 
society as a whole and the special milieu for which he is specifically destined."8 
The individual is "specifically destined" to fill a certain occupational role and 
to live in a special milieu, and the function of education is to facilitate his 
adjustment to his destiny. 

Durkheim avers, however, that by nature man is not inclined to submit to 
political authority; self-discipline and self-sacrifice are not modes of conduct 
to which he is congenitally disposed. But does this mean that when society 
fashions "individuals according to its needs," that they are "submitting to an 
insupportable tyranny?" No, replies Durkheim. For "in reality they are 
themselves interested in this submission; for the new being that collective 
influence, through education, thus builds up in each of us, represents what is 
best in us." (p. 76.) 

If, for the Philosophes as for Marx, the best in man was yet to be realized, 
and it was precisely the existing social order which frustrated its realization, 
it was quite otherwise for Durkheim. He transforms all individual values into 

"'- egoism pure and simple and, on the other hand, turns into unadulterated 
~ virtues everything the individual forfeits to society. In his words: "It is 
~ .-# society . . . that draws us out of ourselves, that obliges us to reckon with 
li'F other interests than our own, it is society that has taught us to control our 

1 .passions, our instincts, to prescribe law for them, to restrain ourselves, to 
-tt deprive ourselves, to sacrifice ollrselves, to subordinate our personal ends to 

higher ends." (p.76.) In this way, restraint, deprivation, self-sacrifice, sub
ordination, all become the cardinal values education must inculcate to serve 

-- ';~the ends of "Society"; and the more we have placed our inclinations under 
social control, the more fully human we are. 

"Society" thus becomes an unadulterated positive; social processes are 
humanizing, by definition, while dehumanization and alienation are excluded, 

\,also by definition, from social life. "Society" is hypo stasi zed by Durkheim for 
-/'clearly ideological reasons. More than anything, he craved for social solidarity 

and order; therefore, an antagonism of any kind between the individual and 
society had to be denied. The "antagonism that has too often been admitted," 
he writes, "between society and individual corresponds to nothing in the 
facts." (p. 78.) If, earlier, he himself had clearly shown that the existing so
ciety definitely implied constraint, coercion, and, generally, social conditions 
that precluded the individual's free development, now we learn that it is far 

8 Emile Durkheim, Education and Sociology (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free 
Press, 1956), p. 71. Italics in original. (Su bseq uen t references appear as page 
numbers in the text.) 
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from the truth that the individual and society stand in opposition and are 
able to develop only at each other's expense. "The individual, in willing 
society, wills himself. The influence that it exerts on him, notably through 
education, does not at all have as its object and its effect to repress him, to 
diminish him, to denature him, but, on the contrary ~ mak~ hi~ grow a~ 
ma~~.?f him a truly human ~~,~~g." ~or_Q!:!!.k,peim,. Society" is f~ghe~t 

,end;, ari~lfi 'oroer that it be solidary, individuals must be content in their'~ 

sp_e£.!~J }nilieux. :r~e State, therefore, must "~~~~l!? the teacher constantiy -of ~ 
the ideas, [and] the sentiments that must be impressed upon the' cbild--to'
adjust him to the milieu in which he must live." Otherwise, education "would 
necessarily be put to the service of private beliefs, and the whole nation would .. ! 
be divided and would break down into an incoherent multitude of little frag- -r 
ments in conflict with one another." (p. 79.) 

Clearly, there is nothing in the proposition, "Man is a social being," that is 
inherently either conservative or revolutionary. In Durkheim's hands, how-
ever, it becomes essentially conservative, for his emphasis throughout is on I ' 
~a!l's_ ,;;tdaptll,tjon to circumstances but neyer on the, adapt.!ltjQn ~f circum- ,\ 1'., 
stances.to man's ends. Man must bow before the ine~orabl~ s~(,:ial fa.a~~ ?fv~ir/{-i'~ 
his assertion of the absence of instincts in men is a truth that becomes 
ideological in his hands; if the "innate predispositions in man are very general 
and very vague," (p. 82.) how could one argue that society or certain forms 
of society are repressive and antagonistic to man's nature? J!2th Marx and 
Durkheim recognized that men are what they are largely as a result of the 
modes of interaction with other m~But each thin~er drew from this 
proposition diametrically opposed conc usions~.infi.nit~-
~ Marx_believed~,those ,social forms whU:h~~!e~~ ~!!!LcoI!§1!.1Ji!L,h!!p 
m ...shattered and ,changed to. allow for the greater develoement of his 
£'t~~iye . ~~,~~*l~.Jr ~reedq~; the elimination' of '¢eitifn 'soc~al relationships 
~!lrl institutions ,f~c!litate~ j,ndi~idual development an.d widens,th~_ b2~~<!~s 
~~dom. F" D~rkh~~m, in contrast, since the human dispo~itions at_ ~~r~h 
were so vague and general and since, as a consequence, the human child was 
so malleable, the task of education was to render these dispositions more 
specific so that he could eventually "playa useful role in society." Here, 
"useful role" must be translated as the particular function one is destined to 
fulfill in the "division of labor" and in whatever "milieu" (Durkheim's I 11~ •. 
euphemism for stratum or class) he happens to be born in. Education is a 
matter of getting the child to accept social authority and to learn his duty. 
Duty "is, indeed, for the child and even for the adult, the stimulus par 
excel1ence of effort." (p. 88.) "For to be free," Durkheim continues, "is not 
tpdo what one pleases; it is to be master of oneself, it is to know how to act 
with reason and to do one's duty." (pp. 89-90.) This increasingly is the main 
'burden of Durkheim's educational theory. If earlier he vacillated between 
two positions-i.e., (1.) fine tuning of the social system, by bringing moral 
rules into harmony with the developing division of labor, and (2.) effecting 
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certain basic social changes-now it is the former position which becomes 
dominant. The function of moral education is to inculcate a deep sense of 
altruism, self-discipline, duty, and satiety, and at the same time to curb ego
ism and to moderate insatiable appetites. 

Moral Education 

The development of a secular morality suited to the conditions of the time 
now became for Durkheim the essential task for French society. He states 
quite clearly that his aim in this work "is not to formulate moral education 
for man in general; but for men of our time in this country."9 Durkheim, 
whose ultimate social theory of knowledge is in many respects similar to 
Marx's, understood very well that there is a determinate relationship between 

th.e....~al valJ:!.~S" Qf '"~~.~~ an~.J.~.~~c_~nditio~~....QL!h~i.~3_qf!!!l~ That 
there cotihlnot be one moiility good Iiir-a:11 times and places, for all societies, 
was evident. Yet, Durkheim was prepared to prescribe a single morality for 
all the sub-societies, i.e., classes and strata, of the France of his day. 

The issues he had raised in Professional Ethics relating to the unjust nature 
of contracts so long as basic inequalities and constraint remained essential 
aspects of society, are now virtually ignored. Since the majority of French 
children are being socialized in the elementary school system, it must become 
the guardian "par excellence of our national character." (p. 4.) In modern 
French society, or for that matter in western Europe as a whole, God is dead! 
-or at least dying, and cannot be resurrected. ~rlier God was the supreme 
guarantor of the moral order; in giving God his du~en were in fact assuring 
that their relations would rest on a firm moral bas~Anticipating his thesis in 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim was suggesting that "God" 
was really a symbolic expression of the force of society as a whole. In a Saint
Simonian, or even Marxian, fashion, Durkheim viewed the decline of religion 

, as a consequence of both the dissolution of traditional society and the growth 
i of modern industry and science. If religion has become a moribund institution 
i and no longer fulfills a moral function, present-day society is then faced with 
; a great danger: the possible denial of morality altogether. If no secular 
I substitute is found for religion, "we run the risk of also eliminating essential 

moral ideas and sentiments" (p. 19.) and threatening "public morality at 
its very roots." (p. 3.) _ 
, To be sure, Durkheim continues to raise the question of injustice, but 
exclusively in abstract terms without reference to its structural basis. Now, 
the "characteristic of injustice is that it is not founded in the nature of things; 
it is not based upon reason." (p. 20.) For Durkheim, however, reason does 
not refer (as it did for the Philosophes and for Marx) to the critical faculties 

9 Emile Durkheim, Moral Education (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1961), 
p. 3. (Subsequent references to this work appear as page numbers in the text.) 
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of an individual by which he assesses an institution and, finding it oppressive, 
acts with others in order to change it. Durkheim wants to use reason and 
science to discover the moral forces of a society and, once discovered, "to in
vestigate how they should develop and be oriented under present social condi
tions." We are thus back to the problem of the anomic division of labor. 
Anomy is the most serious problem facing man; and this refers not to the 
absence of all moral norms but to the absence of the appropriate norms. The 
main task, therefore, is to develop in the child "those general dispositions 
that, once created, adapt themselves readily to the particular circumstances 
of human life." (p. 21.) And in order to discover the new morality Durkheim 
wants to employ the scientific method. 

Morality is not to be viewed as a body of general precepts, but rather as a fI 
totality of specific and definite behavioral prescriptions. Rules are "like so 
many molds with limiting boundaries, into which we must pour our behav
ior." (p. 26.) By studying the past as well as the present, one discovers the 
true function of morality, which is "in the first place, to determine conduct, to 
fix it, to eliminate the element of individual arbitrariness." (p. 27.) Specific' 
moral rules promote "regularity of conduct"; and those who spurn such 
regularity, as do "transients and people who cannot hold themselves to spe
cific jobs, are always suspect. It is because their moral temperament is funda
mentally defective-because it is most uncertain and undependable." (p. 27.) 
(ffiere can be no doubt that in Durkheim's system of values, disdain for 
~ularized and controlled conduct was not only pathological but morally 
bad,. it promoted endless instability both in the individuals concerned and. in.." 
society at large. Furthermore, it threatened the established order of authori!rj 

A rule implies more than regularized conduct, for it is invested with author
ity, a "moral power that we acknowlege as superior to us." (p. 29.) And 
mor\'lity is precisely that "category of rules where the idea of authority plays 
an lbsolutely preponderant role." (p. 29.) A concept which embraces both 
aspects of morality, i.e., regularity and authority, is discipline, "the fundamen
tal element of morality." Here Durkheim begins to develop a philosophical 
theme that dominates not only this work but all his later works as well: moral 

, discipline is a good in itself. It is good not only for society as a whole but, as 
we shall see, for the mental health of the individual. Despite his cautious 

'wording, the bias is unmistakable: "Those ... whose preference for change 
and diversity prompts a revulsion at all uniformity are certainly in danger of , 
being morally incomplete. Regularity is the moral analogue of periodicity in ' 
the organism." (p~4.) In his eagerness to develop a morality for the society \1 

as a whole,rtiurkheim now invests rules per se with a sacred quality, so that 
the questiofiIs never asked whether the existing rules may be, in fact, unjust 
and repressive and, hence, immoral. A denial of their authority, an "inability 
to feel and to recognize such authority wherever it exists--or to demur when 
it is recognized-is precisely a negation of genuine morality.'') 

The utilitarians, and Marx as well, justified constraint 7mry to the degree 
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that it was clearly unavoidable for the functioning of society. To these 
... ~rguments Durkheim replies that discipline is socially necessary and useful; 

for society is a living being and to assure its proper functioning, rules are 
im'p~!ative. "[A]ll living organization presupposes determinate rules, anil"to 
negl~c(them is to invite serious disturbance." "D}sturbance" of the '~al 
organism" is what Durkheim feared most; so much so, in fact, that he now 
suggests that it is inconceivable that a social institution could violate an 
individual's nature: "If an institution does violence to human nature, however 

: socially useful it may be, it will never be born, much less persist, since it 
__ cannot take root in the conscience. True, social institutions are directed 
'i-award society's interests and not those of individuals as such. But, on the 
other hand, if such institutions threaten or disorganize the individual life at 
its source, they also disorganize the foundation of their own existence." 

Can discipline be regarded as a repressive, restrictive, and constraining 
force which impedes an individual's development? No, says Durkheim, for 

~'an inability to restrict one's self within determinate limits is a sign of 
-ydisease-with respect to all forms of human conduct and, even more gener

ally, for all kinds of biological behavior." (p. 38.) Durkheim is here 
'advancing a "sociology" and a psychological philosophy. In his sociology he 
insists that a society, just as a living organism, is a "complex equilibrium 

\ whose various elements limit one another; this balance cannot be disrupted 
without producing unhappiness or illness." (p. 39.) F--<H:j)...llt~):1eiID",.ll.l§.~'!i~.Ys 
~h~"qlli.ruption, .. but never the maintenance, of the "equilibrium" (staS,.us 
quo) which causes suffering and pain. A,S psychologist-philosopher Durk
heim focuses on what he regards' as the main source of modern man's 

-...!!lalaise-~plj~it8Q appetites. In Moral Education he summarizes the 
main points he makes again in Suicide where one finds a treatise completely 
devoted to the need for moderation and restraint. He writes: "A need, a desire 

0f'eed of all restraints, and all rules, no longer geared to some determinate 
objective and, through the same connection, limited and contained, can be 
nothing but a source of constant anguish for the person experiencing it. . . . 
This is why historical periods like ours, which have known the malady of 
infinite aspiration, are necessarily touched with pessimism. Pessimism always 
~J:companies unlimited aspirations. Goethe's Faust may be regarded as repre-

\.. senting par excellence this view of the infinite. And it is not without reason 
that the poet has portrayed him as laboring in continual anguish." (p. 40.) 

Durkheim is preaching 'the same moral message to all members of society 
regardless of the position in which they find themselves. Men must set 
themselves finite goals and learn to be sated. The social changes Durkheim 
had earlier regarded as necessary for a more just equilibrium were yet to be 
realized; nevertheless, those subject to unjust relationships should curb their 
appetites and aspirations. Constraint is transformed by Durkheim into a 
purely positive phenomenon for it keeps "our vital forces within appropriate 
limits." (p. 41.) Moral regulations form "about each person an imaginary 
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wall, at the foot of which a multitude of human passions simply die without 
being able to go further. For the same reason-that they are contained-it 
becomes possible to satisfy them." (p. 42.) Constraint, containment, limita
tion, these are positive values. Discipline, the essence of moral education, is 
essential for individual health and social order. "Through it [discipline] and 
by means of it alone are we able to teach the child to rein in his desires, to 
set limits to his appetites of all kinds, to limit and, through limitation, to 
define the goals of his activity." (p.43.) 

Whatever the element of truth in this general philosophiCo-psychological 
theory, it had necessarily to resolve itself into a morality of submission and 
resignation for the working class and, more generally, for the disadvantaged ~= 
strata. However, Durkheim did not seem to grasp this implication. It is ,an 
illusion, he insists, that the imposition of limits on our desires and faculties 
results in a reduction of power or in subordination; true power is a subjective 
entity. Imagine, he writes, the most absolute despot in history "liberated from 
all external restraint" and whose desires are irresistible. "Shall we say, then, 
that he is all-powerful? Certainly not, since he himself cannot resist his 
desires. They are masters of him as of everything else. He submits to them; 
he does not dominate them. . . . A despot is like a child; he has a child's 
weaknesses because he is not master of himself. Self-mastery is the first 
condition of all true power, of all liberty worthy of the name." (p. 45.)(It is 
as if Durkheim, having abandoned all hope of mastering or changing extcl1ra1 
social conditions, and fearing the "disruptive" consequences of unbridled 
appetites, had little choice but to counsel "self-mastery." Self-control as a 
moral injunction should be~'m lanted in the child to dispense with the need for 
constant external controls. :And the internalization of controls is useful, 
desir¥Sle, and good for bot the individual and soCiety. With this line of 
reas~ing Durkheim is able to conclude that discipline and limitation are the 
condition of one's happiness and moral health. "The rule, because it teaches 
us to restrain and master ourselves, is a means of emancipation and of 
freedom." ~. 49.) . 

AlthougIr'Durkheim was not altogether blind to some of the implications of 
this position, in anticipating objections and dealing with them he reverts to 
his doctrine of "natural abilit~;" The limits he wants to impose are "based 
on the nature of things, that is to say, in the nature of each of us. This has 
nothing to do with insidiously inculcating a spirit of resignation in the child; 
or curbing his legitimate ambitions; or preventing him from seeing the condi
tions existing around him.:'~().ne~~~ss, the child s~ly _~~~t _Q,e...giYen to 
understand that to be happy is to set hImself goaTs that corresEond to his 
'".iii:tJlre"; lie must "nor strain nneurotiCalTi-aiia~1!.ii1iapP.iiY-toward infinitely 
distant and consequently inac~essi_ble goals." One must select a goaCcomeat.i-
1ll.~ .. ~ith one's abilities, and not seek to surPass "artificially" one's "na~ 
limits." Discipline is useful and necessary."because it seems to us demandeL 
.;. nature itself." (p. SO.) . - - - ... ~. 
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Durkheim thus believed it somehow possible to discover one's "natural" 
capacities and limits even while vast cultural inequalities persisted among 
the various social classes and strata. He did not see, somehow, that so long as 
these inequalities continued to exist, it was very insidious indeed to encourage 
children to recognize their so-called "natural" limitations. For there can be no 
doubt that the educational system in Durkheim's tim~and this is equally 
true today-did not even begin to realize the potential of most children, even 
granting for a moment that such potentials have "natural" lir..tS. In effect, 
Durkheim inverted quite deliberately the theory of the Enlighte ment. 

For the Philosophes, social institutions were to be criticize and changed, 
thereby widening the boundaries of individual freedom and facilitating the 
constant and continuing perfection of man. For Marx, too, it was precisely the 
extant social system which imposed limitations on man, not his own "nature." 
Man was infinitely perfectible and his dynamic potential was realizable only 
by removing those social conditions which served to block it. 

To be sure, Durkheim recognizes that, "if discipline is a means through 
which man realizes his nature, it must change as that nature changes through 
time." (p. 51.) He is not suggesting that the child cannot, or must n{)t, 
surpass his father; in fact he regards such suggestions as arrogant. What he is 
suggesting, however, is that though they are "not absolutely the same at 
different historical periods," there are forces that set limits in each period and 
at each stage in the evolution of a society. A proper morality is one suited to a 
given stag~ne in which individuals recognize the limits of that stage and 
"adjust" to them. Durkheim did perceive certain dangers in a morality which 
was "beyond criticism or reflection, the agents par excellence of all change." 
(p. 52.) But he insists that the exercise of criticism, which leads to a 
weakening of the existing order of discipline and authority, is not required in 
normal circumstances. If "in critical and abnormal circumstances," he writes, 
"the feeling for the rule and for discipline must be weakened, it does not 
follow that such impairment is normal. Furthermore, we must take care not to 
confuse two very different feelings: the need to substitute a new regulation for 
an old one; and the impatience with all rules, the abhorrence of all discipline. 

i Under orderly conditions, the former is natural, healthy, and fruitful; the 
latter is always abnormal since it prompts us to alienate ourselves from the 

I basic conditions of life." (p. 53.) 
But by his own admissi9n in Professional Ethics, great social inequalities 

led to unjust relations, and these very conditions were still in effect when 
Durkheim wrote his Moral Education. For most of his contemporaries, these 
inequalities were in fact the basic and normal conditions of their lives. Should 
it not then also be regarded as normal when men who are subjected to 
injustice criticize and even rebel against the prevailing order of moral rules 
and discipline? Therefore, when Durkheim writes: "Our task is not to shape 
the child in terms of a nonexistent morality but in the light of moral concepts 
as they exist or as they tend to be "-what is he in effect counseling? (p. 55.) 
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Is this not an educational theory designed to discourage and dissuade the 
child from striving for just conditions because they constitute a "nonexistent 
morality"? What have we here if not a morality that sanctions the status 
quo-a morality that holds the existing rules for absolutely good? 

, ·It would be unfair to accuse Durkheim of abhorring all social change; but 
this change had to be orderly, gradual, and organic. Injustices which pre
cluded the free development of the majority of individuals were prevalent; 

, this was bad. But if he found these injustices morally offensive, he found 
social disorder, "anarchy," and conflict even more offensive--and frightening. 
" . . . [W] e are living precisely in one of those critical, revolutionary 
periods when authority is usually weakened through the loss et-ttaditional 
di~~inlil'!~~Ji.me that may.easily·give rise to a spirit __ 9Lanar:ch~ .. ". (p.".5~.) 
Therefore, the most immediate task was to develop as rapidly as possible a 
new discipline suited to the new social conditions. But if the "new" conditions 
were by his own admission still unjust, could the morality be otherwise?~ 
spite of his efforts to reconcile social justice with social order, there can be 
no doubt that it was the latter value he cherished above a!}] 

Moral goals remain throughout Durkheim's work supra-individual; they 
are goals "the object of which is society. To act morally is to act in terms of 
collective interest." "Society" is something' above "tliose- sentient bei~ 
'~th~r .. i~d1vi~~arhuman ~eing~. -=. ,~~_.(p. 59.) And more often than not 
though he paid his respects to the ideal of "humanity," in practice it was the 
nation-state Durkheim regarded as the highest form of society. In short, "so
ciety," for Durkheim as for Comte, remained a polemical-ideological concept 
-an antithesis to those ideologies based on the dignity of the individual and 
the interests of a particular social class. Marx had linked individual to class 
interests and had conceived of the abolition of the fundamental inequalities of 
a class-based social system as the precondition for the emancipation of the 
individual: Only after these basic changes had been made could "the free 
development of each lead to the free development of all.:Jhe indiv~ and 
hisJ.!~ _~eve~~pment was his highest m?r~I_~l!:.I.!!Lh~ _~!t~~~~a~ 
~!LE:g!!i!1~t_~y'r~~:!katfon "of"so<:.[e!y::'. p!lr.~~!:L~P.....£0E!!!!~!...-f:l~!ned 
~~.~ity. so that "the individual interest of ~ach pers'?n tak.en sep'a~~ is 
altPget~r devoid of moral character." (p. 65.) 

