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Chapter One

Introduction

Classical sociological theory arose in the nineteenth century as an effort to
comprehend the ongoing transition from traditional feudal society to modern
industrial society. The three figures I focus on in this book—Karl Marx
(1818–1883), Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), and Max Weber (1864–1920)
—are commonly regarded as the foremost representatives of this “classical
tradition.” They are of course not the only significant contributors to the
development of sociological theory or to the emergence of sociology as an
academic discipline. I concentrate on this trio rather than the larger group of
sociology founders for several reasons: a strong personal interest in their
work, a preference for depth over breadth, the intelligence and originality of
their diagnoses of the modern condition, and their undeniably prominent
status in the pantheon of social theory. Marx, Durkheim, and Weber remain
remarkably influential even in the twenty-first century. Their writings, re-
vealing divergent viewpoints, permit thought-provoking contrasts and com-
parisons. And their work is a particularly rich resource for reflecting on one’s
own intellectual assumptions and political commitments. By no means do
these three give us the final word on anything, but they are essential reading
if we wish to understand sociological theory and make sense of the modern
world.1

The purpose of this book is to present an accessible introduction to the
writings of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, but one that is also deeply im-
mersed in the primary source material. I have not set out to offer a critique of
these three theorists; or to consider how their ideas might be revised and
updated for application in the contemporary era; or to document how their

1
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thinking is expressed, extended, or abandoned in the practice of present-day
sociology. These are worthy issues certainly, but they require that one al-
ready possess a reasonably faithful understanding of classical sociology. This
is where I hope to make a contribution. With a student audience in mind, my
aim is to describe as clearly, sympathetically, and in as much detail as fea-
sible what Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each have to tell us about the nature
of modern society and explain how they differ in their interpretations of
modernity’s perils and prospects. Along the way, I discuss some of their
strengths and weaknesses, insights and blind spots, but for the most part I
leave it up to readers to assess the relative merit of their work and ponder
what of value they have to say to us today.

CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY AND THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION

Sociology originated in the midst of what economic historian Karl Polanyi
called the “great transformation.” Located primarily in Western Europe dur-
ing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, varying in timing and effect from
one country to another, this transformation culminated in the demise of the
pre-modern world and the rise of the modern world. Though Polanyi’s pri-
mary interest was the expansion of the market economy, the period of Euro-
pean history he wrote about was shaped by a profound triple revolution—an
intellectual and cultural revolution: the Enlightenment; a social and political
revolution: the French Revolution of 1789; and an economic revolution: the
rise of capitalism and the subsequent process of industrialization. These three
intertwined revolutions, preceded by the Renaissance and the Reformation,
radically altered the European landscape. They gave rise to new worldviews
and aspirations, new attitudes and orientations, new political and economic
institutions, and new forms of social organization and patterns of living; they
set into motion new social forces, new developmental dynamics, and new
social movements; and they brought new problems and new possibilities onto
the historical stage. As one indicator of the dramatic changes occurring dur-
ing this “age of revolution,” consider the following list of words, all of which
became part of the common vocabulary or acquired their modern meaning
during this period: industry, factory, working class, middle class, capitalism,
socialism, communism, liberal, conservative, scientist, engineer, utilitarian,
journalism, economic crisis, pauperism, strike, ideology, intellectual, human-
itarian, statistics, bureaucracy, commercialism, masses, unemployment, and
sociology.2
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The issues raised by the advent of modernity are no less relevant today
than in the era of classical sociology. The cultural, political, and economic
revolutions that gave birth to modern society are, in fact, still ongoing and
deeply contested. On the cultural front, for example, we see this in the persis-
tence of traditional values and beliefs, the continued resistance to the process
of secularization, and the enduring conflict between science and religion. On
the political front, in the sometimes life-and-death struggles around the
world—the developed nations included—for human rights, individual free-
doms, and democratic institutions. And on the economic front, in the world-
wide expansion of capitalism, whose fate is nowadays decidedly uncertain
given the threat of global warming, the depletion of oil reserves, and the
precarious state of the world economy. It is an open question whether these
revolutions will lose momentum or continue to shape the course of history
and what consequences will ultimately result from their unfolding.

In what follows, to fill in some of the historical context, I present a highly
abbreviated overview of the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the
Industrial Revolution. My purpose here is a limited one: to explain briefly
what was revolutionary about each of these revolutions, familiarize readers
with the period of transition from traditional society to modern society, and
shed some light on the historical setting in which Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber found themselves.

The Enlightenment

Historian Peter Gay dates the period of the Enlightenment from approximate-
ly 1689 (the English Revolution and the birth of Montesquieu) to 1789 (the
outbreak of the French Revolution). The leading figures of the Enlighten-
ment include, among others: from France—Voltaire (1694–1778), Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), Denis Diderot (1713–1748), Jean
d’Alembert (1717–1783), Anne Robert Jacques Turgot (1727–1781), and the
Marquis de Condorcet (1743–1794); from Scotland—David Hume
(1711–1776), Adam Smith (1723–1790), and Adam Ferguson (1723–1816);
from England—John Locke (1632–1704); and from Germany—Immanuel
Kant (1724–1804). This was a diverse group. But as writers and scholars
living during a period described by Kant as the “age of criticism,” they did
share a certain family resemblance in their intellectual and political convic-
tions. Whatever their country of origin, Gay declares, the Enlightenment
philosophers had at least one thing in common: they were all “lyrical in their
single-minded praise of criticism” and uncompromising in their opposition to
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the “cancer of superstitions,” the “gloom of accepted nonsense,” and the
“citadel of unreason.”3

The philosophers of the Enlightenment—the “philosophes” as they were
called in France—were deeply committed to the idea of an empirical science.
A reliable understanding of the world, they insisted, could only be attained
through experience, observation, and experimentation. By endorsing the sci-
entific method and asserting the superiority of an empirical approach to the
acquisition of knowledge, the Enlightenment took aim at the authority of
traditional beliefs and customary ways of thought. And by proposing that
worldly problems be examined from a scientific and critical standpoint, the
philosophes also placed themselves in opposition to the religious establish-
ment. Though not necessarily anti-religious, they were hostile to the religious
dogmatism propagated by the Catholic Church. By putting faith ahead of
reason, the scriptures ahead of science, the Church, they maintained, was
responsible for the perpetuation of ignorance, superstition, fanaticism, and all
the evils these entailed. The philosophes, by contrast, adopting a distinctly
modern frame of mind, promoted a secular and scientific worldview.4

The central premise of the Enlightenment was faith in the power of rea-
son, not only as an instrument for understanding the world, but for bettering
the world as well. The philosophes were “practical social reformers,” seeking
knowledge “above all for the sake of its utility.” They were confident that the
findings of science could be employed to improve the human condition. As
Peter Hamilton explains, they believed that through the application of scien-
tific knowledge, “social institutions could be created that would make men
happier and free them from cruelty, injustice, and despotism.” This vision
implied a conception of the world as malleable, capable of being rearranged
to align more closely with the dictates of reason and the requirements of
human welfare. And with science on the march, already yielding remarkable
accomplishments, the philosophes were cautiously optimistic. They did not
necessarily believe that progress was inevitable, but they did see it as pos-
sible, and perhaps even likely.5

The philosophes were social critics, targeting the chicanery, abuses, and
tyranny of the clergy and the nobility, and they were advocates for a more
rational and humane society. But they were not political radicals. They did
not seek to incite rebellion on the part of the masses or to overthrow the
existing social order. The Enlightenment was revolutionary nevertheless. It
contributed to the creation of a new and modern secular mentality where the
future, no longer shackled to the past, was seen as an open-ended point of
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reference, a “realm of unrealized possibilities.” In their defense of science
and reason, their denunciation of religious orthodoxy, and their anticipation
of a better world, the philosophes launched an anti-traditionalist cultural
revolution.6

The French Revolution

Prior to the 1789 revolution, France was an absolute monarchy, with the
king—Louis XVI since 1774—wielding power unconstrained by any consti-
tutional restrictions. The population over whom the king ruled was divided
into three “orders” or “estates,” each itself internally stratified. The first
estate, consisting of the clergy, was based in the Catholic Church. The sec-
ond estate comprised the nobility, many of whom were large landholders
who also held important positions within the Church, the army, and the
government. Everyone else, more than 90 percent of the population, fell into
the third estate. This large group, the common people, included the middle
and working classes as well as the peasantry who made up the vast majority
of the population. Fueled by economic distress and political discontent, the
French Revolution, to put it simply, involved the revolt of the third estate
against the traditional privileges and entitlements of the first and second
estates and ultimately against the hereditary monarchy itself.7