Sometimes i~ Durkheim's scheme, "society" becomes everything and the 
individual nothing; at other times, they are both equally abstract and the 
alleged antagonism between them is illusory. Anticipating his theory of 
suicide, he insists that the greater one's identity with a group, the more he will 
cling to life. Egoism is not only immoral, and anomy individually and socially 
disorganizing, but they conduce to self-destruction as well. Altruism, on the 
other hand, is not only moral-it preserves life. Man, writes Durkheim, "also 
destroys himself less frequently when he has things to concern him other than 
himself. Crises that activate people's feeling of identity with the group 
produce the same results." (p. 68.) And what example does he provide of a 
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situation in which man "destroys himself less frequently" ? Wars, writes 
Durkheim, "in quickening the sense of patriotism, subordinate preoccupation 
with the self. The image of the threatened fatherland occupies a place in one's 
consciousness that it does not have in peacetime; consequently, the bond 
between individual and society is strengthened, and, at the same time, the 
linkage to life is also reinforced. The numbers of suicides decline." (pp. 
68-9.) This is indicative of Durkheim's concerns and values: Suicide looms 
larger as a social and individual evil, and as a cause of human destruction, 
than war and the misery caused by the "normal" structure of society. 

It was Durkheim's clear position that our allegiance is owed above all to 
the nation. "The evidence suggests," he writes, "that familial goals are and 
should be subordinated to national objectives, if for no other reason than that 
the nation is a social group at a higher level." (p. 74.) Like Hegel, Burke, 
Comte, et al., he writes: "The state is actually the most highly organized form 
of human organization in existence, and if one may believe that in the future 
states even greater than those of today may be formed, there is nothing to 
justify the supposition that there will never emerge a state embracing the whole 
of humanity." (p. 76.) Meanwhile, Durkheim wanted each state to dedicate 
itself to "human ends"; the state ought to commit itself not to expansion "to 
the detriment of its neighbors . . . but to the goal of realizing among its own 
people the general interests of humanity .... " (p. 77.) How otherwise could 
one dedicate himself to "humanity"? he asks. His positivistic bias dictated 
that morality be determined by an existing factual order, an existing group. 
And since humanity was merely an intellectual construct, not a real group, 
how could one give it one's allegiance? The "Society" or, in effect, the nation
state was the highest "real group" and "the school is the only moral agent 
through which the child is able systematically to learn to know and love his 
country." (p. 79.) 

It is this attitude which reached its logical and practical conclusion in 
Durkheim's patriotic articles during the great carnage that began in 1914. 
The translation into practice of his doctrine that the individual must be sacri
ficed to the State mortally wounded him; for he lost his son in the war and, 
broken-hearted, died himself soon afterward. Durkheim's tragic error was to 
call for love and devotion to "Society" before that minimal justice he himself 
had regarded as necessary had been attained. 

Durkheim conceded to Marx that "taken apart from particular cases, the 
nature of the distress in a given society is a function of the conditions of 
economic life and of the way in which it operates-that is to say, a function of 
its particular organization." (p. 84.) And he recognized, in addition, that to 
cure the ills he saw, to act effectively, it was necessary to group "individual 
efforts in such a way as to counter social forces with social forces." (p. 84.) 
But this is little more than an aside in this work, nor does he explore the 
implications of this observation for moral education. Instead, anticipating 
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his thesis in Elementary Forms, he moves closer to the position that the 
divine is the symbolic expression of society; and is it any wonder, since 
"Society" had become a divine and sacred entity in Durkheim's mind. From 
here it was not very far to his methodological realism: society must be sQmG
thing mor:~. than a word or abstrac.tJ~r.m.,.lt musL~ livlM reality distiw;t 
~e indj~.i~uals ~Q!.D.E~ising. it. OtheI:w.is~, how ~ould we come to cherish 
society and devote ourselves to it? We must never say tliat sociefy"is a mental 
construct. Why? Because one "doesn't [sic] cherish a mental construct." 
(p.257.) 

In general, Durkheim's theory of education, apart from being conservative, 
is often banal, unimaginative, and puritanical besides. Leisure is dangerous, 
he tells us, and art frivolous: "In serious life, man is sustained against 
temptation by the obligation of work." Art is a game whereas morality is "life 
in earnest." The distance separating art from morality is that separating 
"play from work. Not therefore by learning to play that special game, art, 
will we learn to do our duty." Society had to become in men's minds a living 
reality to be taken seriously, and this ideological position underlay the 
methodological view in Durkheim's Rules of the Sociological Method. 

The Rules of the Sociological Method 

If secular education were to have the moral authority once exercised by the 
Church, something as powerful as "God" once was, had to be put in His 
place. It was therefore appropriate and convenient, as George Catlin noted, 
that society acquire godlike attributes. Society and the State became Durk
heim's god and the ideological basis of his methodological "realism." Catlin 
observes: "By his ill-considered and scientifically pretentious psycho-mysti
cism Durkheim has contributed to give the color of justification to the new 
religion of the altar of divus Augustus and to the neopagan philosophy of 
Caesar-worship."lO 

Durkheim was aware of his bias. He preferred his methodological approach 
because he deemed it less dangerous than any other. In the preface to the 
First Edition of his Rules Durkheim candidly acknowledged that his reason
ing was "not at all revolutionary. We are even, in a sense, essentially con
servative, since we deal with social facts as such, recognize their flexibility, 
but conceive them as deterministic rather than arbitrary. How much more 
dangerous is the doctrine which sees in social phenomena only the results of 
unrestrained manipulation, which can in an instant, by a simple dialectical 
artifice, be completely upset!" (P. xxxix. Italics mine.) If, then, Durkheim, in 

10 See the IntlOPduction to the translation of Emile Durkheim's The Rules of 
the Sociological Method Paperback Edition (New York: The Free Press, 1964), 
p. xxvi. (Subsequent references to this work appears as page numbers in the 
text.) 
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this work, was making explicit the rules for a scientific study of society, it was 
not without an eye to the political-ideological implications of his rules as 
opposed to others. 

Durkheim's most fundamental principle wast:::e objective reality of social 
'" fact~? lvii.) The same objections may be r ed here as were earlier raised 

agamst Comte: that by terming the existing factual order "objective" and 
"real," those tendencies at work which tend to negate the existing order are 
obscured and, even when perceived, are defined as unreal. Secondly, this 
principle tends to exaggerate the degree to which social facts are independent 
of an individual's will. Of course, Marx would have agreed that from the 
standpoint of a single individual many "social facts" appear to be independent 
of his will; but since in concert with other individuals the so-called objective 
social reality can be changed, it must be regarded as only apparently objec
tive. Marx acknowledged that men cannot make history just as they please; 
but that they make history remains nevertheless an essential principle of his 
theory. In Marx's work, moreover, social facts are obviously not unadulter
ated "positives"; there are certain tendencies at work in the existing factual 
order which tend to negate and change that order. Not so for Durkheim. The 
social fact is a "positive" and the focus is always on "the power of external 
coercion which it exercises or is capable of exercising over individuals" but 
never on the power of individuals to change the social facts. In place of 
"society" as a concept referring to the interactions and interrelations~ips-of 

jndividuaJs, we are given a reified conception of society as a re~I"JiYing 
entity-a thing. 

Durkheim's first rule is "Consider social facts as things." (p. 14.) This view 
is advanced as an antidote to that which "gives itself up to boundless ambi
tions and comes to believe in the possibility of constructing, or rather ,recon
structing, the world"; and when he adds, "by virtue of its own resources 
exclusively and at the whim of its desires," he thereby hopes to discredit his 
opponent's view by making it appear naive. Durkheim understood, of coutse, 
that "social things are actualized only through men; they are a product of 
human activity." But men are always the passive objects of this activity, never 
acting subjects. Ihe active, creative side of human conduct d~saj>pears in Durk
J}.eim~s scheme. His emphasis throughout is that "far from being a product Of 
!!!e __ wjIl, [social facts] determine it from without; they _are like lll_~l~h,'b! 
!~!':!t our actions are inevitably shaped. This necessity Js ofte,n inescapabl~-=-
~ul even when we triumph over it, the opposition encountered signifi~~ 

clearly to us the presence of something not depending upon Ol~rselves. Thus, 
in considering social phenomena as things, we merely adjust our conceptions 

J.o..conformity to their nature." 
Objections may also be raised against Durkheim's definition of morality. At 

any given time, "society" is the best judge of what is moral. "To decide 
whether a precept belongs to the moral order, we must determine whether or 
not it presents the external mark of morality; this mark is a widespread 
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repressive sanction, that is, a condemnation by public opinion that punishes 
all violations of the precept." (p. 41.) It is always the repressive reaction of 
"society" which determines what is moral but never rebellion and resistance 
on the part of those who consider themselves wronged. If the men whom 
Durkheim himself had earlier perceived as victims of unjust relationships 
rebel, and their rebellion is met with a repressive reaction, the rebellion would 
now_have to be regarded as immoral and the repression, moral. 

Durkheim's positivistic brand of science led him to the view that science 
could determine ends as well as means. "If science," he writes, "cannot 
indicate the best goal to us, how can it inform us about the best means to 
reach it? ... If science cannot guide us in the determination of ultimate 
ends, it is equally powerless in the case of those secondary and subordinate 
ends called 'means.' " (p. 48.) Perhaps he really believed that science taught· 
him to desire the "normal functioning of society"; that the "normal" state is 
the most desirable end to be sought after, while the "morbid" and "pathologi
cal" are to be eschewed-or at least kept to a minimum. What is his "scien
tific" definition of these terms "We shall call 'normal' these social conditions 
that are the most generally distributed and the others 'morbid' or 'pathologi
cal.' " (p. 55.) Morbidity, continues Durkheim, is no less natural than health; 
"it is equally grounded in the nature of things. But it is not grounded in their 
normal nature; it is not inherent in their ordinary constitution or bound up 
with the conditions of existence upon which they generally depend." (p. 58.) 

A very curious allegation indeed. We are here back to the thesis of his 
Division of Labor: that, normally it conduces to a higher solidarity and when 
it doe,not, it is because the division of labor has assumed pathological forms,'; 
i.e,J_ts_g~ic ~~Q.!:.(edJ.QXIDs. By his own admission in Professional Ethics, I 

the forced division of labor was very widespread, and it was precisely this 
institutionalized condition that rendered so many human relationships inher
ently unjust. Was this not grounded in the normal nature of the social 
system? For whatever reason, Durkheim could not admit to such a proposi
tion, namely, that the existing social system was normally and inherently 
diseased, therefore requiring basic structural changes. "One cannot, without 
contradiction, even conceive of a species which would be incurably diseased in 
itself and by virtue of its fundamental constitution." (p. 58.) 

Thus Durkheim's organismi.c thinking led him to conclude that what is 
most widespread is also best: "It would be incomprehensible," he asserts, "if 
the most widespread forms of organization would not at the same time be, at 
least in their aggregate, the most advantageous." Advantageous for whom? 
For the "social organism" as a whole, of course. Could it be advantageous for 
one social class or stratum and not for another? Do certain institutions 
prevail because, among other things, some have the power to perpetuate 
them? Questions such as these never come to the fore. The issues of power 
and stratification are altogether ignored. If Durkheim is not saying that this 
is the best of all possible worlds, he is saying that at the present stage of 
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evolution the prevailing conditions are necessary for the survival and adapta
tion of the social organism and therefore useful and good. He is not, however, 
altogether happy with this conception of things. There are transition periods, 
he writes, when "[a] phenomenon can . . . persist throughout the entire 
range of a species although no longer adapted to the requirements of the 
situation. It is then normal only in appearance. Its universality is now an 
illusion, since its persistence, due only to the blind force of habit, can no 
longer be accepted as an index of a close connection with the general 
conditions of its collective existence. This difficulty is especially peculiar to 
sociology." (p. 61.) The science of sociology has to determine whether a given 
condition is "normal," and if it is, the criticism and indignation it arouses is 
pointless and quixotic. 

That even here in the Rules Durkheim was arguing against the Marxian 
and other socialist positions is clear. " ... [I]n order to determine," he 
writes, "whether the present economic state of Europe . . . is normal or not, 
we shall investigate the causes which brought it about. If these conditions still 
exist in our present-day society, this situation is normal in spite of the dissent 
it arouses." (p. 62.) The system under these conditions still has "utility." In 
Durkheim's conception of evolutionism, one can determine by means of 
science whether a particular stage of a society's evolution is in fact "adap
tive," whether it has "utility," whether it is "advantageous." When practices 
not adapted to any vital end persist, these are treated by Durkheim as "sur
vivals"; they continue "to exist by the inertia of habit alone." On the other 
hand, "if the usefulness of a fact is not the cause of its existence, it is 
generally necessary that it be useful in order that it may maintain itself." 
(p. 97.) Thus Durkheim insists upon talking about whether social facts are 
"useful," "harmful," "parasitic," etc., without asking for whom. In effect, he 
solves deductively the problem of "society's" survival: "If ... the majority 
of social phenomena had this parasitic character, the budget of the organism 
would have a deficit and social life would be impossible." (p. 97.) The fact 
that society does survive shows that somehow "the phenomena comprising it 
combine in such a way to put society in harmony with itself and with the 
environment external to it." (p. 97.) 

In this way, the language' and concepts of evolutionism served Durkheim's 
preoccupation with "society" and its "survival." And this preoccupation was 
expressed in his studied refusal (after Professional Ethics) to address himself 
to the stratified structure of society and the implications of this condition. By 
and large, the conditions that aroused the indignation of the socialists were 
normal and necessary; therefore, their criticisms and rebellious activity led to 
senseless anarchy. If society represses and constrains, this "is not derived 
from a conventional arrangement which human will has added bodily to 
natural reality; it issues from the innermost reality; it is the necessary 
product of given causes." 
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Also [continues Durkheim] recourse to artifice is unnecessary to get the 
individual to submit to them of his entire free will; it is sufficient to make 
him become aware of his state of natural dependence and inferiority. 
whether he forms a tangible and symbolic representation of it through 
religion or whether he arrives at an adequate and definite notion of it 
through science. Since the superiority of society to him is not simply 
physical but intellectual and moral, it has nothing to fear from a critical 
examination. By making man understand by how much the social being is , . 
richer, more complex, and more permanent than the individual being, ~ .. 
reflection can only reveal to him the intelligible reasons for the subordina- 1\,; 
tion demanded of him and for the sentiments of attachment and respect 
which habit has fixed in his heart. (p. 123.) 

The conclusion, then, is inescapable; man mus1...sJ!ll.miu.... 
There is no doubt, therefore, that even Durkheim's "scientific" Rules were 

designed to "create a sociology which sees in the spirit oj discipline the 
essential condition of all human life while at the same time founding it oft, 
reason and truth." (p. 124. Italics mine.) There could be no reason and truth, 
no real social science, he insisted, so long as it did not emancipate itself from 
all parties in the political sense; but he remained blind, it appears, to his own 
involvement in partisan issues-blind to the fact that his sociology was engage 
-and that therefore if he had applied to himself the standards he applied to 
others, he also had "no right to speak loudly enough to silence passions and 
prejud~es." (p. 146.) 

Suicide 

Durkheim's use of socio-cultural variables to explain an ostensibly idiosyn
cratic phenomenon such as suicide must be regarded as ingenious and 
brilliant. However, we shall not be concerned with the empirical aspects of his 
classic study but rather with its philosophical implications for modern man 
and its ideological foundations. 

Durkheim chose to study suicide because he hoped that from such a study 
would emerge "some suggestions concerning the causes of the general con
temporary maladjustments being undergone by European societies and con
cerning'remedies which may relieve it."ll If in his earliest works the problems 
of both the anomic and the forced division of labor occupied his attention, 
now he reached the point where he focused almost exclusively on the first. The 
problems of modern man were a matter of "maladjustment." It was of utmost 
importance, therefore, to develop for modern man an appropriate morality-a 
morality that would give him a sense of satiety, that would help him overcome 
his restlessness and discontent, and enable him to adjust happily to modern 

11 Emile Durkheim, Suicide, translated by John A. Spaulding and George 
Simpson (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1963), p. 37. (Subsequent 
references to this work appear as page numbers in the text.) 
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conditions. Durkheim chose to study "suicide" because the other aspects of 
the general malaise he perceived were bound up with the conditions of the 
working class, class conflict, and social change. Had he studied these condi
tions, he would no doubt have come closer to the Marxists and other socialists 
than he cared to be. He now clearly and unequivocally opted for the 
conservative tendency in Saint-Simon or, in other words, for the Comtean 
position. 

In studying suicide rather than any other manifestation of the general 
malaise, Durkheim was in effect centering attention on the problems of the 
upper and middle classes and of the liberal professions, for suicide was 
"undeniably exceptionally frequent in the highest class of society." (p. 165.) 
He was anxious to show (and pleased that he had done so) "that those who 
suffer most are not those who kill themselves most. Rather it is too great 
comfort which turns a man against himself. Life is most readily renounced at 
the time and among the classes where it is least harsh." (p. 298.) 

Modern man kills himself primarily as a result of two conditions: the loss 
of cohesion in modern society and the absence of the appropriate moral norms 
by which to orientate himself. Modern man is egoistic and anomic. Both 
conditions can be remedied by developing a new and appropriate moral code 
and by resurrecting and reorganizing the occupational guild so that it may 
serve an integrative and regulatory function under modern conditions. The 
primary and most essential task is to bring about a high degree of social 
integration-moral, domestic, political, and economic-because the data tend 
to support the proposition: "Suicide varies inversely with the degree of 
integration of ... society." (p. 208.) 

Of course, there was altruistic suicide, which occurred when social integra
tion was too strong. This, however, was endemic to "lower" societies; the 
implication being that the "higher" contemporary societies had nothing to 
fear-at least not suicide-from social integration. Because cohesion, con
sensus, and solidarity represented his most cherished value, Durkheim ignored 
the implications of his sociological and moral doctrine for the individuals of 
the lower classes. He was asking them, in effect, to submit to those same 
social conditions he, himself, had formerly regarded as unjust; moreover, he 
now systematically ignored the enormous price (other than suicide) dispro
portionately paid by them for whatever "social integration" they acquiesced 
in-e.g., patriotism and chauvinism resulting in war. Durkheim feared "the 
excessive individuation characteristic of civilization" but apparently feared 
not at all the "social integration" and "altruism" that perpetuated injustice 
and compelled men to kill one another en masse as their patriotic duty. Thus 
he notes with alarm the rise in the rate of self-destruction after a war, but has 
nothing to say about the general destruction of war itself. 

On the morrow of the war of 1870 a new accession of good fortune took 
place. Germany was unified and placed entirely under Prussian hegemony. 
An enormous war indemnity added to the public wealth; commerce and 
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industry made great strides. The development of suicide was never so 
rapid. From 1875 to 1886 it increased 90 per cent, from 3,278 cases to 
6,212. (p. 244.) 

But, one might object, Durkheim is here merely describing a factual situation. 
Precisely! And this description reveals that in his scale of values suicide was a 
problem of greater concern than war. 

One of the facts Durkheim was happy to establish was that man pays a 
supreme price for his prosperity. "So far is the increase in poverty from 
causing the increase in suicide that even fortunate crises, the effect of which is 
abruptly to enhance a country's prosperity, affect suicide like economic 
disasters." (p. 243.) And again, "In the various French departments the more 
people there are who have independent means, the more numerous are sui
cides." (p. 245.) It is as if Durkheim were demonstrating to the poor that 
their "poverty ... may be considered as protection" (p. 245), while to the 
rich he was demonstrating that prosperity is accompanied by certain hazards. 
If in "crises" of prosperity, as well as in industrial and financial crises, sui
cides increase, then this has nothing to do with either prosperity or poverty 
but with the fact that "they are crises, that is, disturbances of the collective 
order. Every disturbance of equilibrium, even though it achieves greater com
fort and a heightening of general vitality, is an impulse to voluntary death." 
(p. 246.) In explaining this phenomenon, Durkheim elaborates his philosophy 
for modern man. 

The needs of all other animal creatures are strictly organic in nature; they 
are drlfen instinctively to replenish the energy exhausted in their metabolic 
inte.raction with nature; and once having done so, they are satisfied and crave 
nothing more. Natural limits are set on their craving and striving. In contrast, 
" [n 1 othing appears in man's o~anic nor in his psychological constitution 
which sets" limits on his desires.LMan has needs which transcend the strictly 
vital requirements of his organism; and these needs are "unlimited so far as 
they depend on the individual alone." In the absence of an "external 
regulatory force, our capacity for feeling is in itself an insatiable and bottom
less abyss.'J(p. 247.) This can only be a "source of torment" to man. "Un
limited desires are insatiable by definition and insatiability," writes Durk
heim, "is rightly considered a sign of morbidity." (p. 247.) The infinity of 
man's desires and goals is what really causes him pain and suffering; the only 
solution, therefore, is to limit his passions. Some regulative force must be 
imposed upon him which will "play the same role for moral needs which the 
organism plays for physical needs. This means that the force can only be 
moral." (p. 248.) Since these imposed limits will be effective only so long as 
men recognize them as just, they must receive this sense of what is just "from 
an authority which they respect, to which they yield spontaneously." (p. 249.) 
And, of course, as we have come to expect, it is "Society" which is the ulti
mate authority in this regard: " ... society alone can play this moderating 
role; for it is the only moral power superior to the individual, the authority 
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of which he accepts. It alone has the power necessary to stipulate law and to 
set the point beyond which the passions must not go. Finally, it alone can 
estimate the reward to be prospectively offered to every class of human 
functionary, in the name of the common interest." (p. 249.) "Society" can 
and should determine the rewards to be assigned to each "function"-to the 
men in each occupation. "A genuine regimen exists, therefore, ... which 
fixes with relative precision the maximum degree of ease of living to which 
each social class may legitimately aspire." (p.249.) 

Durkheim perceived that the living standards of all classes, including the 
workers, continued to improve; nevertheless, there was no contentment. 
Restlessness, social conflict, and "anarchy" prevailed despite this betterment 
of material conditions for all. But there still remained the "relative depriva
tion" of those in the lower and disadvantaged strata. Therefore, society must -
exert moral pressure so that "each in his sphere vaguely realizes the extreme 
limit set to his ambitions and aspires to nothing beyond. At least if he respects 
regulations and is docile to collective authority, that is, has a wholesome 
moral constitution, he feels that it is not well to ask more." (p. 250.) The 
only real solution to man's malaise is to curb and bridle his aspirations; only 
then will he be contented with his lot and strive "moderately to improve it; 
and this average contentment causes the feeling of calm, active happiness, the 
pleasure in existing and living which characterizes health for societies as well 
as for individuals." (p. 250.) 

Durkheim understood, however, that "society's" moral authority would be 
accepted by men only if they regard the existing "distribution of functions" as 
just. "The workman is not in harmony with his social position if he is not 
convinced that he has his deserts." (p. 250.) And now there is a definite shift 
of emphasis in Durkheim's argument as compared with Professional Ethics. 
There he argued that at least one structural change required immediate 
institution: the abolition of the private inheritance of wealth. This was 

-_ necessary because without it the relations among men were inherently unjust . 
. Now, in Suicide, he retreats from this position or, at the very least, is highly 
, ambivalent. It is true, he writes, that "the nearer this ideal equality were 
i approached, the less social restraint will be necessary. But it is only a matter 
\ of degree. One sort of heredity will always exist, that of natural talent." (p. 

251. Italics mine.) And to demand of those "naturally superior" that they 
function without greater rewards, would require a discipline even stronger 
than the existing one. For Durkheim, there would always be some who were 
more "useful" to society than others, and hence more deserving. If earlier he 
argued that "natural inequalities" (which he was so certain could be precisely 
measured) need not be accompanied by material inequalities, now he changed 
his view. Since all social systems regulate and repress, since man can never 
escape altogether from social restraint, the abolition of institutionalized eco
nomic inequalities, he now tells us, would only result in a diminution in the 
degree of restraint. This being the case, there is no point in agitating oneself 
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about existing inequalities and injustices; their abolition will make only a 
minor difference for man's existence. The main task for Durkheim, therefore, 
is not to change social conditions so that constraint and repression are con
stantly reduced, but to bring about a collective order that is obeyed and 
respected. Man must be given a moral education that will teach him, above-~' 
all, to be content with his lot and to improve it moderately. Durkheim wanted 
improvement, not change. "All classes contend among themselves," he pain
fully observed, "because no established classification any longer exists." (p. 
253.) The task, then, was to arrive at a new "classification" that all would 
accept. 

Durkheim was impressed with the greater immunity to suicide of the poor; 
but his discussion of this fact becomes a celebration of poverty and of the 
damned and wantless condition of the poor. " ... [T]he less one has the 
less he is tempted to extend the range of his needs indefinitely. Lack of power, 
compelling moderation, accustoms men to it. . . . [Poverty] is actually the \ 
best school for teaching self-restraint. Forcing us to constant self-discipline, it 
prepares us to accept collective discipline with equanimity, while wealth, 
exalting the individual, may always arouse the spirit of rebellion which is the 
very source of immorality." (p. 254~egulation, moderation, discipline, duty 
-these are the highest virtu!~urklieim wanted a "highly socialized" man, 
"for if one were highly s~cialized one would not rebel at every social restraint." ~ 
(p. 288.) And to bring about such "socialization" moral education alone was 
clearly not enough; society had to be reorganized and reformed-a la Durk
heim. 

It was only the egoistic and anomic types of suicide Durkheim regarded as 
morbid. The former, for example, "results from the fact that society is not 
sufficiently integrated at all points to keep all its members under its con
trdl ... Thus the only remedy for the ill," writes Durkheim, "is to restore 
enough consistency to social groups for them to obtain a firmer grip on the .... 
individual, .anc:l-fru:...him.io feel.hirnseli l>,oJJmi...!Q .. them." (p. 373.) Durkheim 
therefore calls once again for the restoration of occupational groups. The indi
vidual would be firmly integrated in his group, and the groups subordinated to 
the State, thus yielding an "organic" solidarity. The conflictive character of 
the previous system would be eliminated. Not only would amicable and coop
erative relations prevail within and among the various categories of worker
occupations, professions, etc.-but between employers and employees. How 
are conflicts of interests prevented in the "new" society despite the continuing 
existence of structural inequalities? 

Standing above its own members, it [the corporation] would have all nec
essary authority to demand indispensable sacrifices and concessions and 
impose order upon them. By forcing the strongest to use their strength 
with moderation, by preventing the weakest from endlessly multiplying 
their protests, by recalling both to the sense of their reciprocal duties and 
the general interest, and by regulating production in certain cases so that 
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it does not degenerate into a morbid fever, it would moderate one set of 
passions by another, and permit their appeasement by assigning them 
limits. Thus a new sort of moral discipline would be established, without 
which all the scientific discoveries and economic progress in the world 
could produce only malcontents. (p. 383.) 

This is Durkheim's vision of the corporate, and hence good, society in which 
each must fulfill hi~~~I?-ctJ.!>!1.~~_~l!d Gytb..his.egoism:-

We see, then, that Durkheim's so-called "convergence with Marx" was 
temporary and very superficial indeed.12 Yet, there is a sense in which 
Durkheim "capitulated" in his final major work and adopted one of Marx's 
fundamental theoretical propositions. 

Elementary Forms of Religious Life 

The sociological theory of religion, and more generally, of knowledge, which 

Uurkheim developed in his Elementary Forms, was clearly inspired by 
Marx's celebrated idea that the social existence of men determines their social 
onsciousness. Yet, in the concluding chapter of this work, in his single 

allusion to Marx's theory, Durkheim denies his debt out-and-out: "[I] t is 
necessary to avoid seeing in this theory of religion a simple restatement of 
historical materialism: that would be misunderstanding our thought to an 

( extreme degree."13 This debt is, however, indisputable; for while he was 
quite right in saying that his was not "a simple restatement" of Marx's thesis, 

i\ he was wrong in thinking that Marx treated consciousness as "a mere epiphe-
nomenon." The real divergence occurs when Durkheim generalizes Marx's 

\ ~roposition beyond socioeconomic relationships to include other social rela
Ltlons. And Durkheim also differs in the purposes to which he puts the thesis; 
for in his hands "social consciousness" becomes a predominantly conserva
tive force and not as in Marx's system a fundamental element in the revolu
tionary transformation of social relationships. 

In Elementary Forms Durkheim concerned himself with the origins and 
causes of religion-for him a permanent and essential aspect of human life. 
"What we want to do is to find a means of discerning the ever-present causes 
upon which the most essential forms of religious thought and practice 
depend." (p. 8.) If one could study the most rudimentary forms of social ex
istence known, and the thought forms which accompanied them, Durkheffn 
reasoned, then perhaps one could understand the connection between collec
tive existence and collective representations and understand, too, why religion 
was an essential and permanent phenomenon. It is for this reason that the 

12 See A. Gouldner's Introduction to Durkheim's Socialism and Saint Simon, 
op. cit., p. xxiii. 

13 tmile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (London: 
George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1964), p. 423. (Subsequent references to this 
work appear as page numbers in the text.) 
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various primitive groups of Australia and North America formed the basis of 
his study. 

A number of the results from this method were clearly quite fruitful. For 
instance, Durkheim argues quite cogently that the most fundamental catego
ries of thought, e.g., time, space, class, number, cause, substance, personality, 
force, etc., are ultimately derived from the conditions of men's social exist-
ence; the cognitive structure of men's minds is determined by the structure of "
their society. With this approach, one could contribute to the resolution of the / 
epistemological issue raised in the debate between the "empiricists" and the 
"apriorists." Time, space, and all the rest were social categories for Durk
heim; they were not immanenUn men'sminds in the Kantian sense but giy~n 
by the soci1!Unvi':.~!!!Jtent. Time, for example, was the collective representa-
tion of the rhythm of social life: the "indispensable guidelines, in relation to 
which all things are temporally located, are taken from social life. The 
division into days, weeks, months, years, etc., correspond to the periodical 
recurrence of rites, feasts, and public ceremonies. A calendar expresses th~ <

rhythm of the collective activities, while at the same time its function is tel 
assure their regularity." Similarly with space: "There are societies in Aus
tralia and North America where space is conceived in the form of an immense 
circle, because the camp has a circular form; and this spatial circle is divided 
up exactly like the tribal circle, and is in its image. There are as many regions 
distinguished as there are clans in the tribe, and it is the place occupied by the 
clans inside the encam~~ent which has determined the orientation of these 
regions." (pp. 11-12.)L.Hence, the categories of thought are not a priori b1l't'"77 
derived from the structure of social existence; once implanted in men's minds( / 
the categories do indeed appear as if they were immanent. D~rkheim there; 
fore c~~cl.!!~~d that the "empirkh:;1~':_:wer~_WI(mgl!!_assullli~aJJ5.119wledge 
wall! ~he res~lt~f_1I:n ind!~i<lual's immediqtf}. senso.ry perceptions; t~ were 
wrong in believing that knowledge was un mediated by thought categories. 
Knowledge is indeed mediated as the "rationalists" claimed; however, the 
categories are not immanent but social in nature. All collective representations 
depend on their common underlying social structures, which effect not only a 
minimal moral conformity but a minimal logical conformity as well. 

For Durkheim, the "sacred and the profane have always and everywhere > 
been conceived by the human mind as two distinct classes, as two worlds 
between which there is nothing in common." (pp. 38-39.) There is a logical 
chasm between the two domains, and it is precisely the totality of sacred be
liefs and practices which constitutes a religion. Moreover, "religious beliefs 
are always common to a determined group,. which makes profession of adher-
ing to them and of practicing the rites connected with them." (p. 43.) Reli
gion is a group phenomenon, for it is a group which gives a religion its specific 
character and unity. On the other hand, the religi~~_~I!i_fjes _the gr.oup; it 
quite literally binds men together. 

In this way Durkheim gives a conservative emphasis to his general thesis 
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that religious ideas are derived from society and serve to bind the members of 
~, a society together. This essential and positive function of religion-solidifying 

_ a society---explains why it is a ubiquitous and permanent institution. Durk-
J heim's purposes are here served by developing this thesis on the basis of the 

"primitive horde" whose simplicity and homogeneity he no doubt exagger
ated. This enabled him to obscure the fact that in more complex societies 
religious beliefs and practices vary from one stratum to another and that these 
strata even have conflicting conceptions of the "same" religious doctrine. 
Thus when Durkheim defines a church as a "moral community formed by all 
the believers in a single faith," he is oversimplifying. Most striking, however, 
is his refusal to see the negative, alienating consequences of religion; he shows 
only an occasional awareness of this: The "power of souls is increased by all 
that men attribute to them, and in the end men find themselves the prisoners 
of this imaginary world of which they are, however, the authors and the 
models." (p. 52.) Such observations are quite rare and when he makes them 
he never pursues their implications . 
. Marx, in contrast, viewed religion as "false consciousness." If men wor-