The revolution originated during a period of prolonged economic crisis
and political paralysis. The central problem was the unmanageable debt that
had accumulated from court expenses, costly military ventures, and tax ex-
emptions for the privileged. On May 5, 1789, in a last-ditch attempt to forge
an acceptable compromise and avert bankruptcy, Louis XVI reluctantly, and
for the first time in nearly two centuries, convened the Estates General, a
political body consisting of representatives from each of the three orders. But
since each order was allotted one vote, the third estate found itself outgunned
by the more or less united forces of the clergy and the nobility. With a
“riotous people” standing behind them, the deputies of the third estate re-
fused to go along with such a patently unjust arrangement. After several
weeks of deadlock, and in defiance of the king, they elected to proceed
unilaterally, renouncing the Estates General in favor of a “National Assem-
bly.” This flanking maneuver, creating something approximating a people’s
parliament, empowered representatives to vote as individuals, counted by
head, rather than as members of an estate. The commoners were thus able to
assert their majority status, undermining the veto power of the privileged
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orders. Historian William Doyle refers to this as the “founding act of the
French Revolution.”8

With the establishment of the National Assembly, sovereign power in
France was effectively transferred from the monarchy to the nation itself.
Meanwhile, amid the ensuing political turmoil, armed troops under the com-
mand of the king began converging on Paris and Versailles. Outraged at this
response and fearing a counter-revolutionary plot, ordinary people, already
agitated by rising bread prices, took to the streets in open rebellion. On July
14, 1789, they demonstrated their opposition to royal authority in historic
fashion by storming the Bastille, a prison fortress in Paris. A potent measure
of popular power, the destruction of the Bastille ignited an outbreak of anti-
aristocratic insurrection throughout the country. Less than a month later, the
National Assembly, scaling down the authority of the Church and repudiat-
ing noble privileges, announced the abolition of the “feudal regime.” Shortly
thereafter, as a preliminary to the formation of a new constitution, the As-
sembly issued the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen.” In the first
of seventeen decrees, this declaration famously proclaimed that “Men are
born and remain free and equal in rights.” As Jack Censor and Lynn Hunt
observe, with this document “the subjects of the monarch became participat-
ing citizens.”9

Thanks partly to the presence of a lively press and the increasing impor-
tance of public opinion, the French Revolution was a truly popular revolt. It
brought the masses of ordinary people into the political arena as never be-
fore. Not just objects of history, they became subjects of history as well,
agents of social change. Stirring the imagination and fears of people through-
out the western world, the year 1789 witnessed an extraordinary phenome-
non: a population rising up and transforming what was previously assumed
to be the natural order of things. As Robert Darnton observes, in this histori-
cal moment the people of France “experienced reality as something that
could be destroyed and reconstructed, and they faced seemingly limitless
possibilities, both for good and for evil.” Following closely on the heels of
the Enlightenment, the French Revolution dramatically affirmed the philo-
sophes’ belief in the malleability of the world.10

The French Revolution pitted the common people, including many well-
to-do members of the emerging middle class, against the monarchy, the
nobility, and the clergy. It was a revolt against royal despotism, hereditary
privilege, and economic oppression and a revolt in the name of democratic
government, political equality, and human rights. In the decade following the
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formation of the National Assembly, however, the revolution foundered as
France became embroiled in wars abroad and violent factional battles at
home. In 1799, the period of the French Revolution came to an end as
General Napoleon Bonaparte assumed power in a coup d’état, proclaiming
himself emperor in 1804. For the next seventy years, through several regime
changes, France remained in the grip of authoritarian rule. Though not suc-
cessful in realizing the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, the French
Revolution, like the Enlightenment, was a modernizing force and a decisive
turning point in western history. It went a long way toward dismantling and
delegitimizing the despotic order of the ancien régime. It promulgated the
idea of popular sovereignty, a powerful “new principle of political legitima-
cy.” And it left an inspiring and world-changing legacy in the form of endur-
ing and deeply felt democratic and egalitarian aspirations. 11

The Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution, with machine labor gradually replacing hand la-
bor, originated in Great Britain in the late 1700s and then spread to Western
Europe and the United States. This revolution was predicated on the prior
development of a market economy, including a market for labor, and the
expansion of opportunities for international trade. The emergence of Britain
as the “workshop of the world” in the first decades of the nineteenth century
depended on the availability of domestic and overseas markets, both to keep
producers supplied with raw materials and to ensure a sufficient demand for
the growing output of industrial goods. In this respect, given its supremacy as
a colonial power and London’s status as the epicenter of world finance,
eighteenth-century Britain was primed for economic takeoff.12

For most economic historians, the Industrial Revolution proper began
with the introduction of new technologies, particularly in the textile, iron,
and mining industries. The spinning mule (for making cotton products), the
steam engine, and numerous other inventions from the 1760s onward, by
mechanizing the process of production, greatly accelerated the productivity
of labor and the pace of economic growth. More fundamentally, however, the
Industrial Revolution initiated an outpouring of continuous scientific and
technological innovation and continuous improvement in the methods of
production. Once the process of industrialization got under way, Eric Hobs-
bawm writes, “change became the norm.”13

The development of machine production was a big part of the story, but
the Industrial Revolution was not just a technological revolution. It was also,
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and more importantly, a social revolution. It resulted in the dissolution of a
traditional way of life and a radical transformation in the basic organization
and workings of society. Prior to the 1800s, to take one important example,
people lived a predominantly rural existence, earning a living as agricultural
laborers, often with the family as the basic unit of production. As the process
of industrialization took hold, in combination with a rapidly growing popula-
tion, the rural society of the pre-modern world gave way to the increasingly
urban society of the modern world. The migration from the countryside into
cities and towns represented a momentous change in the circumstances of
people’s lives. The newly arrived city dweller encountered a harsh and alien
social environment: crowded and unsanitary housing, air and water pollution,
inadequate public facilities and services, unfamiliar and oppressive working
conditions, and urban social relationships of a characteristically impersonal
and market-mediated form. In the transition from the traditional agrarian
economy to modern industrial capitalism, the social dimension of change,
and the many hardships people experienced along the way, was at least as
important as the technological dimension. In a well-known passage, Karl
Polanyi, referring to this mixture of progress and tragedy, captures the central
contradiction of the great transformation. “At the heart of the Industrial Rev-
olution of the eighteenth century,” he states, “there was an almost miraculous
improvement in the tools of production, which was accompanied by a catas-
trophic dislocation of the lives of the common people.”14

Among the most consequential developments accompanying the process
of industrialization was the creation of the modern industrial workplace—the
factory. The rise of the factory system thoroughly transformed the conditions
of labor and the lives of working people. The emergence of factory produc-
tion created a division between work life and family life, separating the
public sphere of the workplace from the private sphere of the household. It
centralized the process of production, gathering workers under the same roof,
placing them under the direct supervision of their employers, and thereby
enabling capitalists to more effectively control and monitor the labor process.
It turned thousands of women and children, presumed to be less expensive
and more docile, into industrial laborers working under brutal circumstances.
It facilitated the expansion of the specialized division of labor, increasing
economic efficiency but also confining workers to a repetitive and monoto-
nous routine. And by tying workers to the pace of the machinery and the
“tyranny of the clock,” the factory system, in violation of “pre-industrial
rhythms of work,” imposed a new and more intensive form of labor disci-
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pline. In countless ways, due especially to the appearance of the factory, “the
industrial world of 1850,” Maxine Berg and Pat Hudson emphasize, “was
vastly different for most workers from that of 1750.”15

As the industrial economy displaced the agrarian economy, wealth in the
form of landed property declined in importance relative to wealth in the form
of industrial capital (e.g., buildings, factories, and machinery). Over time,
correspondingly, the capitalist unseated the landowner as the dominant eco-
nomic power in society. Meanwhile, at the other end of the class structure, a
modern industrial proletariat came into existence. This population of market-
dependent wage laborers, torn from a traditional way of life, did not accom-
modate to the new world of industrial capitalism without opposition, and
they continued to resist the advance of capitalism throughout the nineteenth
century. Workers in England, for example, with particular intensity during
the 1830s and 1840s, struggled to win political and economic rights, includ-
ing the right to vote, the right to form labor unions, and the right to strike.
The era of the Industrial Revolution was not just a period of technological
innovation; it was also a period of bitter class conflict, with waves of work-
ing-class protest and political agitation throughout the first half of the 1800s.
The Industrial Revolution resulted in the triumph of modern capitalism, but
on the other side it also gave birth to capitalism’s chief adversary: the mod-
ern socialist movement.16