" shipped spirits and idols, if they projected upon hypothetical beings their own 
powers and, unaware of this, worshipped these beings and submitted to them, 
~~~~ ~_~~!.~!iQtl_QJ. their alien_a.tio~.,_~o when Durkheim writes "that a 
human institution cannot rest upon an error and a lie," Marx would have 
disagreed. It was clearly an error to view the idol or the spirit as possessing 
real powers. Men invested the creations of their own hands and imagination 
with powers superior to their own under specific circumstances. The point, 
then, was to discover and change those circumstances; by eliminating the 
source of their erroneous views, men thereby gained a truer consciousness of 
reality and a greater control over their fate. For Marx, the so-called material-

I ist conception was negative in that the determination of men's consciousness 
by "materiaP'_ conditions implied a negation of ma~'s freed~~·; thiS" -negative 
con4itio~_ )Yould be overcome only when men freely ass_ociated_- ~ wJ.i1!.J!.ne 
another and consciously shaped social conditions. There is always the sugges-

;- tion in Marx's conception that men could discover the conditions which 
determined their consciousness as well as the other aspects of their lives, and 
could liberate themselves by abolishing and changing those conditions)-burk
heim believed that religion expresses social reality, while Marx insisted'that 
it expressed that reality falsely. To see the differences between the two 
thinkers even more clearly, a closer look at Durkheim's thesis is require_?~ "J 

Durkheim developed his own sociological conception by pointing out tIie 
inadequacies of both the "naturistic" and "animistic" schools, which under
took "to construct the idea of the divine out of the sensations an;msed in us by 
certain natural phenomena, either physical or biological." (p. 87.) The basis 
of the divine had to be sought not here, but in the nature of social organiza
tion-in Australia, for example, in the division of society into clans. Totem
ism was the elementary form of religion that corresponded to that elementary 
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organization. Each clan had its own totem, in effect, its name and emblem. 
But the totem was more than this: "It is the very typt: of sacred thing." And 
interestingly, the "images of the totemic beings are more sacred than the 
beings themselves." (p. 133.) This fact made it evident that the totem had a 
special symbolic significance. Because it symbolized the moral unity of the 
clan as a whole, it was sacred and eventually transformed itself into a divin- , 
ity. If, writes Durkheim, the totem "is at once the symbol of the god and of 
the society, is that not because the god and society are only one?" 

God thus becomes for Durkheim the symbolic manifestation of the powers 
of society. Each man senses that there is a power greater than himself and 
superior to him; but he does not know the real nature and source of this 
power; he does not understand that the conditions of social life in the clan 
have led him to regard the totemic emblem as a divinity or its visible symbol. 
And Durkheim sees this as a situation in which religion "ceases to be an 
inexplicable hallucination and takes a foothold in reality. In fact, we can say 
that the believer is not deceived when he believes in the existence of a moral 

/ power upon which he depends and from which he received all that is best in 
CJ1~.;._~bis power exists, it is society." (p. 225.) . 

But, one must reply to Durkheim, if men continue mistakenly to attribute 
~heir own collective powers to a totem or any other symbol, is this not in fact 
\.~ false conception of things? Are they not in fact deceiving themselves? 

1:>urkheim does not view matters this way. He writes: ~ReligiQ_~.!~r_<:~j§. ~~ly 
the sentiment inspired by the group in its members, but projected outside of 
the consciousnesses that experience them, and objectified." (p. 229J This 
objectification is not a sign for Durkheim that men hold a false conception of 
reality. He cannot admit to this and at the same time hold that religion is the' 
wholly positive institution he insists it is. 

-it Society equals God, then it follows logically that what sqfi~!yJ}Dp~rt~_to 
ea,.<;h individual is "what is best and most profound in ourselves, and Jhe 
preeminent part of ou.r..beil1g. o' •• " (p. 249:) Indeed, what society imparted 
to each individual was, for Durkheim, the secular, functional equivalent of the 
soul. There "really is a particle of divinity in us," writes Durkheim, "because 
there is within us a particle of these great ideas which are the soul of the 
group." And further: "So the individual soul is only a portion of the collective 
soul of the group .... " How did men come to believe in the immortality of 
the soul? This too may be attributed to the "immortality" of the group. "For 
though the group may not be immortal in the absolute sense of the word, still 
it is true that it endures longer than the individuals and that it is born and 
incarnated afresh in each new generation." (p. 269.) And just as the divinity 
of the totem was rooted in the clan, the idea of one supreme "universal" god 
emerged on the basis of the "internationalism" of the clans, 'phratries, and 
tribes. -

In the end, Durkheim's theory of religion became for him a way of 
extolling "society" and the ascetic demands it made on the individual. He 
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firmly believed that "it is by the way in which he braves suffering that the 
greatness of man is best manifested. He never rises above hims~lf with more 
brilliancy than when he subdues his own nature to the point of making it 
follow a way contrary to the one it would spontaneously take." (p. 315.) 
Whatever tenable hypotlJ.eses Durkheim derived from his approach apply only 
to small, homogeneous communities, or to such groups within a larger society, 
but not to a complex society as a whole. Therefore, the positive function~he 
assigned to "religion" must be hedged in with many qualifications.J!e, 
however, never even hinted at the possible dysfunctions of religion; it is the 
real society, he stresses time and again, which is expressed in religion7"/For all 

( of society's ugly and repulsive aspects are also expressed in religious-lfeliefs
)~ e.g., in the various forms of anti-God. "Satan," he writes, "is an essential 
) / piece of the Christian system; even if he is an impure being, he is not a 
~ profane one." And he concludes, "Thus religion, far from ignoring the real 

society and making abstraction of it, is in its image; it reflects all its aspects, 
even the most vulgar and the most repulsive." 

Somehow, Durkheim the positivist did not want to recognize that belief in 
the Devil is not the same as understanding the real ~~.~LQL~~st 
Ultimately the real social evil for Durkheim was anomy-"the old gods are 
growing old or already dead, and others are not yet born." (p. 427.) Men 
needed new gods, but suited to the new conditions. To discover what the 
)lature of the new gods shqyld be, one must strip the mystical veil from 

V reality, a task for which ~ better fitted than religion. ~!i~~~ 
science led him to conclude that society is the appropriate new god; for it "is 
the highest form of the psychic life" . . . "the consciousness of the con
sciousnesses." Society "sees from above" and "sees farther." When one reads 
Durkheim's final description of society as the "Supreme God," one also 
understands why duty, devotion, discipline, and abnegation were his highest 
moral imperatives. 
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Karl Mannheirn 
(1893-1947) 

Like Max Weber before him, Karl Mannheim has also been called 
a "bourgeois Marx," and for similar reasons. For while the intel
lectual influences upon each of them were varied, the most striking 
characteristic in both cases is their lifelong effort at a skillful and 
nondogmatic application of Marxian methodological principles to 
the study of man, society, and history. Weber had recognized the 
enormous heuristic value of these principles and had fruitfully 
generalized Marx's method to yield a clearer understanding of 
Western civilization. Similarly, and in a sense following Weber's 
example, Mannheim accepted the suggestion that the value of 
Marx's method lay in the "hint that there is a correlation between 
the e!=onomic structure of a society and its legal and political ~ r 

organization, and that even the world of our thought is ajJectea " 
by these relationships."l Most conspicuously in his sociology of ' 
knowledge Mannheim treated political, legal, phil<?_~~ctJ.1.Je
~gi~l:Is, and other ideas in their intimate relationship withec.,o
nomic and sociCJ.L!;.banges. That the ideas people hold vary with 
changing economic circumstances and that they are "somehow 

1 Karl Mannheim, Systematic Sociology (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 
1957) , p. 137, italics mine. For a brief discussion of Marxian and other 
theoretical influences on Mannheim, see Robert K. Merton's essay "Karl 
Mannheim and the Sociology of Knowledge," in Social Theory and Social 
Structure (Glencoe: The Free Press, 1957) , p. 494. 
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connected with the social context in which they live," remained throughout 
his work a central and guiding principle. 

But if Marxism was the chief, it was not, of course, the only influence 
I which shaped Mannheim's work. The list of intellectual predecessors and con
I temporaries who left their mark on Mannheim's sociology would have to in
, clude such things as Montesquieu, Saint-Simon, Hegel, Marx, Max and Alfred 
~i Weber, Durkheim, Husserl, Nietzsche, Scheler, Lukacs, William James, John 1 Dewey, C. H. Cooley, Freud, G. H. Mead-yet this list would be far from 
, exhaustive. Ultimately, however, the most conspicuous influence remained 

Marxian; for though he gained important insights from these and other 
thinkers, they served, Mannheim believed, primarily to enhance the analytical 
power a modified, nondogmatic Marxian method could yield. 

Mannheim's life's work may be divided into two distinct but interrelated 
phases and projects. The first, for which he is more famous, is his contribution 
to the sociology of knowledge. This began with his doctoral dissertation 
entitled "The Structural Analysis of Epistemology" and culminated in his 
classic work Ideology and Utopia and in his later essays published in one 

olume under the title, Essays on the Sociology of Culture. The second phase, 
:-- the fruit of his reflections on the crisis of his time and of life in England 

during World War II, included such works as Man and Society in an Age of 
Reconstruction, Diagnosis of Our Time, and Freedom, Power, and Demo
cratic Planning. It was in this latter phase that one sees most clearly the I ethical commitment underlying all of Mannheim's work-namely, that socio

L logical studies must be regarded "as a response to the challenging present." 
Bramsted and Gerth have observed that for Mannheim, "sociology was a 
specifically modern way of thought which contributes to the rational self
orientation of man in industrial society. By raising us to a new level of self-

\ 
awareness, the intellectual tools that the sociologist forges open up for us an 
insight into the dangerous processes of the modern world with its drift toward 
social upheavals and world wars."2 There was, then, a first, or German, phase 
in which Mannheim directed his main efforts toward a sociological analysis of 
knowledge and a second, or English, phase in which he attempted to use his 
sociology to sketch the guidelines for a rational and democratic reconstruction 
of society. To understand how Mannheim developed his sociology it is best to 
begin by examining its origins in German sociology. 

Mannheim and German Sociology 

There were three main intellectual currents in Germany whose elements in 
various combinations imparted to German sociology its specific form: (1) 
German classical philosophy, particularly the Hegelian school; (2) non-

2 See "A Note on the Work of Karl Mannheim," by Ernest K. Bramsted and 
Hans Gerth in Freedom, Power and Democratic Planning (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1950), pp. vii-xv. 
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academic sociological thought, notably Marxism; and (3) the Geisteswissen
schaften, whose outstanding representatives among Mannheim's older con
temporaries were Wilhelm Dilthey and Georg Simmel. These were also the 
three currents most evident in Mannheim's early work. From He~l (and 
M~ve(Lt~e,~~1!seption oLhistory as-a.,sk'uettif.ed .anc! dY!1a~c 
PJ9L:eSS ~d events_.n2.!.~s.isolate~_p'hen?~~na_lI:n~. _~c~U!"!]~J1c_es 
~a-to.t-he .domil}ant s.~ci.al forces and tr~!1_qs .. ~~i!lJgJ:o_.!h~_.lYhole 
social situation existing at any given moment derives from Hegel."3 Since 
Marx, however, had already incorporated these and other insights into his 
own conception of historical change, Mannheim was indebted primarily to 
him for his basic approach: The changing class structure of a society resulted 
from changes in productive techniques and the division of labor. The 
ideologies of a given society in a given period bore some determinate relation
ship to the existing classes and to the objective conflict of interests among 
them. 

Originally, Marxism was an "opposition theory" and was therefore outside 
the German academy. Eventually, however, the issues raised by Marxism not 
only penetrated the universities but generated so much interest and debate 
that the work of such outstanding thinkers as Max Weber, Troeltsch, Simmel, 
Sombart, Scheler, and Mannheim himself may be viewed as the fruitful 
results of a critical encounter with Marxism. In Mannheim's words, what 
began as "a mere dispute over principles was turned into an advancement of 
knowledge." (p. 215.) Marxism, then, together with aspects of Hegel's philos
ophy, were two main currents which profoundly influenced Mannheim's 
thinking. 

'!Jle-t-hlrcHnfiu~nce;-most..!!9~~bl.e .~~ ~~!lnheim~ar.l¥-essa.y.s..on-£'styles of 
_ thought~d~I1Q,uungen, was that of Germa~J}uf1!enistic stu!lies.-In 
. ~~m~~"-Ji;icsepted Dilthey's ass1:!fi.1ptio~ "!}i~ilier.e.was 
.~. !u~~fference between the-'physic!ll" and cultural sciencesJ• a.~~_t~at 
the'Iatte~ed -a specific method. If t~e physica}_~.gen5-=,~ed 
exclusi~jth .Q:!culable exte~al phenomena·/t~~~e c~tural sci~J:?.fes 
ware-(and must be) ~rned wltIitlienmti"Vesand values of men and the --- . ,.-~.,--~ ..... -... 
!!!eamng~ of their act..~, In the phys"kal-sciences,explanation [Erftliirung)-
the correlation of external facts-was quite sufficient ~ so in the human 
sciences wher~,~ex.p.@natiQ...n" alone is ~uperficiaI. What one should stri~ 
for in studyi'ng Iiuman coruh:n:t-i~fnot me~ee-,rplanation but understanding 
(Verstehen); and for this, "sympathetic intuition" is required. Of course, 
explanation and interpretive understanding were not mutually exclusive; but 
the main point for WIthey, Simmel, Weber, and MaQ!!heim was that, whereas 
explanation is sufficient in the study of physical phenomena, an adequate 
understanding of human acts always requires an involvemeirt with the 

~rl~Logy~:-~:~=--
ledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1953), p. 214. (Immediately following references 
to this work noted only by page numbers in the text.) 
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/purposes, m<?tives, and values of the actors concerned; -untl..eatandilJg._jp 
short,. r_~g~ires a ~ cQ.!!£W1.with-the mind. 
'-1n these terms, Mannheim was interested in meaning, because in his view 
the most important interrelationships and interactions of men were meaning
ful and communicative acts. Interpretive understanding had to be applied not 
only to works of art, literature, and music, but to everyday speech and acts as 
well. In this Mannheim followed Max Weber, whose work he knew very well. 
Thus it may be worthwhile at this point to recall Weber's approach as a way 
of jJIustrating Mannheim's. 

gor_W~.bg[" hu~an :?nd~,~!i~"m~~~~~g!.!:!l~-::::-..::~~r~~~;=- of ~~ether or n~~, 
th.~s~~~~~<:!-IYf:-d.x~-tms or u~derst~nd the meanmg9(!?~:, 
Given the assumptIOn that human ac!.~ql)s, ar,e purposeful, communlc:ati.:ve)~nd 
gOhl-eciente~~eii--if -this- applie's to some actions more' than others-it 
iJecoIi1eSessential for the social scientist to understand the meanings, pur-

, poses, goals, and means of attaining them. Weber recognized, as did Mann
heim, that it is an enormously complicated matter to distinguish between 
meaningful and nonmeaningful aspects of conduct. Nevertheless, one must not 
abandon the ideal of understanding by adopting instead the easier but more 
superficial behavioristic method, 

Unqerstanding is essential for We~ pr€{;-isely-becau.s_e. on~_ <l«:als,J!l_..t}te 
social sciences--neitner 'wltIl"mere' pnysical elements nor with Il)indless crea
fu;es.' 'Kn~f!}g:'wiiy ~~~-=acrthe, waY-ihey do is necessary' If 'somethini(more 
t~ll:.,m:ei:e_ d~,tum is desired, if someti111i'g more than a 'me're' q5rr~Iati9n lithe 
goal of an ~~is. Why, for example, did the ancient prophets of Israel urge 
unsweFvllg devotion to Yahwe? How did they conceive of themselves and 
their role? Did they regard themselves as spokesmen for those Hebrews who 
were now oppressed under the monarchy, i.e., subject to Corvee and to high 
taxes? Were they, in short, ideological spokesmen for the oppressed masses or 
were they mouthpieces of Yahwe, as it were, enabling him to speak through 
them? Weber, it will be recalled, was more inclined to the latter interpretation 
of their motives and tried to support it with documentary evidence. 

Or to take another well-known problem that engaged Weber's interest: why 
did the early capitalistic entrepreneurs pursue their tasks so energetically and 
diligently? Their motives, Weber believed, were predominantly religious and 
could be traced to the ethical injunctions of ascetic Protestantism. The 
motives of these parvenus could not be explained simply as a function of the 
requirements of the "primitive accumulation of capital." The motive for hard 
work and saving-the reinvestment of the profits in the expansion of the 
means of production-was not simply a mental reflection of economic require
ments. Without denying the influence of capitalistic economic developments 
upon Protestantism, Weber insisted, nonetheless, that the religious movement 
had to be regarded as a somewhat autonomous one; and it was the teachings 
of this religious movement that were a major source of the entrepreneur's 
motives and values. 
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Mannheim admired Weber's elaboration and refinement of Marx's method 
and in fact emulated in his own work both of those mighty thinkers. He saw 
clearly that Weber had adopted Marx's general view that changes in the 
minds of men could not be understood adequately without relating them to 
the changes in their concrete existential conditions. "The greater art of the 
sociologist," writes Mannheim, "consists in his attempt always to relate 
changes in mental attitudes to changes in social situations. The human mind 
does not operate in vacuo,. the most delicate change in the human spirit 
corresponds to similarly delicate changes in the situation in which an 
individual or a group finds itself, and, conversely, the minutest change in 
situations indicates that men, too, have undergone some change." (p. 219.) 
This remained the leading idea of Mannheim's sociology of knowledge. In his 
earliest essays, however, it is not yet the Marxian approach that is most 
evident but the ideas of Hegel, of the German historical school, and of 
Dilthey, Windelband, Rickert, and others. An examination of the early essays 
will be followed by a consideration of those in which he employed a more 
consistently Marxian approach. 

The Sociology of Knowledge 

In his doctoral dissertation Mannheim worked with some of the funda
mental assumptions of Hegel and of the Geisteswissenschaften: a culturill 
element is always to be regarded as a part of a greater logico-meaningful 
whole. Understanding, therefore, consists in systematically placing an element 
in its larger logico-meaningful context. The larger Gestalt ("whole," "st'ruc
ture," "context," or "form") is what imparts meaning to its component 
elements. Every intellectual and cultural field has a structure of its own, 
asserts Mannheim, and adds in Hegelian terms: "The simpler forms can be 
understood, in our opinion, only in terms of this 'highest,' 'all-embracing' 
form." (p. 16.) "System," "context," "complementariness," "correlated
ness," etc. are already implied in every concept; there is no such thing as an 
isolated concept, which can be demonstrated Py the fact that one has a 
"sense" of where a given concept properly belongs "and that it will show at 
once if it is 'transferred' into an alien sphere, where it can only be applied 
'metaphorically.''' (p. 23.) Even the process of "thinking" is a matter of 
placing a concept in its proper total framework; "a thing is taken to be ex
plained, comprehended, insofar as we have discovered its place in the cur
rently accepted orders, series; levels." (p. 22.) 

The postulate of "system" holds for the exact physical sciences as well as 
for philosophy, art, and literature. In the physical sciences, however, an older 
system is superseded by a newer one because the latter is now considered true 
and the former, false. The Ptolemaic and Copernican systems, for example, 
cannot be regarded as equally true. Art forms, on the other hand, can exist 
side by side without contradicting one another even while expressing different 
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truths. Clearly, different criteria of truth and validity are involved in the arts 
as compared with the sciences. Once a work of art has achieved aesthetic 
validity it acquires something of a "timeless glory"; and although the criteria 
for philosophical truth are closer to those of science than to those of art, 
certain of its "abandoned" solutions or insights may nevertheless have a 
timeless quality. Each cultural endeavor has its own criteria for validity; yet 
all such endeavors are parts of a meaningful whole which lends them a mutual 
affinity and a common "spirit." 

What Mannheim is concerned with at this early stage of his thinking is 
preserving criteria for truth and validity in all cultural endeavors even while 
viewing them in a specific structural-historical context. He was already 
anticipating the ac~~sations oL'.'r.e1ativi$lll'~ ..w.hich..cr.itics_,woul~l at 
h~ !?5>croiogrcarihe~~y .of knowledge. His disser~,ation may ):>e viewed as his 
earIie-;t iiffemp(at reconciling what appeared t'O ma~y 'iis'irreconcilable: that 
9n-th~1Ji.ei:eJs',a_certain affiriity'-among the cultu!!ll_ .. creations of a 1 given epoch, that they share a certain ('historiCo~pliilosophical contefil'po

\' raneity"; and, on the other hand, that truth and validity are not merely 
relative to a given historical epoch.[Tn Mannheim's words, "To say that a 
certain creation of the mind can be dpIained with reference to its period is far 
from involving a relativistic stand as to its Validi%.'l(P. 39.) In the re
mainder of his dissertation Mannheim attempts t s ow how one might 
mediate between the doctrine of stable criteria of validity and truth, on the 
one hand, and the doctrine that things must be viewed in their socio-historical 
context, on the other . 
. ' :The. history of philosophy revealed, Mannheim believed, a "priority con
test" among.!~r!e basic epistemologies: (a) psychology, (b) logic;.:and ,(c) 

, o~JOgy.-Which 01' these epistemologies will prevail at any given time 
~.......:aepends on the philosophical "slant" of that epoch. Psychology insists that 
" experience provides the data of knowledge and hence is the source of 
~ knowledge. To this logic replies that experience is mediated through logical 
~ \ categories; that "psychology itself is a science and must as such 'work out' 
\ \ these ultimate pre-scientific data with logical means in order to make them 
~tel1igible." (p. 50.) Logic, it is claimed from this standpoint, must therefore 
\ be regarded as the ultimate presupposition of knowledge. Ontology, finally, 
., argues that everything man encounters, including himself, is an "instance of 
L;g,eing' in the most general sense." Experience and logic are also manifesta-

tions of "being" and therefore all experiential and logical connections must be 
interpreted as ontological ones. Each of these epistemologies corresponds to_a 

...c.e.r..!..~in disCipline, and each ~'lia.s -its-own"criteria of truth: For 
psychology, aproposition-is true if it accords' willi 'the evidence-;ror logic a 
proposition must be accepted as true if it conforms to "logical necessity," or 
formal logical norms; for ontology, finally, a proposition is true if it corre
sponds to being or reality. 

It is clear, therefore, that the respective criteria "are closely related to the 
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particular science that supplied the analytic means for the quest after ultimate 
presuppositions." (p. 67.) The important conclusion Mannheim draws after a 
careful analysis of the competing epistemologies is that although the standards 
of truth have varied with the epistemological disciplines (i.e., psychology, 
logic, ontology), " ... truth-value remained a constant in everyone of the 
criteria-the only variable being the standard." (p. 69.) Though the choice of 
discipline and criteria for truth may vary from one historical epoch to an
other and though the solutions and answers may be placed in their socio
historical context, this in no way precludes one's asking whether or not the 
solutions are true or valid. So in his first learned etude, MaDnh.~im., estaQlishes 
fifslntentio!!~oLpreserving a-dur~(ble standard for truth th3;.t, in his view, was ' 
alto ethercompatible with what -he' called~' ar-ThTs- stage-of his thinking, a \, 
structural and his mical-appF(')~f..lJ:tt1 knQwledge.--perJlaj5s1Iieoestilltrstfation \\1 
ofiiis early conception ora-structural approach may be found in his study i\ 
of Weltanschauung. 

On the Interpretation of Weltanschauung 

What seemed self-evident to Mannheim was that the manifold cultural 
creations of men constituted a unity. This truth had been increasingly 
obscured by the s,mitting up of the whole culture into apparently separate and 
isolated domainsLMannheim believed that the fragmentation of the concept of 
culture into religion, art, literature, philosophy, etc. was a product of the 
various theoretical standpoints from which culture was analyzed He should 
have added that the division of labor, in which there emerged professional 
practitioners of religion, art, literature, etc., had something to do with the 
subsequent theoretical treatment of these activities as separate and au
tonomous domains. As a result of the division of labor and of theoretical 
abstraction, the concrete cultural-experiential wholes had been neglected. The 
"whole," of course, can refer to an individual work of art, to the pattern 
which emerges from the total oeuvre of the artist, or, finally, to "the still more 
comprehensive 'whole' of the culture and Weltanschauung of an epoch."4 

Interpretation, then, requires that one ref~r to the cultural unity underlying 
and tying together the various creations of a given society (or societies) in a 
given epoch. To understand, for example, art styles and art motives one 
"must make reference to even more fundamental factors such as z.eil.g,isL 
'glQbaLQJ!tlQQ~' and the l~ . .Bringing these various strata of cultural life in 
relation to each other," Mannheim continues, "penetrating to the most 
fundamental totality in terms of which the inter-connectedness of the various 
branches of cultural studies can be understood-this is preci,sely the essence of ,I 

4 Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1952), p. 36. (Immediately following references to this 
work noted only by page numbers in the text.) 
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the procedure of interpretation which has no counterpart in the natural 
sciences-the latter only 'explain' things." (p. 36.) 
.W.f!!lan~E~~uung is t~us c_~d as an a~~~~i~al entity; it js. an 

jdealistic concept, or construct, refe.!~il}g..~_ the highest, all-embracing "spirit" 
\ ~liarpermea:tesalI culfurafcreations rangingrro~~_~he ~~!:~: t~~?_u~h customs 
ana includmg even"th-p;-telnpo -of -living, expressive gestures and aemeanor . 
. . . " (p. 38.) Mannheim recognized that this method could degenerate into 
subjectivism. After all, when one posits a Zeitgeist, one has already had in 
mind some of the specific manifestations from which he has derived the gen
eral term. How this approach, which he termed atheoretical, could be trans
lated into a more rigorous methodology, he regarded as a central problem for 
the so-called cultural sciences. Although his work in this area is rather inter
esting, he never really succeeds in developing such a method and it is perhaps 
for this reason that he eventually subordinates (but never abandons entirely) 
this approach to the more rigorous Marxian method of analysis. It may be of 
interest, nonetheless, to see how Mannheim employs in this essay the concept 
of Weltanschauung (the widest context of meaning) and levels of meaning for 

.,..an understanding of the events of everyday life. 
:: Mannheim suggests that every cultural product and/or social ev~!!t will 
l reveal, if one probes deeply enough, three levels of meaning: (.(~J the 
objective, ib) the expressive, and (c) the documentary. To take his own 

lTIustration, he is walking down a street with a friend. A beggar beckons to 
them, they stop momentarily, and the friend gives the beggar alms. This 
simple state of affairs-a "meaningful" situation-can be in the first instance 
interpreted from the "outside," as it were. "Beggar," "assistance," "giver," 
and "charity" are sufficient to reveal the meaning of the social interaction 
taking place; the "objective social configuration" without a knowledge either 
of the beggar's or the friend's consciousness gives us what Mannheim calls the 
objective meaning of the situation, the most superficial level of understand
ing.5 To proceed beyond this superficial level, it would be necessary to grasp 
the individual intent of the almsgiver. In his giving of the alms, the objective 
meaning and result of which was "assistance," the friend may have intended 
to convey that he was engaging in a personal act of "mercy, kindness, and 
compassion." To determine this one must know the almsgiver intimately; 
only then can one grasp his act authentically, i.e., as he intended it. This is 
the expressive meaning of his act. But, knowing the almsgiver intimately 
means that we know him in a variety of contexts; and in this light his so
called "act of charity" may reveal itself as an act of hypocrisy. The act of 
giving was not at all in keeping with his general character so that the 
documentary or evidential meaning of his act is really inauthentic and 
hypocritical. Of course, these are merely analytical levels, not clearly distin-

Ii In art, this level of meaning would be revealed by the purely visual content, 
in music, by melody, rhythm, harmony, etc. 
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guishable from one another in real situations. In this early phase of his 
thinking Mannheim believed that these devices provided one with greater 
insight into works of art and into everyday social interaction. 

Could this approach be regarded as scientific? Yes, Mannheim replies, but 
in the special sense of the Geisteswissenschaften. Surely anyone who has had, 
for example, considerable listening experience can perceive significant differ
ences in the music of Mozart, Tchaikowsky, and Debussy. And when it is said 
that these composers represent the Classical, Romantic, and Impressionistic 
movements, respectively, this is not a wholly subjective and arbitrary judg
ment. Experienced listeners tend to agree that the mood conveyed in the 
works of each of these composers and movements is representative of a certain 
cultural period. Furthermore, art connoisseurs, students of philosophy, and 
experts in musical styles may agree that their respective cultural areas share 
in a given period a common theme or spirit-or, as Mannheim would say, 
they express a common Weltanschauung. Can this be demonstrated in any 
positive, empirical sense? Mannheim was not so foolish as to suggest it could. 
But if positivistic standards cannot be applied, does this mean that studies of 
cultural creations might as well be abandoned? One can apply relatively 
rigorous scientific standards, Mannheim argued, to problems of objective and 
expressive meaning; given sufficient background, one can describe with 
precision the "visible" aspects of a work of art and the relevant aspects of an 
artist's biography which may have affected his style, choice of subject, 
materials, themes, etc. Fio~tletilirdlevel';-the--doc~1n~!1ta1"-:Y) -presents 
.speoia1..prQPlems a~.~.~cul~ies. ~nd here Mannheim-lai.s~. alJ..J~li..1!.~to...whiGh I 
he wilU>f.ten.. r.e.tUJ".P...in his later works : .. -the 'influence .9f .. his ~at~ 

Joc~~J!R<!.l!..t~ interpreter. ..' ~--' ------ --",,-
Unlike the two other types of interpretation [writes Mannheim], docu
mentary interpretation has the peculiarity that it must be performed anew 
in each period, and that any single interpretation is profoundly influenced 
by the location within the historical stream from which the interpreter 
attempts to reconstruct the spirit of a past epoch. It is well known that 
the Hellenic or Shakespearian spirit presented itself under different aspects 
to different generations. This, however, does not mean that knowledge of 
this kind is relative and hence worthless. What it does mean is that the 
type of knowledge conveyed by natural science differs fundamentally , .• 
from historical knowledge-we should try to grasp the meaning and struc- "'\ 
ture of historical understanding in its specificity, rather than reject it 
merely because it is not in conformity with the positivist truth-criteria \ 
sanctioned by natural science. (p. 61.) 

To impose upon the interpretive sciences the standards of the physical 
sciences is to forfeit the possibility of knowledge in many areas of life. Each 
area of study imposes certain requirements and limits and in a sense dictates 
the appropriate methodological approach. Standards of precision and verifica
tion cannot be mechanically transferred from the physical to the cultural 
sciences without exacting a price; and this price, more often than not, is that 
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a mechanical transfer of method yields the most superficial understanding in 
the cultural realm. 

The interpretive or logico-meaningful method is quite different from and 
not to be confused with the historical or genetic method. Neither does one 
make the other superfluous. The point rather is that the interpretive method 
(relating the parts to one another and fitting them into a meaningful totality) 
presumably yields a deeper understanding of meanings. Mannheim notes in 
this connection an ambivalence in the work of Max Weber. "In his theoretical 
writings, he insists upon causal explanation [while] in his historical works, he 
very often proceeds according to the 'documentary' method." (p. 8L.n.) .Ma~ 
~heim, too, uses both of these methods_ oft~'l shlf~~n.g Jr.9~ _0.!l..~ ~Q.Another with~ .. 

\ -out notice-a source of no little confusion to his readers and critics . .1n effect, 
-'1 his studies of "Welt~n.sf!1.(Zuung had "a twofold purpose: (lrhi~ wanted to 
J i demonstrate the need in the study of certain aspects of culture to emancipate 
~\ oneself from the methodology of the natural sciences and (2) to show that "In 

7 the realm of the mental, we cannot understand the whole from the parts, we 
can only understand the parts from the whole." (p. 82.) If this exemplifies his 
early conception of a "structural" approach, we have to turn to his essay 

4 entitled "Historicism" for his conception of historical analysis. 

Historicism 

In this essay the influences of Hegel, the German historical school, and the 
Geisteswissenschaften still predominate. "Historicism" is an aspect of a 
Weltanschauung that emerged in a certain period in response to definite 
historical conditions. After all, it was no accident, as Mannheim was fond of 
saying, that such concepts as "movement," "process," and "flux," conceived 
organically and applied to socio-cultural phenomena and institutions, first 
appeared in a definite historical period. The emergence of metaphors, con
cepts, and theories based on the "organism" as opposed to the "mechanism" 
had some determinate relationship, Mannheim believed, to the social condi
tions prevailing in Europe after the French Revolution.6 "~istoricism," then, 
refers to the writing of history under the influence of this Weltanschauung, or 
in Mannheim's words: "We have historicism only when history itself is 
written from the historistic Weltanschauung." (p. 85.) 

Under this Weltanschauung historians view all aspects of human life
institutions, customs, art~ etc.--either developmentally or organically. Thus 
the structure of history, its ordering principle, may be studied from two 
directions: (a) the vertical or historical and (b) the horizontal or cross
sectional. One can take any social institution or cultural phenomenon and 
trace "it back into the past, trying to show how each later form develops 
continuously, organically from the earlier. If one gradually extends this 

6 Mannheim's exploration of these conditions will be discussed later when 
considering his essay, "Conservative Thought." 



Karl Mannheim 291 

method to all the spheres in cultural life, then one will obtain, so to speak, a 
bundle of isolated evolutionary lines." (p. 86.) With this the historian has 
completed only half his task; for while one now sees development in each 
of the lines or spheres, they are isolated and disconnected, without any recog
nizabte relationship among them. The remainder of the task, therefore, is "to u\ 
show how, at one temporal stage, the motifs, which have just been observed r 
in isolation, are also organically bound up with one another." (p. ~J.)/'Or- ~.\ 
ganicall bo ". ;h~co-mean.E;g.ful" and n~~.tilyJn-the E: 
ausalsense. t· 

ann eim realized very well that this method was in some sense "meta
physical," but he insisted that it is a necessary and valuable method in the 
study of culture. (p. 135.) The Hegelian notion of Spirit or Idea as the real 
subject of history was at the very least a fruitful heuristic device in the study 
of cultural motifs. In rather straight Hegelian terms, Mannheim writes: "The 
separate motifs are, rather, mutually conditioning at the successive stages of 
evolution and are components and functions of an ultimate basic process 
which is the real 'subject' undergoing the change." (p. 87.) Throughout this 
essay Mannheim employs a Hegelian mode of expression and speaks, for 
instance, of the historical process as permeated by "reason" and "form-giving 
categories"; and he retains the notion of a higher, all-embracing totality that 
imparts meaning and unity to the apparently separate events. Hegelian in
fluence is also evident in the historicist view of truth: ~resent-day systems 
and conclusions of philosophy are based on a,reality not yet known to earlier 
systemsj'rhe earlier ~y$tem~,_ therefOl:e. ~re ~ot false but iDCw;nple,t~., 1:~us 
one must eschew an out-and-out rejection of previous systems by attempting 
to incorporate them in the newer systems. "This means," writes Mannheim, 
"at the stage we have reached that the ostensibly universal significance of the 
earlier systems should be reduced to a partial, parochial one, and that its 
elements--insofar as they retain any validity at all-should be reinterpreted 
from a new systematic centel?." (p.90.) 

More important, however, is Mannheim's related historicist conception of 
the greater truth and validity embodied in the thought of a later as opposed to 
an earlier historical stage. The philosophy of the Enlightenment, for example, 
held to "a doctrine of the supra-temporality of Reason." (p. 90.) Those who 
held to this doctrine in the nineteenth century tended, therefore, to reject the 
later historical, organic, developmental conception of "reason." For Mann
heim, this rejection was fundamentally wrong; for the nineteenth-century ex
ponents of the Enlightenment view failed to see the greater validity of the 
historical conception, namely, "that the most general definitions and catego
ries of Reason vary and undergo a process of alteration of meaning-along 
with every other concept-in the course of intellectual history." (p. 91.) By 
rejecting the historical conception, the philosophers of static reason closed 
themselves off from the insights derived from a dynamic organic model based; 
on living and growing organisms. There can be no doubt, Mannheim be- \ 
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lieved, of th.~ ,supedo~ v.alidity oLthe .dynamic-historical conception of socio
ftiltUraf reality. This ne~er··C'~~ception must be viewed as::the, th@reHcal 
c~lJje gerferaHransformation laking 'place In the social..stxucture. 
The--Changed-socf6:Jiistbrkar situafion is "the basis -{or ·the'-e~gence of a 
new theoretical superstructure." (p. 96.) Historicism, or the historical ap
proach, rejects the rigid alternatives of true and false and seeks instead the 
"truth in history itself." (p. 100.) Getting at this truth, however, is not a 
simple matter. 

Mannheim explores some of the problems involved by developing further 
the distinction between the N aturwissenschaften and the Geisteswissenschaf
ten. In the exact physical sciences the historical and social position (Stan
dort) of the knowing subject and his corresponding value orientations do not 
penetrate the scientific content. This is too strong a statement, and "penetrate 
less" would probably be a more tenable position. The point, however, is that 
Mannheim did see a qualitative difference in the impact of one's Standort in 

. the physical as compared with the cultural-historical sciences. In the latter it 
I is incontrovertible that, depending on whether one is a Positivist, a Hegelian, 
or a Marxist, the principles of selection, the direction of the study, and the 
categories of meaning will differ. One cannot posit an abstract, impartial 
knowing subject in the study of history. This is true because "historical 
knowledge is only possible from an ascertainable intellectual location . . . 
[and] it presupposes a subject harboring definite aspirations regarding the 
future and actively striving to achieve them. Only out of the interest which 
the subject at present acting has in the pattern of the future, does the observa
tion of the past become possible." (p. 102.) That is why the "historical pic
ture of the past changes with every epoch." (p. 103.) 

Does this imply the relativity of all historical knowledge? Mannheim 
denies this and insists that "historicism veers away from relativism." (p. 104.) 
The "solution" he su ests a is st .. r writin s is 
tlia social and historical knowled~ is not relative but perspectivistic and 

, relattonal. lliis was the view, so poorly understood, held by Max Weber in his 
", li1S'fOiTcal studies. 1.:he so-called "materialistic conception'.' an.!:LI!is own thesis 

o,~ ascetic Protestantism, far from being mutually contradictory, were in fact 
complementary. It was not, and never could be, a question of which view was 

• right ana Wlllch wrong. Both views were simply different perspectives of a 
given reality and presumably our knowledge of that reality became more ade

,( quate and was enriched as a result of the additional perspective provided by 
" Weber. Mannheim expresses the same idea by citing Husserl's theory that 

even our conception, of physical objects depends on the "location of the ob
serving, interpreting subject." The "different historical pictures," Mannheim 
continues, "do not contradict each other in their interpretations, but encircle 
the same materially identical given historical content from different stand
points and at different depths of penetration." (p. 105.) The dialectical inter-
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action of the theories of successive periods results in the progress of knowl
edge. 

Thus Mannheim strives, now as later, to impart the status and dignity of 
science to his perspectivistic, "dialectic-dynamic type of knowledge." (p. 
115.) The efforts he made to"distinguish the two "kinds" of science and to 
harmonize perspectivistic knowledge with non-relativistic criteria of truth 
are noteworthy. He firmly believed that perspectivism did not imply relativism. 
Rather it led "to a widening of our concept of truth which alone can save us 
from being barred from the exploration of these fields in which both the 
nature of the object to be known and that of the knowing subject makes [sic] 
only perspectivistic knowledge possible." (p. 120.) This brings to a close our 
consideration of what may be termed the early phase of Mannheim's sociology 
of knowledge. The dominant influences here were Hegel, the historical school, 
Husserl, and the methodology of the Geisteswissenschaften. In his second 
phase these influences, though not abandoned, are subordinated to a more 
consistently Marxian approach. 

Conservative Thought 

If in the essays thus far considered Mannheim concerned himself with 
thought forms or Weltanschauungen and their connection with other aspects 
of social life, this was mainly in a general and philosophical manner. Though 
he pointed here and there to underlying socio-historical conditions that 
presumably determine a given world outlook, he did not as yet explore that 
relationship in any systematic manner. In his essay "Conservative Thought," 
on the other hand, one sees a transition to a sociology of knowledge which was, 
to be more characteristic of his later phase: Now he concerns himself not onlYJ 
with styles of thought, their relationship to one another, and their place in the 
larger cultural context, but more explicitly and systematically with the social 
basis of a given movement of thought. His plain efforts are now directed to
w~monstrating...tha.t...!!t-he . .k~y to the understandingot~ges-in-ideas-1s 
to heJQ.upd ip th~ ~h1j.nging ,sociail>ackgro1:!ngdltainly.l{ijhe fateor the ~l 
groups or classes which are the 'carriers; of thes~_~~~~!iC:thOUght.m This 
appro'a€h; clearly MarxTan-; may be tiiKen--as-paradigmatic, for it exemplifies 
the method he employed throughout his later essays in the sociology of 
knowledge. To be sure, he retains and utilizes elements derived from the other 
"schools" described earlier, but the dominant influence now becomes Marxian. 

To support his thesis that there is a determinate relationship between forms 
of thought and the existence and fate of social groups, Mannheim selects for 
study the conservative movement, its class basis and its historical context. 

7 Karl Mannheim. Essays on Sociology and Social Psychology. op cit" p, 74. 
(Further. immediately following references to this work to be found in the text.) 
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Although he examines the bases of conservatism in general, he focuses 
eventually on one group and one country during a specific period: German 
conservatism after the French Revolution. In this study his "styles" and 
movements of thought are predominantly political, approximating what he 
later calls ideologies. The study of conservative thought, he shows, implies 
that one must study liberal thought and even socialist thought-i.e., thought 
which in each case developed along class and party lines. How much this 
method owed to Marx may be gathered from a brief description of the 
paradigm Mannheim employed in his analysis. 

To understand conservative thought one must begin with rationalism, or 
the philosophy of the Enlightenment. What accounted for the growth of 
modern rationalism was the rising capitalist bourgeoisie. Quantitative ration
alism, as it appeared in mathematics, philosophy, and the natural sciences, 
had its parallel in the growth of the capitalist economic system: Commodity 
production replaced the subsistence economy, exchange-value replaced use
value, and the formerly qualitative attitude toward things and men became 
increasing quantitative. As Marx had observed, using Carlyle's phrase, it 
was now the callous "cash nexus" which related man to man. This abstract 
attitude, Mannheim agreed, gradually came "to include all forms of human 
experience. In the end even the 'other man' is experienced abstractly." (p. 
86.) The situation Marx had described as alienation stood in sharp contrast 
to the Gemeinschaft of the Middle Ages in which-and here Mannheim 
quotes Marx- "The social relationships of persons engaged in production ap
pear, at any rate, as their own personal relationships, and not disguised as 
social relations of things, of products of labor." (p. 87n.) Conservatism, then, 
was the political and intellectual reaction against the continuing process 
which was destroying the older world; it called for a restoration of that 
world, for a return to the status quo ante. 

The social "carriers" of this ideological reaction were mainly "those social 
and intellectual strata which remained outside the capitalistic process of 
rationalization or at least played a passive role in its development." (p. 87.) 
These included the peasant strata, the small bourgeoisie, and the landed aris
tocracy. It was primarily in these strata that the older, pre-capitalist rela
tionships prevailed, and consequently, where the older traditions were kept 
alive. These strata and particularly their intellectual representatives reso
lutely opposed the philosophy of the Enlightenment, i.e., the intellectual ten
dencies that accompanied bourgeois capitalism. T.h~ J~.omantic-Conservative 
movement thus sought to salvage the older way of life arii(its-vaiii~7""com
munity' is set up against 'society' . . . family against contract, intuitive cer
tainty against reason, spiritual against material experience. All those partially 
hidden factors at the very basis of everyday life are suddenly laid bare by 
reflection and fought for." (p. 89.) 

In these terms it was not the socialists but the conservatives who histori
cally were the first opponents and critics of capitalism. The Romantic Conser-
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vative opposition strove to preserve, among other things, the nonrational 
elements of life they considered valuable. And Mannheim suggests that it was 
the peculiar conditions of the modern proletariat which enabled the left 
opposition to the bourgeoisie to take over certain ideas and criticisms that 
originated with the conservative, right-wing opposition. Proletarian rational
ism has little in common with the "calculability characteristic of the success
ful bourgeoisie." (p. 91.) There is always a residual irrational element in pro
letarian rationalism, since "the capitalist world is only partially rationalized, 
only partially based on a planned economy." (p. 91.) Ultimately, success in 
its battles with the bourgeoisie depends on the proletariat's "revolutionary 
elan [which] always remains an uncertain factor." The "social position of 
the proletariat forces it into irrationalism. The attempt at revolution, how
ever planned and 'scientific' it may be, inevitably produces an irrational 
'chiliastic' element. Here lies its essential affinity with the 'counterrevolu
tion.' " (p. 92.) 

Conservatism, then, like socialism, is a new or modern phenomenon which 
arose as a conscious and reflective reaction against the advance of capitalism. 
In these terms it is fundamentally different from mere "traditionalism," from 
simply clinging instinctively to the old ways of life. Conservatism is the 
intellectual, political-ideological expression of class interests and Values jn a 
dynamic historical situation ~ it is a style and movement of thought that 
developed as an antithesis to the conditions and ideology of the capitalistic 
world. In Mannheim's words, "traditionalism can only become conservatism 
in a society in which change occurs through the medium of class conflict-in a 
class society. This is the sociological background of modern conservatism." 
(p. 101.) The "carriers" of the conservative experience and thought express 
their basic Weltanschauung by positively emphasizing all those aspects of life 
and thought which are antagonistic to the life and thought of bourgeois 
society. With conservative ideology the qualitative and concrete are opposed 
to the quantitative and abstract; landed property, not the individual, is the 
basis of history; and organic groups not "classes" are regarded as the real 
units of society and history. Conservatism looks to the past, liberalism to the 
present, and socialism to the future. 

The conservative moment, then, arose in conscious opposition to capitalistic 
conditions and to bourgeois society; and the conservative Weltanschauung.. 
may therefore be viewed, schematicallY,j!s a point for point repudiation of 
natural-law philosophy, the mode of thought most characteristic of the 
b~rgeois-revolutionary epoch. Natural-law philosophy includeatllefofIo-;"ing 
doctrines: the "state of nature," "social contract," "popular sovereignty," the 
inalienable "Rights of Man (life, liberty, property, the right to resist tyranny, 
etc.)." (p. 117.) The main methodological principles of this philosophy were: 

i. Rationalism as a method of solving problems. 
ii. Deductive procedure from one general principle to the particular cases. 

iii. A claim of universal validity for every individual. 
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iv. A claim to universal applicability of all laws to all historical and social 
units. 

v. Atomism and mechanism: collective units (the state, the law, etc.), 
are constructed out of isolated individuals or factors. 

vi. Static thinking (right reason conceived as a self-sufficient, autonomous 
sphere unaffected by history). (p. 117.) 

The conservatives' attacked each and everyone of these articles of faith and 
proposed their own to replace them. In opposition to Reason and the 
deductive method, they stressed "History, Life, the Nation," and the essential 

~
'irrationality of reality." They repudiated the claim of universal validity and 

posited instead the historically unique character of each society. For the 
mechanical conceptio'n of political and social institutions,- they sUDstituted the 
organic conceptionLE>litical institutions, for instance, could not be mechani
cally transposed from one nation to anot~fJ As opposed to the liberal, 
atomistic notion of a society, i.e., a sum of In ividuals who form a contract 
with one another, the conservatives insisted that society was an organic 
unified whole. Finally, the conservatives attacked the doctrine of static 
reason: the norms of reason are in a process of continual historical develop
ment. German conservatism, however, developed in a peculiar way because 
social conditions in Germany differed in a number of fundamental respects 
from those in England or France, for example. 

The key to an understanding of German conservative thought, Mannheim 
believed, was to be found in Marx's observation that "Germany experienced 
the French Revolution on the philosophical plane." (p. 80.) In France, the 
conservative movement was engendered by the reaction to the actual revolu
tionary events. What was being fought out in the social reality was accom
panied by a political and ideological conflict. In Germany, in contrast, the 
counterrevolution was of a purely intellectual character. Conservatism in Ger
many was pushed to a logical extreme; this can be attributed to the absence 
of a large and strong middle class which, if it had existed as in England and 
France, would have developed a liberal party and ideology and would have 
mediated between the existing political extremes. Reminiscent of Marx's 
critique of the Left-Hegelians for not inquiring into the relationship between 
German social reality and German philosophy, Mannheim writes: "From our 

~
Oint of view, all philosophy is nothing but a deeper elaboration of a kind of 
ction. To understand the philosophy, one has to understand the nature of the 
ction which lies at the bottom of it. This 'action' which we have in mind is 
special way, peculiar to each group, of penetrating social reality, and it 

takes on its most tangible form in politics. The political struggle gives expres
ion to the aims and purposes which are unconsciously but coherently at 

work in all the conscious and half-conscious interpretations of the world 
characteristic of the group." (p. 84.) 

This, then, is Mannheim's general approach. Basing himself on Marx's 
Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Law and on Engels' Germany: Revplution 
and Counterrevolution, he attempts to explain the specific form of German 
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conservatism on the basis of German economic "backwardness." Capitalist 
developments in Germany and especially Prussia lagged many decades behind 
the other Western countries. "Marx's view is probably correct," writes 
Mannheim, "and he held that the social condition of Germany in 1843 cor
responded roughly to that of France in 1789." (p. 121.) At the time of the 
French Revolution, Germany was lacking in any real bourgeoisie or prole-' 
tariat; this condition was still evident after 1848 when Engels suggested that 
the dismal failure of the revolutions in Germany could be attributed to its 
economic backwardness. The Mittelstand was characterized by so wide a 
diversity of interests that it was incapable of carrying out concerted political 
action; its response to the French Revolution was therefore purely ideological. ·1 

The only strata capable of politically effective action were the nobility and 
the bureaucracy. If in France, the bourgeoisie had mobilized the third and 
fourth estates against the Church, the monarchy, and the nobility-in Ger
many it was the nobility "from below" who struggled against the monarchy" 
allied with the bureaucracy, "from above." :fhe absence of any real popular 
pressure from below weakened the alliance of the nobility and the bureauc
racy so, when the latter initiated certain state reforms in the interest of capi
talist development, this evoked a romantic-feudal ideological reaction. The 
economic, and hence class, structure of German society at the time led to 
the curious situation in which the bureaucracy employed the rational and ' 
mechanistic ideas of the French Revolution as an ideological weapon against 
the nobility; this class, in turn, sought to preserve and revive the privileges 
of the estates, and the "organic" and "corporative structure of medieval so
ciety." (p. 122.) The result was a peculiarly German way of thinking, which 
may be termed Romantic and historicist. This became so pervasive an intel
lectual climate that even its opponents, Mannheim observes, "could never 
quite free [themselves] from its habits of thought. Heine was a Romantic 
despite his opposition to the Romantic school; Marx a historicist despite his 
opposition to the historical school; etc." (p. 123n.) --, 

The social strata which participated in this Romantic reaction were mainly 
the nobility, the Kleinburgertum, and their ideologues. They voiced their 
opposition to the new forces of capitalism and liberalism; they united, in 
short, against the modern developments, as weak as the latter were. Later, 
most of the representatives of the Romantic movement were drawn from 
among the young "unattached intellectuals" who found it difficult if not 
impossible to make a living qua intellectuals. They constituted an economi
cally insecure and socially unstable stratum and more often than not their 
rebellious and intellectually creative youth was followed by a secure position 
in the bureaucracy. In general, Mannheim viewed these "free-floating" 
intellectuals8 as occupying a unique social position which enabled them to '\ 
fulfill a correspondingly unique role. Unable to make a living in their "un- JJ 

8 This concept which Mannheim borrowed from Alfred Weber, is one to which 
we shall later return. 



298 THE DEBATE WITH MARX'S GHOST 

1 attached" state, they are compelled ultimately to "sell their pen"; they can 
I serve any class and plead any cause. Since they themselves are not a class and 

hence have no ideology of their own, they can espouse any ideology. Precisely 
r because they are relatively unattached they have "an extraordinarily refined 
r sense for all the political and social currents around them .... By them
- selves they know nothing. But let them take up and identify themselves with 

someone else's interests-they will know them better, really better, than those 
for whom these interests are laid down by the nature of things, by their social 
condition." (p. 127.) Their varied sociaLba.c.~Q1).J!~S, ,be1t~-.and
~tively un~!!lI:~E:~ _~t~~;_-:.explai.~, according to Miiin~eim, the more com
prenelisive -and _ pelletr.a!lvg _lodew -tIieSe __ j!).!~iiar~ _ a.re.~presufiia~~ 

",(lchie\Te;---'--' - ' ---- - -- ',---

- 'Eventually the Romantic impulse is tied to feudal-conservative thought, as 
seen, for example, in the work of Adam MUller, who drew on both sources 
and employed them in an ideological struggle against natural-law philosophy. 
The new Weltanschauung, a synthesis of Romantic and feudal tendencies, not 
only posited a system of counter-values but "different categories of life and 
experience." (p. 147.) All the categories of rationalism are supplanted by 
"life," "history," "spirit," "nation," "community," etc. The static and 
mechanical are replaced by the dynamic and organic. In Germany, three 
stages could be discerned in the development of this new style of thinking: 
"(a) thinking in terms of antitheses, (b) dynamic thinking, and (c) dialecti
cal thinking." (p. 150.) The first, exemplified in the work of MUller and 
deriving from the Romantic heritage, proposed, in opposition to the linear 
reasoning of the Enlightenment, a method of thinking based on antitheses and 
polarities. The second, dynamic thinking, insisted that theory must move, live, 
and grow as do living things and in fact as do social institutions. "The wish 
to make thought just as mobile as life itself breaks through here." (p. 153.) 
The final stage, synthesizing the first twa, is typified in Hegel's dialectical 
philosophy~eason is not abandoned but transformed into a dynamic prin
ciple of the entire universe including, of course, the human realm. Thinking 
must be dialectical in order to reflect adequately the dialectical character of 
being, life, and experience. 

This brief discussion is perhaps sufficient to show just how much Mann
heim relied in his analysis on insights derived from Marxism, from the 
historical school, and from the Geisteswissenschaften. The form and content 
of German conservative thought and the significant ways in which it differed 
from English and French conservatism could only be understood against the 
background of the German social structure. While the analysis of social 
structure could be carried out with a relatively high degree of rigor and 
exactness, the process of relating given styles and movements of thought to 
their respective classes and strata required a certain "metaphysical gift." 
Ultimately, there can be little doubt that Mannheim regarded that gift as an 
indispensable aspect of his method of ideological analysis. 
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The Problem of Generations 

In his approach to the phenomenon of "generations," Mannheim general
ized Marx's conception of class and in this way formulated a sociological 
conception of the problem. This enabled him to advance beyond previous 
conceptualizations. One of these, that of Dilthey for example, had viewed 
"generation as a temporal unit of the history of intellectual evolution [which 
made] it possible to replace such purely external units as hours, months, 
years, decades, etc. by a concept of measure operating from within. . . ."9 
The concept of generation, for Dilthey, facilitated an "intuitive reenactment" 
of how each generation had experienced and interpreted the world. In 
addition, he had emphasized that coexistence as well as succession were 
characteristic of the generational phenomenon: The same social and cultural 
circumstances are experienced "by contemporary individuals, both in their 
early, formative, and in their later years." (p. 282.) This led him to view 
contemporaries as one generation "just because they are subject to common 
influences" and in this way he had obscured generational differences. 

Another view was that of Pinder, the art historian: It is true that young 
and old live in the same period of time but the really interesting phenomenon 
here is "the non-contemporaneity of the contemporaneous." For each genera- \ 
tion "the 'same time' is a different time-that is, it represents a different 
period of his self, which he can only share with people of his own age." 
(p. 283.) Pinder's notion was insightful but his concern was almost exclu
sively with the subjective side of generations and with biological rhythm. In 
general, then, this and other conceptions of "generation" were wanting in 
that they had not even alluded to the social factor. " 

This factor, Mannheim suggests, may' be grasped through Q!:!Ljdea _of \ ~ 
~l{)"fi:A'rrgeneiafio~"a group-.-btIfa catego~y. A I' 
r.;g;up:c;m~s ~~~~1:.tts-:.prem1ierS::lul.Ving concrei(tkilQwledg~ ()tElas:h II 
9"t,b.err3mL"[J!.L ceases to exis.t ,as a. men.taL,ap,<! s'pi~i!u_a~.JIJlij; as __ ~9PI} .!is " . 

"p~.sic_~l pro:rimi!i-':'!S::CleS~/' "G~~t:!~~~on" is a social category and ~~a.L' 
is~by trusterm may best be understood by'cOllsidering inothe'r-category 

- which.shares ' .. ' ... ,-----. 
..... '" 

; a certain structural resemblance to it-namely, the class position (Klassen
: lage) of an individual in society. 
I In its wider sense class position can be defined as the common "loca
) tion" ... certain individuals hold in the economic and power structure 
, of a given society as their "lot." (p. 289.) 

This refers to the objective position individuals occupy in the class structure 
of a society and which therefore tends to determine their "life-chances" (to 

9 Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, op. cit., p. 282. 
(Further references to this work noted in the text by page numbers.) 

, 
.' 
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use the Weberian term) and fate. A class is not a concrete group like a small 
territorial community, for example. "Class position is an objective fact," 
writes Mannheim in straight Marxian terms, "whether the individual in 
question knows his class position or not, and whether he acknowledges it or 
not." (p. 289.) What Marx had called "class consciousness" does not necessarily 
accompany a class position, although in certain social conditions the latter can 
give rise to the former, lending it certain features, and resulting in the forma
tion of a 'conscious class.''' (pp. 289-290.) Generations, Ma~~lt~im not~s, 
have som~~l!ing in co~mon with Marx's- -c~nception of obJectiv~ _crasS posi
tTo'n,7e-., the "similar location of a number of individuals in a social struc
t~;e.-·. -~ :;;- (E~ 290.) 

"- -There'is no denying that t~is similar "location:' is based on the biologicaP~ 
rhythm of the human orgamsm: people born In the same year share a \1\ 
common temporal location in the social process. Social generations are ,} 
ultimately based on this fact.l\1an??eim isquic~ to_a<ld,_~owever, that "to be lJ 
based on a factor does not necessarily mean to be deducible fr~m it; "Of to.-be V 

Implied in it/' (pp. 290-91.) The biological fador 1ias 'sociological releva~ 
and that is where the sociological problem of generations must begin. 

"Social location," as the common characteristic of class and generation, 
'v refers in the first place to the limitations imposed by that spatio-temporal 

location: Individuals are exposed to a specific range of potential and actual 
experiences and excluded from others. In these terms, just as the "expe
riential, intellectual, and emotional data" differ for each class, they also differ 
for each generation. Of course, one must not ignore the stratification and 
varying locations of members of a single generation. "Even a mental climate 
as rigorously uniform as that of the Catholic Middle Ages presented itself 