* * *

Anthony Giddens describes sociology as the “study of modernity.” A “short-
hand term for modern society or industrial civilization,” the concept of mod-
ernity, Giddens maintains, embraces three essential characteristics. As
should be obvious, these characteristics correspond respectively to the three
revolutions discussed above. First, “a certain set of attitudes toward the
world, including the idea of the world as open to transformation by human
intervention.” Second, “a certain range of political institutions, including the
nation-state and mass democracy.” And third, “a complex of economic insti-
tutions, especially industrial production and a market economy.” The com-
bined force of the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial
Revolution paved the way for the emergence of the modern western world.
These three revolutions also set the agenda for the nascent discipline of
sociology—an academic field conceived with the purpose of investigating
the development of modern society.17
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CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY AND MODERN SOCIETY

Classical sociology is a phenomenon of modernity itself, an outgrowth of the
very development it set out to study. And the “theme of modernity,” as
Gerard Delanty notes, is the “great unifying motif” of classical sociology.
That the topic of modernity captured the attention of nineteenth-century in-
tellectuals is not surprising. They could hardly ignore the fact of a new world
springing up around them. The scope of social change during this age of
revolution was so far reaching that for many observers, both at the time and
in retrospect, the passage from the pre-modern era to the modern era repre-
sented a fundamental rupture or discontinuity in the human experience. This
great transformation, so profound in its implications, gave sociological theo-
ry its reason for existence.18

Another development during this historical period, though not quite as
earthshaking, also proved pivotal to the emergence of sociology: the discov-
ery of the idea of the “social” or “society.” In the wake of the social transfor-
mations accompanying modernity, intellectuals began looking at the life of
humanity through a new lens. They came to recognize the existence of soci-
ety as a supra-individual entity, a distinct phenomenon having its own “spe-
cific characteristics, its constraints and its variables.” From this premise,
furthermore, it was only a short step to the conclusion that individuals them-
selves were products of society. The idea of the social, which Durkheim
famously ratified by introducing the concept of “social facts,” gave sociolo-
gists their unique vantage point. While economics focused on the market and
political theory of the state, sociology took up the study of social life itself,
handing down to us a new terminology: social organization, social structure,
social institutions, social change, social action, and social order. Sociological
theory adopted as its subject matter not simply modernity, but modern soci-
ety.19

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber: Theorists of Modernity

Because they are considered the founding fathers of sociology, Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber form a natural trio of sorts. We study their work to inform
ourselves about the history and development of sociological theory, to learn
what it means to think sociologically, to gain some appreciation for the
sociological enterprise and the practice of social research, to acquaint our-
selves with different perspectives and schools of thought within the disci-
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pline, and to acquire the background knowledge necessary to understand
current issues and controversies in the field.

But there is another reason to read Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. They are
also among the foremost theorists of modernity. The classical sociologists
resided in what is generally regarded as the “birthplace” of modern society,
Western Europe, and they were witnesses to that birth as well. They were, as
Philip Abrahms states, among the “first generation of human beings ever to
have experienced within the span of their own lifetime socially induced
social change of a totally transformative nature.” They lived during an era of
great social change, and one that portended even greater changes to come.
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber are still interesting in part because they were
firsthand observers of the passage from the pre-modern world to the modern
world, and because they were among the first intellectuals to make use of the
tools of empirical science to comprehend this passage. Their “sociology re-
mains relevant, indeed indispensable” today, furthermore, because the world
they studied is arguably still the world we currently live in, a modern world
now gone global—as Randall Collins observes, a world that in the twenty-
first century is “pretty much everyone’s world.”20

As theorists of modernity, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each pursued a
similar set of questions: what are the origins and defining characteristics of
the new capitalist or industrial society, how does it differ from the traditional
society of the past, through what processes did the transition from the pre-
modern world to the modern world come about, what are the driving forces
and developmental tendencies of the emergent industrial society, what is the
fate of the individual in the modern age, what new problems and dangers
does the era of modernity pose, what does the future hold, and how might we
best respond to the radically new circumstances of modern social life? These
and related issues concerning the nature of modernity were central to the
lifework of these three theorists. Marx, Durkheim, and Weber were founders
of sociology, but more importantly they were theorists of modernity.