differently according to whether one were a theologizing cleric, a knight, or a 
monk." (p. 291.) The category of generation is important, however, because 

it a~~i;~:~~~~a:::~::;;'=c::~:el::~:-g-W-h-il-s-t --~ 
(b) former participants in that process are continually disappearing; L(C) members of anyone generation can participate only in a temporally 

limited section of the historical process, and 
(d) it is therefore necessary continually to transmit the accumulated 

cultural heritage; 
(e) the transition from generation to generation is a continuous process. 

(p. 292.) 
. ---.~.-~ ~.-. 

New age groups are continually emerging and it is through this process that 
the continuity and accumulation of culture is achieved. "Fresh contact" is 
thus made between the older and the younger generations. Of course, there are 
"fresh contacts" in many other areas of social life, but the main point for 
Mannheim is that the generational phenomenon provides for "a radical form 
of fresh contact." This results in a certain loss of accumulated culture but also 
in selection and change; "it facilitates reevaluation of our inventory and 
teaches us both to forget that which is no longer useful and to covet that 
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which has yet to be won." (p. 294.) The first two characteristics therefore 
point to the conditions in which the continuity and rejuvenation of society 
take place. The third, however, refers to more than mere chronological con
temporaneity, for it becomes "sociologically significant only when it also in
volves participation in the same historical and social circumstances .... " 
(p. 298.) ObviouslY."~l!j;:.h _p~rticiP~!}o.~ is not shared by young pepple in 
two distinct 'civilizaTions, say, China and Germany in the year 1800. Similarly, 
noGn members of a singlegeneration"'ift-the -same cQuntry sharepreci~ely 
the 'saffi"ecIrcumstances, since they are variously located in the social struc-{ 
llire': What follows from this is that though each generation may have its own; 

__ • ___ ~ •• _" , ,_ . 'i 

social-psyc1lO1ogical strata Of meaning, these are far from homogeneous. The \ 
fourth charaeteristic stresses that the I1:~~Q. .t9.".tr:!!-ns'EiLthe.' cultmaL.hedtage " 
.i~Ose-asp~~~=-iV1iii;.h .a~e _npp.-probleIll.~Uc, and hen~e sponta
-t'1eOuSlyanlhmconscioitsJy learned, and tho~.which have '~become problematic 
·~have.L!.herefore invitedco'itscious refi~ction." (p. 299.) 

Mannheim i;t~~j~ts>a.n 'observation based on a Freudian principle which is 
far from established: The "inventory of experience which is absorbed by 
infiltration from the environment in early youth often becomes the historically 
oldest stratum of consciousness, which tends to stabilize itself as the natural 
view of the world." (p. 299.) The final point refers to the fact that the hiatus 
and occasional antagonisms between the older and younger generations-e.g., 
the father-son antagonism-is lessened by the existence of "intermediary 
generations." These serve a mediating function and thus make smoother the 
process of generational continuity and interaction. 

Marx had distinguished the objective and subjective aspects of class, and 
Mannheim employs this distinction with respect to the category of generation. 
When one says that the members of a single generation share a socio-his
torical location, this means that the "location as such only contains potenti
alities which may materialize, or be suppressed .... " (p. 303.) Whether 
young peasants scattered in the countryside and urban youth are an actual 
generation will depend on whether they participate "in the common destiny" 
of some socio-historical unit. "We shall therefore speak of a generation as an 
actuality only when a concrete bond is created between members of a genera
tion by their being exposed to the social and intellectual symptoms of a proc
ess of dynamic destabilization. Thus, the young peasants . . . only share the 
same generation location, without, however, being members of the same gen
eration as an actuality, with the youth of the town. They are similarly lo
cated, insofar as they are potentially capable of being sucked into the vortex 
of social change .... " (p. 303.) This is reminiscent of Marx's discussion of 
whether the peasants are a class and of the conditions in which they might 
conceivably have allied themselves with the urban proletariat. lO 

10 See Marx's essay, "The Class Struggles in France" in Karl Marx and 
Frederick Engels, Selected Works I (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing 
House, 19.50) . 
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Further refining the category of generation, Mannheim notes that even 
within the same actual generation, one must distinguish the separate units 
which emerge in response "to an historical stimulus experienced by all in 
common. Romantic-Conservative youth and [the] liberal-rationalist group, 
belong to the same actual generation but form separate 'generation units' 
within it. The generation unit represents a much more concrete bond than the 
actual generation as SUCh."1l The generation unit is not necessarily a group, 
since its members may never come into personal contact with one another. 
Nevertheless, they respond similarly to the situations in which they partici
pate; they share a certain affinity for certain principles and ways of viewing 
their common world of experiences. "Thus within any generation there can 
exist a number of differentiated, [and even] antagonistic generation units."12 

Clearly, all this is a rather straightforward application of Marx's concep
tion of class to the phenomenon of generations. By thus generalizing a 
Marxian idea, Mannheim provides the means of refining it: the various 
generational concepts may be employed, for example, in an exploration of the 
mutual relationship, in given circumstances, of ctass position, ideology, and 
generation. This brings us to the later essays in which the Marxian influence 
is even more conspicuous. 

Ideology and Utopia 

Although the principles enunciated in these essays could apply to the 
general problem of "how men actually think" and to the relationship of 
thinking to other aspects 0Ul:UIl)i!-!1.i!£tion, in practice Mannheim confines his 

\

auentlon to the miirower-question of how-ffiii1f{in~punctfoiis.iii1nep~, 
political spheres of social life. Now, as earlier, his major working hypothesis \ 
is derived from Marx's celebrated idea that it is the conditions of men's social i 
-existence which tend to determine their social consciousness. MannheimJ 
,adopts t~is principle in its fUll ~onflictive and. dialectical sense: M~n "ac,t with 
~ and agamst one another m diversely orgamzed groups, and while domg so 
cthe¥-iliink 'Yjth and against one another.l>13 , ___ _ _' _---

Depending- on the' position men occupy in the socrar structure and their 
consciousness of that position they join together in groups and strive col
lectively either to change or to preserve the conditions of their existence. Like 
Marx, Mannh~!!p-E!:.~est~_t~~ separation of thought from actiop .. J:lJe_ul}!,!y:of 
the~ry, ana=actionmust be r.ec9.~I:ea-ana-testoied-lri 'i'iractice so that m~n 
ma~ain _aJ_ull~ciousness of tne-con-sequences"'6f their acts. For Marx, 
the function of theory 'was to 'gurae-men -in--€hanging -the- worIdi..!QI.: Mann-,_ 
heiJll, simJ.1§.d},,_tlle-!.aison d'etre of. hi&-,seciological theory-of k'iio_wJ~e-w~ 
~- ---.,.<-~ 

11 Ibid., p. 304. 
12 Ibid., p. 306. 
13 karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 

Ltd., 1960) , p. 3. (Further reference to this work noted in text by page numbers.) 
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to provide scientific guidance ~o!. a$;.~ion . ?~~e~~ed }oward .. s2~ial ~~aI}ge:--for " 
wha:t1reeVelltUally'Ca~·plaitning for freedom. . .', 
--Xt-ure··veri'outset he points 'quite- clearly-to 'both the advantages and 
limitations of his sociology of knowledge; " ... the ultimate criterion of 
truth or falsity is to be found in the investigation of the object, and the 
sociology of knowledge is no substitute for this." (p. 4.) Relating men's idea~ 
to the particular location they occupy in the social structure is a process quite 
different from assessing their truth and validity. The sociological theory of 
knowledge can tell us how those ideas emerged but not whether they are tru J 

or false. 
For Mannheim, the sociological theorY., of knowledge is a peculiarly modern 

instrument of analysis and reflection'~!lccompanied the greater tempo of 
social change of the capitalist-industrial era, including vertical and horizontal 
mobility, and the more intense and overt class conflicts of that eri/Such a . 
theory never could have arisen in medieval Europe, fpr . .exam.ple;wb~~.~a.s a 
relatively s.tatic soci~ty cha!.ac:teriz~d_. by .. clos~ castes or ranks. Nobles, 
sleJ!~s, peasants, ,artisans, .and mercpa»ts had their own respective vi.ew~ of 
the W9r1d wh~ch merely cotxisted. as is~lated Weltanschauung en-a reflection 

.·.of the relative social isolation.,Qf...these_strata from .. one. another .. Onry -with 
great social mobility and communication of the capitalist era did a decisive 
change take place. This becomes evident "when the forms of thought and 
experience, which had hitherto developed independently, enter into one and 
the same consciousness impelling the mind to discover the irreconcilability of 
the conflicting conceptions of the world." (p. 7.) In addition, the greater mo
bility, communication, and conflict which accompanied capitalist-industrial 
developments brought in their wake greater democratization. This gave the 
thinking of the lower strata a greater public significance; one example in 
philosophy of the attempt to formalize such thinking is pragmatism. All 
these social changes have resulted in a social system ~undamentally different 
from the Gemeinschaft of the Middle Ages and are reflected in the thought of 
the "free intelligentsia"-also a characteristically modern product. They are 
"recruited from constantly varying social strata and life situations and [their] 
mode of thought is no longer subject [as it was in the Middle Ages] to regu
lation by a caste-like organization." (p. 10.) 

The greater understanding which the sociological .approach to knowledge 
facilitates becomes evident by comparing it with others. Historically, one may 
distinguish at least three distinct approaches to problems of knowledge: (a) 
the epistemological, (b) the psychological, and (c) the sociological. An •. 
example of the first may be seen in the various philosophical controversies J 

between the idealists and materialists, the realists and the nominalists, the 
empiricists and the rationalists, etc. To take the last dispute, there can be no 
doubt that the participants raised an important question. Is knowledge a 
result of immediate sensory experience as Locke, for example, had held? Or is 
it the outcome of experience mediated by a priori categories as Kant had 
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-r~O.stUl.l!-~~,d!_ ManI!tu~im, like_ ~yr~]J..eill), ~isI~,(,l,with th~ latter sc1!9~J-::but:--with 
, the important qualification that the categories are not a prior,i.,The mind and 
l all )ts.._Jogical categories are' a social pr9quct, and, without, this' insight the 
-e'piste~ological question could never be adequately resolved. Though episte
¢<ilogy has enriched our understanding by posing certain problems, it needs 
JlciolQgy to solve the~ 

'.: The psychological approach has also yielded greater understanding of the 
form and content of certain thoughts. Biographical data, for instance, are 
often very illuminating since they suggest why a given thinker thought the 
way he did. Yet, this approach, too, has definite limitations. Studying the life 
of Jesus or the Apostles, for example, can never adequately convey the full 
meaning of the biblical saying: "The last shall be the first." A full and 
adequate understanding of this utterance, Mannheim strives to show, could 
only be gained by going beyond the strictly psychological approach to 
consider not only biography but~gc.il!!..~trJ.1.<;J~~~ _~H~U}!§~.x. as weUJ Combin
ing ideas of Marx, Nietzsche, and Scheler, Mannheim suggests that the 
phrase, "The last shall be the first," can only be understood if one becomes 
aware of "the significance of resentment in the formation of moral judg
ments." (p. 22.) An analysis of the socio-historical context in which the sen
tence was first uttered suggests "that it has a real appeal only for those who, 
like the [early 1 Christians, are in some manner oppressed and who, at the 

" same time, under the impulse of resentment, wish to free themselves from 
prevailing injustices." (p. 23.) The merit of the sociological approach, then, 

\ is that it sets "alongside the individual genesis of meaning the genesis from 
the context of group life." (p. 25.) 

The conditions of existence and conflict of interests between oppressors and 
oppressed engender antithetical movements of thought. Mannheim employs 
what he calls "two slogan-like concepts 'ideology and utopia' " to describe 
these antithetical thought forms. Early Christian thougbt,_ for inst,ance" was 
"ut..9..Pia.tL~,jQ._JbaL it expressed, the, resentment of the oppressed. Thejr 
weakness led them to deprecate power and to glorify passivity-e.g., "turn 

::JDe o"ther cneek." The early Christians constituted a "stratum which had as 
~....real..aspif'at;ions to rule," thus the saying, "Render unto Caesar the 
t~!P..g!?~t1!SlLa.re.,Caesar's." Their resentment was therefore sublimated into a 

. -mere psychic rebellion: "The last shall be the first." All the values of the 
Roman oppressors ("Ideology") were repudiated in the counter-values 

" ("Utopia") of the oppressed Christians. Both ideological thought and utopian 
thought are thus "situationally determined"; not only in the sense that each 
reflects the different conditions of existence of rulers and ruled, oppressors and 

,toppressed, or upper and lower strata, but also in the sense that each reflects. 
!\., the interests of its "carriers." 

Two distinct meanings may be discerned in the develo ment of the concept 
ideolOgy, _a}.!ifM~l1I1he!~ ~~ and tota~ The 
first refers to the "more or less conscious disguises of t e real nature of the 
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situation, the true recognition of which would not be in accord with [one's] 
interests. These distortions range all the way from conscious lies to half
corudou, and unwitting ~rom calculated attemp" to dupe 0"'" to 
self-deception." (p. 49.) ~he total onception of ideology, on the other hand, 
refers, for example, to the tanschauung of a class or epoch, or to the ideas 
and categories of thought which are bound up with the existential conditions 
of that class or epoch. In ~h~7iarllfia~r psychological, conception one deals ---- -with an individual and att'empts to "unmask" him by discovering the true 
personal interests he deceitfully hides or denies; in this case one designates 
"only a part of the opponent's assertions" as ideology while continuing to 
share with him a common universe of discourse and common standards of 
validity. The total conception, in contrast, "calls into question the opponent's 
entire Weltanschauung (including his conceptual apparatus) and attempts to 
understand these concepts as an outgrowth of the collective life of which he 
partakes." (p. 50.) Examples of the total conception might be "conservative 
thought," "bourgeois-liberal" ideology, etc. When men express these ideas it is 
not a matter of deceit or even "interests" in any narrow sense but rather an 
expression of the outlook of a whole social group or stratum whose existential 
circumstances they share. Marxism fused both conceptions into one and thus 
became a formidable ideological weapon in the hands of the proletariat and its 
spokesmen. "It was this theory which first gave due emphasis to the role of 
class position and class interests in thought." (p. 66.) Soon afterwards, how
ever, the opponents of Marxism learned to use the weapon of ideological 
analysis and to turn it against Marxism itself. It was this process that made 
possible the "transition from the theory of ideology to the sociology of 
knowledge." (p.67.) 
~.EQc~annheim, th..!~, the total conception of ideology r~ociological 

analysis, and here two IormuIMioos._may..b~!l~ and the 
general. At firSta.--gFeup-dist:overs-ttieSeinsverbundenheit or "situational 
~Oi?" of its opponents' ideas while remaining unaware that its own 
thought is also influenced by the social ~on in which it finds itself. When 
this is the case, MannheiIE..,.calls it ~pecia4 formulation of the total concep
tion of ideology. The.::gener--;;nformUi,\tion, on the other hand, is employed 
when one "has the courage~"ttI subject not just the adversary's point of view 

Ibut all poi~s ~!;!w, including .... ~is own, to the ide~o&cal analysis." (p. 69). 
And if this gen jtJrm-·utfli'i total concejilion is' used in an investigation lD 

I a non-evaluative manner-i.e., judgments are temporarily suspended as to ; 
'-... l ~he t~uth or falsity .. ~~ _ t):l~ ig~~~ ~9.~:stion-!~~~_~!._h~~ ~ sociology of 
~~f.. ".- .. --.------. 

This again raises the question, ~no!..!.he sociology of knowledge imply I 
that truth is "relative,"j.e..,..-'.!dependentJ.!~~j!:.ctlye stanoEOlfit-and \ 
the_~~situaffim-' Of t~..Jmoww.~.o--this--Ma.m!!le~he \ 
negatw.e; J()~nite th""estudy of history from the standpoint of the sociology \ 
of knowledge does not reveal any -ab~Iute-trotlrs;-Ui1s1iiiprresn"()f"'retati~ , 

. '. ._.- - . -. __ .- -----._----
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vism" but "relationism." The probability is great that the perspective of an 
05ServerorIrnow"""er>ViIT vary with his social standpoint; but the question, 
" [W] hich social standpoint offers the best chance for reaching an optimum of 
truth?" still remains. (p. 7l.) Unfortunately, Mannheim never goes much 
beyond this to clarify further the implications of "relationism" for validity 
and truth. He was altogether aware that he had not solved the problem and 
on balance his position seems to have been that the analysis of the social 
basis of ideas and their validity are two relatively separate questions. Social 
analysis was not entirely irrelevant for the determination of validity, but 
what precisely that relevance was, Mannheim never made explicit.14 

Mannheim did indicate, however, in very general terms what he considered 
that relevance to be. The student of a given social or historical question, even 
one who has a truly objective intention, is made aware by the sociology of 
knowledge that all points of view, including his own, are partial and one
sided. His objective posture leads him to consider carefully the many 
contending viewpoints, which he relates to their respective social situations. 
"Through this effort the one-sidedness of our own point of view is counter
acted, and conflicting intellectual positions may actually come to supplement 
one another."15 Our knowledge and ability to get at the truth are presumably 
enhanced by the very fact that one can employ a variety of perspectives 
through which to study a given phenomenon-and are enhanced too by 
discovering the social bases of the various perspectives. 

To illustrate this by returning once more to Max Weber, there can be no 
doubt that he regarded Marx's perspective as strategically most important for 
an understanding of historical change, and his own perspective as supple
mentary to that of Marx. For Weber, it was not a matter of one perspective 
being true and the other false. Rather, by adding his own to Marx's, a richer 
and more adequate understanding of the origins of capitalism was presumably 
made possible. One partial truth supplemented and enriched another. This 

">..-was also Mannheim's attitude toward historical and even some social ques
I tions. He does, however, also provide a pragmatic criterion of validity: 
~ractice or action is the test of a theory's truth. An "ethical attitude is 

invalid," he writes, "if it is oriented with reference to norms with which action 
in a given historical setting, even with the best of intentions, cannot com

"7 ply."16 Or, a "theory ... is wrong if in a given practical situation it uses 
concepts and categories which, if taken seriously, would prevent man from l adjusting himself at that bistorical stage."17 Under no circumstances were the 
postulates of the sociology of knowledge to be regarded as a substitute for 

14 An excellent critical discussion of this and other problems may be found 
in R. K. Merton's article, "Karl Mannheim and the Sociology of Knowledge." 
(Footnote 1.) See Social Theory and Social Structure, op. cit., p. 504 fj. 

15 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, op cit., p. 76. 
16 Ibid., p. 84. 
17 Ibid., p. 85. 
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empirical research. "We, too, appeal to 'facts' for our proof, but the question 
of the nature of facts is in itself a considerable problem."18 If one accepts the 
fundamental assumptions of the sociology of knowledge, ll;s Mannheim felt 
one must, then its main value lies in helping one to overcome the "somnam
bulistic certainty that has existed with reference to the problem of truth 
during stable periods of history .... "19 

In the end, Mannheim believed that, however objective an analysis, t~ 
was "an irreducible residue of evaluation inherent in the structure of all~, 
thought," but that there was perhaps one stratum in society which was more f 
capable than any other of becoming conscious of its evaluations. This was the) 
intelligentsia. -:.::/ 

~-, 

~/ -" '._-- - -'-"" 

/ The Intelligentsia., 
~/ 

It is [oing too far to say, as did Merton, that Mannhei~_!~~':a:.!truc
turhlwarran1y-of'thevalidity of social thought in the't'lasslessyosition'1'-o[ 
~ullattaeheft-intelleduaIS:" fJozialjreisch·'tJJe"frenr:lel;;teluge;iz'] ~ "20 

If fIietmpr-esswft, of' such a' "wlirnlnty" could occasionally be inferred from 
M~nnheim!s-r.emarks in Ideology arJ.4J!.if!p[a and"other early essl!-Y.5, he makes 
q,Hitec1earifr-a-lateJ ,essay, devoted en~~~ly_J.!Lt4.e ,subject'of'ihtellectuals, 
that-ttrts-impressi.pp)s not'the one he 11a(~ intended to convey and, in fact, a 
m~~rpretati9P_?L~i~-:th.~Si? .Mannheim's point about the intelligentsia was I 

that they are not a class; i.e., they have no common interests, they canno~. 
form a separate party, and, finally, they are incapable of common ancr ~ 
concerted action. They are, in fact, ideologuesortiiTsorth-;;:t~i~s~ but' never · 
speak,f9r '.'themselves." 
- For Mannheim, the intelligentsia was essentially a "classless aggregation," 
or an "interstitial stratum" which willy-nilly became "a satellite of one or 
another of the existing classes and parties."21 It was "between, but not above, 
the classes." He is quite explicit on this score: The intellectuals are not a 
"superior" stratum, nor does their peculiar social position assure any greater 
validity for their perspectives. Their position does, however, enable them to 
do something which members of other strata are less able to do. It is true that 
most intellectuals do in fact share the orientations of one or another of the 
existing classes and parties. "But," writes Mannheim, 

over and above these affiliations he is motivated by the fact that his train- " 
ing has equipped him to face the problems of the day in several perspec- ; I' 
tives and not only in one, as most participants in the controversies of their I ' 

18 Ibid., p. 91. 
19 Ibid" p. 91. 
20 Merton, op. cit., p. 507. 
21 Karl Mannheim, ESSGVS on the Sociology of Culture (London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1956), p. 104. (Immediately following references to this 
work cited only by page numbers in text.) 
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time do. We said he is equipped to envisage the problems of his time in 
more than a single perspective, although from case to case he may act as 
a partisan and align himself with a class. (p. 105.) 

~ n-Th~ emphasi~ here ,is o~t~e~~~ty?f t~e educated man t~"ad5>,pt a 
II! vanety of perspectives tow<l:rd any glVen so~:-plr~rrQ~ Intel
'llectilals are not, Mannheim reemphasizes, "an exalted stratum above the 

'

I,! classes and are in no way better endowed with a capacity to overcome their 
;' own class attachments than other groups." (p. 105.) In his earlier essays, he 

explains, the term "relatively" in the phrase "rela.ilileJ-y, unattached intelli
~,gel!tsia" which he borrowed from AltFed Weber, ,"was no eIi1pty word. The 

expression simply alluded to the well-estabIiSbed" fact that intellectuals do 
not react to given issues as cohesively as for example ... workers do." (p. 
106.) Being a member of the so-called intelligentsia, then, provides no struc
tural warranty of validity nor does it make one "privy to revelations." Ap
parently all that Mannheim wanted to convey in his thesis about the in
telligentsia "was merely that certain types of intellectuals have a maximum 
opportunity to test and employ the socially available vistas and to experience 
their inconsistencies." (p. 106.) Right or wrong, this is a considerably more 
modest thesis than his critics have attributed to him. 

One of the main points Mannheim wanted to make with the phrase "rela
tively unattached" was that after the Middle Ages the intellectuals to an 
increasing degree were emancipated from the upper classes and unaligned as 
yet with the lower.22 The institutions in which the intellectuals could first be 
discerned as relatively free and detached were the salons and the coffee
houses. While the salons enabled individuals of different social backgrounds, 
views, stations, and allegiances to mingle, entry to the salon required social 
acceptability and was in that sense restricted. The coffee-houses, on the other 
hand, were open to all and thus "became the first centers of opinion in a 
partially democratized society." (p. 138.) Membership and participation were 

\, now determined not by rank and family ties but by intellectual interests and 
shared opinions; the latter being especially true when the houses became 
political clubs. "Not the common style of living and not common friends, but 
like opinion constituted now the basis of amalgamation." (p. 139.) 

In the modern era, some intellectuals at least were able to escape a 

\. 
relationship of dependence on local habitat, institution, class and party. To be 
sure, they "may have their political preferences, but they are not committed 
to any party or denomination. This detachment, however, is not absolute." 
(p. 157.) Some journalists, some writers, some scholars, and some scientists 
"enjoy" this relatively uncommitted position which, however, has for Mann
heim negative as well as positive consequences. For while it is true that the 
"free" intellectual has a potentially wider view, and is potentially less blinded 

22 However, growing bureaucratization in his time, Mannheim believed, now 
brought with it a pronounced tendency in the reverse direction. 
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by particular interests and commitments, he lacks at the same time the re
straints of real life. He is more inclined to generate ideas without testing them 
in practice---that is, in the actions and consequences of everyday life. He may 
lose touch with reality and forget that a main purpose of thought is the 
orientation of action. These observations helped illuminate the changing 
historical role of the intellectual. 

More important for Mannheim. however, was the fate of the relatively free 
intellectuals in the face of the tendency so well described by Max Weber: the 
growing bureaucratization of all aspects of social life including scholarship 
and science. Increasingly, Weber had pointed out, not only the workers but 
the scientists and scholars were being "separated" from the means of "produc
tion" (research). This together with specialization, which narrows the com- : 
pass of thought and activity, discourages the "will to dissent and innovate." 
(p. 168.) More and more, research, thinking, and scholarship were now car
ried out in the context of large organizations, private and governmental, and 
this increasing dependence of the mental laborer led to an increasing "intel- " 
lectual dessication." (p. 168.) There were now few professions that were 
"free" in the sense that they could be practiced independently, outside a 
bureaucratic context. 

No matter how small this stratum may be, stilI it retains an important role 
at once diagnostic, constructive, and critical. There is nothing automatic 
about these functions-they do not follow "naturally" from a social position. 
In effect, it is only by a conscious and deliberate commitment that the 
intellectual can prevent his affiliation with parties and organizations from 
resulting in self-abnegation. His conscious posture must at all times be critical 
-of himself as well as of others.~nheim recognized that the intellectuals 
were powerless, but he believed, nevertheless, that they could play an 
influential role in the preservation of freedom and in the reconstruction of 
society. With the collapse of the liberal democracies and the victory of ." 
fascism, the responsibility of the intellectuals was perhaps greater than ever ~ 

before. And Mannheim believed he was fulfilling his responsibility in his 
various studies of that devastating crisis of his time:) 

Just as earlier Mannheim had adopted a modinea Marxian approach in the 
development of his sociology of knowledge, he now did the same in his 
analyses of contemporary social conditions and in his prescriptions for social 
change. It was a modified or revised Marxism which he developed during his 
stay in England under the influence of English thought and experience. 

Marx had observed that, particularly since the late Middle Ages, it was 
changing economic relations which had brought about changes in the other 
social relations of men and even in their consciousness. Marx's general thesis, 
Mannheim believed, was "increasingly confirmed with every concrete analysis 
along these lines."23 Mannheim also understood the dialectical character of 

23 Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, op. cit., p. 274. 
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Marx's proposition: When one speaks of the determining influence of eco
nomic relationships one must always keep in mind that it is men who form the 
relationships which in turn form men. Mannheim also clearly comprehended 
that economic crises, the collapse of liberal democracy, and war must not be 
regarded as "natural" or "inevitable"; these were "natural" and "inevitable" 
disasters only under certain social conditions. Under different circumstances 
men could consciously form their economic and social systems and thus shape 
their destiny. For Marx, this presupposed the shattering of the class structure 
of society-thus his sociological theory was advanced to guide the revolu
tionary action of the working class in their movement toward this goal. Marx 
was talking primarily to the proletariat. 

r Mannheim, in contrast, seems to be talking to the elites. The tone of the 

\

essays soon to be examined is one of pleading: The elites must recognize the 
need to plan for freedom, the need to bring the economic system under 
control, the need to give the masses security. All this must be done if crisis, 

. totalitarianism, and war are to be avoided. It is in these essays that one sees 
clearly the well-intentioned but naive character of such pleading-the result 
of his "technocratic" bias which led him to view social change primarily as a 
scientific-technical problem. Only occasionally does he seem to acknowledge 
that he might have gone too far in his revision of Marx's theory; __ ~!lJy 
occasionall~~o~:;~!..E..ause to c~_!!!~~strllcJ!lre of socieiY-.and the 
tremendOUs resistance to social change generated by the upper advantaged 
strafi. Throughout these essays Mannheim's panacea is "planning," essen
tially a technical, not a political, problem for him. He placed his faith in the 
good will of the various elites whom he hoped to persuade that planning was 
as desirable as it was necessary. This appeared to be the only real option his 
analysis of contemporary developments revealed. It is to this analysis that we 
now turn. 

Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction 

The key to an understanding of contemporary industrial society, Mann
heim believed, could be found in the works of Karl Marx and Max Weber. 
Marx had explored the social consequences of the concentration of the means 
of production and of the separation of the worker from those means. This was 
an important observation,- Weber agreed. But in thus focusing on the sphere 
of production, he argued, Marx had brought into relief only one aspect of a 
much more general process. The concentration of the "means of production" 
and the separation of the "worker" could also be discerned in other institu
tional orders of society-notably in the political and military spheres, where 
both the means of political administration and the means of violence and 
destruction were increasingly concentrated in the hands of elites. Both 
thinkers thus called attention to the major structural trends of industrial 
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society which tended to preclude "fundamental democratization," as Mann
heim referred to it. Writing these essays after the Nazis had taken power24 

and almost two decades after the Russian Revolution, Mannheim perceived 
that in Germany and Russia, as well as in those countries which remained . __ / 
politically democratic, the growing bureaucratization of the crucial sectors of i ' 

society seemed to be a virtually inexorable process. 
Bureaucratization undermined democracy because it separated the people 

from tlie-means-1Jf--power and br9_l,Ight -about, in Mannheim's words, "the 
domInance of s~ll:)l-:minorities _under capitalism as well as communism."25 In 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries democracy'-was based in no 
small degree on the military power of the people: "[O]ne man meant one 
gun, the resistance of one thousand individuals one thousand guns." Ulti-
~~~e people could use this power to ~~feguard democracy .. In the 

I twentieth century; the growing scale and concentration of the instruments of : 
military power had brought about a basic change; large numbers of people i 
could now be intimidated, terrorized, and killed by an efficient, large-scale! 

__ I m~.DS-oLd.estru~tio~ u_IJder_ the control of dpmi_nant minorities._The _ milita~ 
- -- / Significance of small arms ana barticades had radically diminished arurtbe 

l.E9..wer..W..tb.~ p~p'!e had declined accordingly. 
Mannheim understood, -orcourse, that this did not necessarily imply a total 

impotence on the part of the people: "Suppressed elements learn to adapt 
their tactics to all manner of threats, including even military ones." (p. 49.) 
This pointed to the possibility of armed conflict, resistance, and violence. 
Somehow, then, the various elites--to whom Mannheim is really addressing 
himself-must learn to win over the people and gain their voluntary coopera
tion in "the pursuit of some common interest." (p. 49.) Reaching the elites 
with "sound" advice, as we shall see, was Mannheim's main purpose in these 
essays. First, however, let us consider other aspects of his analysis. 

Bureaucratization, Weber had shown, was a manifestation of the general 
"rationalization" of social life; yet this rationalization was merely formal and 
not substantive. Here, again, Mannheim followed the leads of Marx and 
Weber. Marx had described as a contradiction the rational organization of 
each enterprise contributing to the economic "anarchy" of the capitalist 
system as a whole. Similarly, Weber spoke of '~ and "substanti!,e" 
rationality, a distinction Mannheim adopted and termed, respectively, "func
tional" and "substantial" rationality. The first refers, for example, to the type 
of rationality that prevails in an organization of human activities in which the 
thought, knowledge, and reflection of the participants are virtually unneces
sary; men become parts of a mechanical process in which each is assigned a 

24 They were first published in German in 1935; and in 1940, translated into 
English, revised, and expanded. 

25 Karl Mannheim, Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1948), p. 46_ (Immediately following references to 
this work cited by page numbers in text.) 
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functional position and role. Their purposes, wishes, and values become 
irrelevant and superfluous in an eminently "rational" process. What they 
forfeit in creativity and initiative is gained by the organization as a whole and 
50ntributes, presumably, to its greater "efficiency." "Substantial" rationality, 
in contrast, refers to the intelligent insight men gain into a situation, which 
then enables them to control and shape it in accordance with their conscious 
purposes. 

Bureaucratic organization strives for maximum functional rationality-i.e., 
it suppresses not only all forms of functional irrationality but substantial 

, rationality as well. Functional and substantial rationality are opposed in 
principle: The first requires the subordination of one's mind and self to a 
thing or mechanical process, while the second presupposes that men strive to 
master a situation and adapt it to their conscious ends. The master trend of 
modern industrial society-bureaucratization, or increasing formal rational
ization-far from raising the capacity of Everyman for independent judgment, 
is in fact paralyzing and destroying it. The average man has little or no 
understanding of his condition and, in effect, he has turned over to small 
dominant minorities "the responsibility for maki!lg decisi~E.s.:: _.!\'!~!l~~e~m, 
viewed this trend as the haSis of -"the--growingdistan-cfoetween the elite and 
the -masses, ~p.cf-r of'Cthe_ 'app;al-iO-tlie reader~ wrncn nas recentry- bec-o~; so 

S-widespread;2-(-p:--S9:") ----- - - -- - ---- --------- - -- ----- - - -- - -

Left with a r~d~ced-capa:City-for independent thinking, and accustomed to 
followJng hlhidly, the ave~~ge ~n.Qiyj~lJal.ls:also therc:py reduced-to a st~Te--of 
"terrified helplessness" and impotence when the functionally -'1'"ationalized 

." system ~lliq>seSo Under tliese -di"cumslances;-is it any -wo~r11laf'ecoiiomic 
rJcr1sesand other disruptions of the social system are accompanied by wide
~ spread eruptions of irrational behavior? "Irrationality" from this standpoint is 
l a type of behavior generated under specific social circumstances. Man is 

inherently neither rational nor irrational and which type of conduct will 
prevail depends on the situational context. "Uncontrolled outbursts and 

fPsychic regressions," for example, were more likely to occur, Mannheim 
argues, in the mass industrialized society than in small groups. Employing a 
Freudian notion, he observes that the functional rationalization of human 
behavior in industrial society brings with it "a whole series of repressions and 
renunciations of impulsive satisfactions," which remain repressed so long as 
the system works smoothly. With its breakdown, however, the repressed im
pulses assert themselves as wild and powerful irrational outbursts, which avail 
the people nothing but which are successfully harnessed by "the leaders." Ir-

L:.ationality, its sources and its consequences, are thus explained sociologically. 
With this analysis, Mannheim prepared for a presentation of what ap

peared to him as the only solution: Planning! It was high time, he argued, 
/ that the liberal advocates of laissez-faire recognized that their classic doctrine 
\ had outlived its usefulness. It is the "planlessness" of contemporary society 

that is the cause of economic crises and of the breakdown of "social order." 
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Economic planning is absolutely essential if social stability is to be preserved. 
Not planning in the formal or functional sense, which tends toward totalitar
ianism, but "democratic" planning. The liberals must be made to understand, 
once and for all, that planning need not take the totalitarian form. With 
democratic, rational planning the irrational can be transformed into a positive 
force, a "pure elan" which "heightens the joy of living without breaking up 
the social order." (p. 63.) Against the various groups of Marxists, on the other 
hand, Mannheim argued that class conflict, revolution, and working-class 
power are not the precondition for a new society in which the substantive 
needs and wants of all are planned for. 

What emerges from Mannheim's general discussion, despite his frequent 
emphasis on democratic planning, is a fundamental ambivalence toward 
democracy. He relates that during a discussion of the possibilities of planning, 
someone remarked: "We have progressed so far as to be able to plan society 
and even to plan man himself. Who plans those who are to do the planning?" 
And Mannheim confesses: "The longer I reflect on this question, the more it 
haunts me." (p. 74.) He resolves this ambivalence by placing his faith in 
"responsible elites." Let them plan for the whole society and bear responsi
bility for it. It is true that they are small minorities but, after all, he consoles 
himself, "the masses always take the form which the creative minorities con

tro~societies.c~oos~:o ~i~: ~~e~:" (p. __ ?~.:..~nc~tioIrol': 
"I{femo~ cnaYllctensllc 01 all of -MannIielm's work on plannmg, bU~J 
~speciatlyJbe.essays-i~·";------ ----..- ______ ~ 
~. take as· an illustration, his notion of social techniques, i.e., the 
various means by which the masses are manipulated in contemporary society 
and most strikingly in the totalitarian states. Mannheim states that democ
racies can learn from the "use of social techniques in the totalitarian states." 
The labor camps of fascism may be "an extremely uncongenial solution" to 
the problem of unemployment; propagandistic and mass psychological tech
niques repudiate "the enlightenment of the masses and appeal to the most 
primitive impulses"; nevertheless, from the standpoint of social technique, the 
totalitarian states have learned to deal effectively with the mass-which seems 
to appear very important to Mannheim. 

Mannheim's reasoning seems to have been the following. The high degree of 
bureaucratization of the crucial sectors of social life is here to stay; the 
concentration of power is an irreversible process, though decentralization here 
and there may be possible. Periodic economic crises and now the most 
dramatic breakdown of all have weakened and even destroyed the liberal 
political order. The working class and its leaders are divided among them
selves and seem incapable of stopping fascism; and the unemployed restless 
masses have come under the sway of dictators who threaten to envelop the 
whole world in a devastating war. The only choice, therefore, is to learn what 
one can from the totalitarian states, namely, planning and other social 
techniques, and to apply them as democratically as possible toward the 
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maintenance of order. "How it would simplify our common life," writes 
Mannheim, "if this power of planned persuasion were used, not for stirring up 
strife, but for encouraging behavior on which all our hopes of peace, coopera
tion, and understanding depend." (p. 261.) It was not without some appre
hension, of course, that he advocated the use of these "techniques"; he saw 
the great dangers in giving some men, a small minority, so much power over 
all the others. But in the end, he saw no alternative. 

Since the intellectuals have no power, the only option open to those who 
refuse to become "mere" ideological spokesmen for one or another of the 
,"parties" is to advise the elites. It is here that we have a concrete example of 
the so-called "relatively unattached intellectual" which Mannheim, no doubt, 
fancied himself in this instance to be. The [ple Qf J.4~ .. intclle~!.1l1!1. 'Y~~...!!? 
iI.!!P~!:.~ ..s<;ientific-~ociological knowledge to 0 the- .various~eIites "so .ihat;., t~ 
might govern wisely and benevolently. In some cases, the intellectuals would 
bec:ome an integral part of the planning authority. Here one sees an approath 
to social change, reminiscent of Saint-Simon's, wh.ich is "at once positivist~c, 
t~chn"ocratic, and paternalist!c;~. ~'.The planning authority/" Mannheim pro
poses, "should be able to decide on empirical grounds what sort of influence to 
use in a given situation, basing its judgments on the scientific study of society, 
coupled if possible with sociological experiments." (p. 266.) 

Apart from the sinister implications of this proposal-giving scientific 
knowledge to elites by which they can control the "masses"-it is naively 
technocratic: Ij.@ni!!K. is ;imply a matter of applying scientific kno~e; 
social cha"iige 'reguir§ Jitt e more Than-liifelIigenf soCial- engineering. Some
hO'w, science and the goodwill o~h::I-~iitto bring about a 
higher "organic" solidarity, and Mannheim in fact relies on Durkheim's thesis 
for theoretical support. A new consensus must emerge planned by the 
scientific and power elites and the sole raison d'etre of "social techniques" "is 
to influence human behavior as society thinks fit." (p. 271.) "Society" in this 
instance quite clearly refers to the elites. Nowhere in these essays, despite his 
insistence on "democratic" planning, does Mannheim make provision for a 
genuinely democratic decision-making process by which the members of 
society may determine their own fate. 

Of course, Mannheim knew too much Marx to ignore altogether the 
existence of classes and class conflicts: "But planning based on the inequality 
of classes or estates probably cannot last long, because these inequalities will 
create so great a tension in society that it will be impossible to establish even 
that minimum of tacit consent which is the conditio sine qua non of the 
functioning of a system." (p. 364.) Moreover, in all fairness to Mannheim 
one must acknowledge that he quite deliberately said more about techniques 
than about political issues and tactics because he believed that it was pre
cisely in the former area that sociology could make a contribution. (pp. 364-
365.) He understood quite well that "the 'liberties' of liberal capitalist society 
are often only available to the rich, and that the 'have-nots' are forced to 
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submit to the pressure of circumstances." (p. 377.) What was really decisive, 
however, if one wanted to change that condition was that there be "sound 
thinking" which reached "the ruling elites." (p. 366.) During World War II 
Mannheim retained the same general view but felt that the wartime experi
ences presented new possibilities to the democracies for peaceful, planned 
reform. 

Diagnosis of Our Time 

As a sociologist who was interested in social change, Mannheim maintained 
that "Just as the revolutionary waits for his hour, the reformer whose concern 
it is to remold society by peaceful means must seize his passing chance."26 
Much as Marx, in his speech in the Hague, had considered the possibility of 
peaceful but far-reaching social changes in England and other countries with 
strong democratic institutions, Mannheim suggested "that Britain has the 
chance and the mission to develop a new pattern of society .... " Developing 
further his earlier description of the basic structural trends of modern 
industrial society, he calls attention, once again, to the implications of these 
trends. The concentration of power and the growing scale of organization were 
an undeniable tendency. This was true not only of the economic, political, and 
military spheres but of the media of mass communication as well. Clearly, 
these changes in what Mannheim called "social techniques" (his term for 
means of social control) had brought about a new situation in which l:;trge 
masses of men could now be controlled and manipulated by small groups of 
men in key positions of power. A~~~g!~ced,....c.Q.1JM m~ke 
~ons affecting t~!~~~~_Y..ll-§i..majw:!ty..:. This meant that 
"social techmques" nad acquired a fundamental importance- perhaps "even 
more fundamental to society than the economic structure or the social 
stratification of a given order. By their aid one can hamper or remold the 
working of the economic system, destroy social classes and set others in their 
place." (p. 2.) 

One could not go back to the decentralized, small-scale social organization 
of the past. And while it is true that the concentration of power accompanying 
modern developments often fostered oligarchy and even dictatorship, they 
were not necessary outcomes of those developments. Techniques "are neither 
good nor bad in themselves" and that is why Mannheim prefers. the term. The 
scale of social life in the modern mass society requires planning, and this has 
become evident in the periodic breakdowns of the economic system and in the 
social upheavals accompanying them. The partial "planning" which is already 
in effect in the "functional" rationalization of many areas of social life, is 

. clearly not what is required. Planning must be democratic and guided by 

26 Karl Mannheim, Diagnosis of Ollr Tillie (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, Ltd., 1943), p. ix. (Immediately following references to this work noted 
by page numbers in text.) 
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substantial rationality. Mannheim was thus trying to persuade a specific 
English public that laissez-faire was now a useless and even dangerous 
doctrine, and that planning need not be totalitarian. There is a "third way" 
which is compatible with democracy and freedom as these concepts are under
stood, say, in England. 

- Mannheim's "third way" is a mixture of Keynesian and social-democratic 
measures. Now as earlier, he advances his proposals with the hope that the 
existing elites will recognize their wisdom and act upon them. It had become 
clearer now than ever before that when "left alone" the economic system 
generated great inequalities in wealth and income---or in "life chances" 
generally. Not only was this unjust but perhaps more important for Mann
heim was that it led to social tension, conflict, revolutionary upheavals, and 
dictatorship. Social justice as well as class cooperation and social peace, 
therefore, could only be achieved by a conscious and deliberate diminution of 
differences in wealth and opportunity. The wealthy and advantaged will have 
to be enlightened enough to make some sacrifices; if they are, they may be 
able to hold on to a "reasonable" amount of their wealth. If not, they may 
lose all. In this way, Mannheim hopes to appeal simultaneously to the sense 
of justice and the long-term interests of the advantaged. 

"The move toward greater justice," he writes, "has the advantage that it 
can be achieved by the existing means of reform-through taxation, control of 
investment, through public works, and radical extension of social services; it 
does not call for revolutionary interference, which would lead at once to 
dictatorship." (p. 6.) With these means, moreover, the active cooperation of 
the liberal and conservative intelligentsia, and the Church, could be enlisted. 
The realization of this plan would also require the militant and systematic 
inculcation of the basic values of Western civilization-social justice, freedom, 
brotherly love, mutual help, decency, respect for the individual, etc. 

Although Mannheim was appealing primarily to the elites, he was aware 
that the implementation of his proposals required more than their assent, even 
if they could be persuaded to give it. These were wartime essays, one must 
remember, and he shar.ed the illusions of many at the time that the wartime 
class cooperation would survive the war. The democracies, notably England, 
had demonstrated, under the Nazi attack, their courage, viability, and 
efficiency. Much of this could be attributed to the voluntary cooperation 
among the classes of English society. The experience of the depression and the 
war and the fear of totalitarianism would encourage, Mannheim hoped, an 
even more cooperative and reformist attitude among the workers than already 
prevailed. 

For Mannheim, the most important lesson to be learned from recent history 
was that revolutionary upheavals are more likely to result in fascism than in a 
good society. Socialist critics of the existing order, therefore, "will be readier 
to advocate reformist measures, as it is becoming obvious that recent revolu-
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tions tend to result in fascism and that the chances of a revolution will be 
very slight as soon as a united party has coordinated all the key positions and 
is capable of preventing any organized resistance." (p. 10.) 

Of course, increasing social justice by means of democratic social planning 
required international peace. Mannheim looked forward to the transformation 
of the wartime coalition-which included partners with different socioeco
nomic systems-into a lasting peacetime alliance. What William James had 
called a moral substitute for war could be found. Thus in an optative mood 
that was indeed shared by many others at the time, Mannheim wrote: "I 
think there is a reasonable chance at least that after the horrors of this war 
the tasks of reconstruction will be so urgent that they will be felt by many to 
be a unifying issue at least as strong as the war itself." (p. 30.) 

Ma~nheim's proposal for peaceful social change required, therefore, general 
.,r-. '" . 

good will,' class cooperation, ana the rational mobilization of resources guided 
~W1edge' ottne i;ocialsci~~te~. This, knowledge is an "aid to' those 
who govern," but it can also aid the governed. Education in general but 
especially in the "science of society" can help the governed check the 
arbitrariness of the leaders. The elites must be made to understand that "the 
uneducated and uninformed masses today are a greater danger to the 
maintenance of any order than classes with a conscious orientation and 
reasonable expectation." (p. 43.VECfiicatioo for democratk planning is essen
t1at-at·all age-levels but, particularly for the, ypung. Here something c~~ 'be'"'' 
learned from the totalitarian states. The point, of course, is not to imitate 
them but to grasp the fact that the great Clan of youth can be guided toward 
constructive goals. Presumably, a nationwide youth movement could be or
ganized with a common Weltanschauung that would cut across class lines. 

nnheim was calling..JQL..a_new"type-.of-. awareness; not the partial., ~lass 
awarenes hat· fUffl1ers cla~s cpnflict,.. bu ~ .. ~,_ ~'~9t£lJ".a:ware:t;l~~~ in whi~~_~g,~~ 
co'llSlaers-generaHnterests not less than 9!l~'S ~pecial interests. Nevertheless, 
the new consensus would not preclude class confliCt; rather it 'would lend it a 
democratic and peaceful form. "Democracy is essentially a method of social 
change, the institutionalization of the belief that adjustment to changing 
reality and the reconciliation of divers interests can be brought about by 
conciliatory means, with the help of discussion, bargaining, and integral con
sensus." (p. 69.) Under these conditions, class struggle even preserves de
mocracy. "What is needed to make democracy safe is not the exclusion of the 
social struggle, but that it should be fought out by methods of reform." (p. 
70.) The workers, especially, should have learned by now that a "society 
without a governing class" is an unrealizable fantasy. The realistic aim 
should be "the improvement of the economic, social, political, and educa
tional opportunities for the people to train themselves for leadership, and 
improvement of the method of the selection of the best in the various fields 
of social life." (p. 72.) 
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There were for Mannheim at least three criteria by which one could judge 
whether a society was succeeding in the implementation of his proposal: (1) 
social control, discipline, and repression are steadily reduced to an absolute 
minimum; (2) controls and prohibitions are democratically decided upon and 

~ are above all "humane"; and, finally, (3) institutions are designed to help the 
1 i !ndividual make his way but also to "come to the rescue of those who have 
~iled .... " (p. 82.) 

Many of the same ideas and some new ones are developed in his essays 
collected under the title: Freedom, Power and Democratic Planning. Mann
heim's "third way" may be viewed as a middle-class ideology which attempts 
to mediate between extremes: between those who insist on maintaining the 
same old routine and those who demand fundamental social changes. Speak
ing to both extremes, then, Mannheim is saying first to the defenders of the 
status quo: Planning is essential to counteract the dangers of a mass society. 
He appeals to their sense of justice and attempts to enlighten them as to their 
long-term interests. To the Marxists, on the other hand, Mannheim concedes 
that their revolutionary theory may have been appropriate to the conditions 
of early capitalism-a world of scarcity, ruthless exploitation, and "life-and
death struggle between rich and poor in which the poor had nothing to lose 
but his chains." Today, however, the situation is different and "there are too 
many people who could lose by revolution."27 

Moreover, there is another condition which all should reflect upon seri
ously, but especially the workers. The "withering away" of the state after a 
~ocialist revolution was originally not an altogether silly and quixotic vision. 

( When Marx advanced this idea he was justified in projecting into the future a 
historical tendency in which absolutist regimes were giving way to increasingly 
democratic ones. The- gh1!-stly experiences o!_ the twentieth century, however, 
~aye demons~r~~g...th~tionaryuplieilVa1s ar~"lQjf~we(rby a, strengt1!en
! i;;g oftiie sta~e l!.nd-- tha-t-far-· from...."~ithering" it_ becqIn,es iJ:i~reasingly 
r-ttmiliUtniiD(The "social techniques," the means'of social control in the hands 
liiSiSifik.tmifiinant minorities, are so efficient and powerful as to render 

revolution "against any totalitarian power once entrenched ... nearly 
hopeless. No established totalitarian regime, whatever its political creed, can 
be broken from within; it takes an external war to unseat it."28 In short, the 
almost certain results of any future revolution make it expedient for everyone 
to opt for the Third Way. 

This appeared as a particularly viable alternative for England and for other 
societies with similar conditions. In England, the main social base of planning 
would be the large middle class, the broad center. This base, together with 
highly developed democratic institutions and traditions, makes it more likely 
that planning would be acceptable to the majority "excluding both the reac-

27 Karl Mannheim, Freedom, Power and Democratic Planning (London: Rout· 
ledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1950), p. 27. 

28 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 
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tionaries who do not want to move at any price, and radicals who think the 
millennium is just around the corner ."29 

Since the Third Way is unthinkable under conditions of international 
tension and war, every effort must be made to preserve peace. The beginnings 
of the blind drift toward what could result in World War III were already 
visible when Mannheim wrote these essays and he sensed that this could be 
fatal for all mankind. He placed his faith in the balance of power between the 
U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R.'?:rnedarigerot-this,·he recognized, was that the small 
powers cO.ula become pawns in the Great Power struggle and the main hope of 
preventing this "rests in tenacious insistence on fair play on the part of 
political forces spread all over the world, who are truly interested in and stand 
for the transformation of present-day imperialism into a peaceful order."30 
Ultimately, however, it is the super powers which have a special responsibility 
in this regard: "Just as the Roman Empire established its Pax Romana among 
formerly bellicose peoples, so the rule of the great powers may spare us the 
guerrilla wars of small brigand states."31 He did not foresee the possibility 
tJla..t.i:leoples_throughout the world w~~ld come tc'i'regafalhe.-'~ar.c!er" . .imp(1sed 
by-the..m.E;ntieih century equivalent of the i'ax' Romana more'intolerable than 
their...guerrifra wars which 'were oft'c!i\' N'~!. struggles' against' oppressTonarur . 
explQjtali9~·/ ' ..... '. '. _. .' • 

-In the end, Mannheirp,~s .new .. soci!!ty was quite Saint-Simonian: hierarchic, 
-"organic," and guided J>y. scientific-i~ciu.strIal . elites. Since even ··the best 

~a~!.l.er~_~!ld th~ most. ':sub~~an~~ar~,~~t~?~ality cannot avoid the situation. in 
whIch '''economic decIsIons affect some groups and classes favorably and 
-other~ unfilvora!:?ly," .organic unity reqqh:es something more. Just as Saint
Simon had called for a New Christianity, .Mannheim now pr;oposed a New t 

So.cjal P!!i!9.@-p-h.y..-based...upC!~.~~r~~~~~_ .. y~lues. There was no getting around 
this Dasic requirement of the new planned society: Basic ethical principles, 
enjoining altruism and self-sacrifice, had to be established. "There will, 
therefore, in every planned society be a body somehow similar to the priests, 
whose task it will be tc watch that certain basic standards are established and 
maintained."32 Mannheim longed so strongly for a different world that this 
led him to believe that there was "a reasonable chance that after the war the 
struggle between antagonistic dogmatic systems will have burnt out and there 
will be a desire to develop potentialities which at present can only be diag
nosed as latent tendencies of a Third Way."33 Any final evaluation of~, 
Mannheim's work on planning must take into account the fact that he " 
regarded these writings as essays in the literal sense, i.e., as initial tentative .;. 
efforts. • 

29 Ibid., p. 36. 
30 Ibid., p. 71. (Italics mine.) 
31 Ibid., p. 75. 
32 Karl Mannheim, Diagnosis of Our Time, op. cit., p. 119. 
33 Ibid., p. 164. 





Epilogue 

I have tried in this study to document the thesis that the out
standing sociologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies developed their theories by taking account of, and coming to 
terms with, the inteIIectual chaIIenge of Marxism. Weber, Pareto, 
Mosca, Michels, Durkheim and Mannheim are just a few of the 
thinkers who engaged in what was at times a dialogue and at other 
times a debate with the Marxian legacy. 

Some of these thinkers, such as Weber and Mannheim, had 
adopted a reconstructed or revised version of "Marxism," con
ceived not as a critical and revolutionary theory but as a scien
tific method and system of analysis. Other thinkers, Pareto and 
Mosca for instance, had thought of their work as a definitive 
rebuttal of Marxism. Their respective sociologies may be read as 
elaborate efforts to repudiate and discredit certain essential 
aspects of the Marxian conception of society and history. 

StiII other sociologists of that period sought to mediate between 
Marxism and other systems of thought. Thus Emile Durkheim's 
sociology, as we have seen, may be regarded as an attempt to 
reconcile two antithetical models of society, the Marxian and the 
Comtean. How were social order, unity, and peace possible in the 
face of an increasingly complex division of labor which brought 
with it a dispersion of interests, social cleavages, and class con
flict? Durkheim thought he saw the key to a reconciliation of 
order and progress--which had always been viewed as antithetical 
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principles-in the work of Saint-Simon, the common intellectual ancestor of 
both Comte and Marx. Taken as a whole, therefore, Durkheim's work may 
best be understood as a sophisticated elaboration of basically Saint-Simonian 
principles. 

In this perspective, Marxism acquires fundamental importance in the 
development of sociological theory-not only for the seminal ideas Marx and 
the Marxists themselves had advanced, but also for the critical intellectual 
response their ideas provoked. 

The real importance of all these thinkers-both Marx and his critics-lies 
not so much in whether certain of their specific theories were right or wrong 
as in the questions they asked, the issues they addressed themselves to, and 
the ideas they employed to grapple with them. It is for their ideas, or 
"models" if one prefers, that we continue to respect their work and regard 
it, in C. Wright Mills' phrase, as "the classic tradition in sociological think
ing." Mills has explained rather well, I believe, why these men remain great 
in spite of their errors. 

. . . [T]he classic sociologists construct models of society and use them 
to develop a number of theories. What is important is the fact that neither 
the correctness nor the inaccuracy of any of these specific theories neces
sarily confirms or upsets the usefulness or the adequacy of the models. The 
models can be used for correcting errors in theories made with their aid. 
And they are readily open: they can themselves be modified in ways to 
make them more useful as analytical tools and empirically closer to the 
run of fact. 

It is these models that are great-not only as contributions to the history 
of social reflection and inquiry, but also as influences on subsequent so
ciological thinking. They, I believe, are what is alive in the classic tradi
tion of sociology.1 

Obviously, not all students of sociological theory would agree on who does 
and who does not belong in this tradition, which includes, no doubt, more 
thinkers than were discussed in this volume. Among the latter, moreover, not 
all are of equal stature and my own opinion is that Marx and Weber stand 
higher than all the rest. Yet, the others also stand out in terms of their 
contributions to our understanding of the human condition. What is meant by 
"classical," then, is that the ideas of the men considered here have stood the 
test of time; that in fact we still employ them actively in thinking about the 
social phenomena and problems of today. 

Another way of illustrating the importance of these men and their ideas is 
by means of· a Gedankenexperiment,' substitute for the thinkers considered 
here an equal number of different theorists who never explicitly participated 
in the debate with Marx's ghost, and reflect on whether sociological theory 
would then be of equal quality, better or worse. In my mind there is no doubt 
as to how I would answer this question: Without the debate between Marx 
and his critics, sociological thinking would be so greatly impoverished as to be 
reduced to an ineffectual state. 

1 C. Wright Mills, Images of Man (New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1960), p. 3. 
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