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber: Defenders of Modernity

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each applied the principles of science inherited
from the Enlightenment to examine the origins, characteristics, and dynamics
of modern society. Beyond being theorists of modernity, however, they were
also defenders of modernity, vehemently opposed to the reactionary currents
of their day. Unlike many of their contemporaries, they sided with the forces
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of change. They neither regretted the demise of traditional society nor
dreaded the rise of modern society.

Even while documenting its horrific human costs, Marx welcomed the
rise of modern industry, believing it held out the promise of human libera-
tion. And despite being among its most severe critics, he regarded the devel-
opment of capitalism as a “civilizing influence.” It not only uprooted a mori-
bund feudal order with its archaic institutional and ideological trappings, but
it also accelerated the growth of society’s productive forces, in the process
accomplishing “wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aque-
ducts, and Gothic cathedrals.” By relentlessly increasing human productive
power, capitalism, Marx claimed, was a historically progressive force, creat-
ing the objective conditions necessary for the realization of a socialist future.
In contrast to the nostalgic critics of the modern economic order who hoped
vainly to return to some “bygone form of society,” Marx’s outlook was
thoroughly forward looking.21

The same was true of Durkheim. “Steeped in the spirit of the Third
Republic,” he waged constant battle against those forces hoping to stifle the
process of modernization, reaffirm the authority of traditional values, and
restore some version of the old regime. In opposition to this “reactionary
school,” Durkheim denied that the solutions appropriate to the past could be
counted on to alleviate the problems of the present. Instead, he embraced the
“republican ethos” and the modern ideals of democracy, science, and secular-
ism. Going on the offense against modernity’s anti-liberal critics, he applied
the sociological method to make an empirically grounded case in support of
industrialization, individualism, intellectualism, and egalitarianism. Durk-
heim, like Marx, was a champion of modernity.22

While viewing modern society with more trepidation than either Marx or
Durkheim, Weber too was anything but an anti-modernist. Indeed, he saved
his most savage criticisms for romantics aspiring to resurrect aristocratic
traditions and literary figures writing in celebration of feudal values and
hereditary privileges. Averse to the rigors of economic modernization, this
backward-looking social stratum longed for “a more ‘easy-going’ way of life
as an ideal for the future.” Weber denounced these “spokesmen for economic
stagnation,” fearing they would hinder Germany’s entry into the industrial
world and jeopardize its economic future. At the same time, concerned about
the prospects for individual freedom, he acknowledged the inherently con-
straining features of modern capitalist society. For Weber, however, like
Marx and Durkheim, it was neither desirable nor possible to turn back the
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hands of time. The only question was how individuals might live an autono-
mous and meaningful life within the framework of the modern economic
order.23

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber: Critics of Modernity

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber applauded the achievements of modern society
and fought to extend the process of modernization in directions they deemed
desirable. They were defenders of modernity. But they were also critics of
modernity. They drew attention to the hazards, dilemmas, and ailments of
modern social life, and in fact they regarded the Western European world of
their day as being in a state of crisis. In response, they each set forth a
diagnosis of their time, unveiling the contradictions, pathologies, and irra-
tionalities of the modern era. No matter how thoroughgoing and critical their
interrogation of the modern condition, at no point however did they ever
relinquish their commitment to the idea of a modern society.

Though they each undertook a critical analysis of the modern world,
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differed in what they saw as the central prob-
lems of modern society, how they interpreted those problems, and the reme-
dies they proposed. Marx drew attention to the oppression of the working
class, the dehumanizing conditions of labor, and the crisis-prone nature of
the capitalist economic system. Durkheim bemoaned the absence of a moral
framework governing modern economic life, a circumstance resulting in the
loosening of social bonds, the malady of egoism, and the perpetuation of
injustice. Emphasizing the bureaucratization and rationalization of society,
Weber worried that modern institutions would come to form an “iron cage,”
undermining individual autonomy and social dynamism. I discuss their diag-
noses of the modern condition more fully in chapters 5 and 6, but the point
worth making for now is that while Marx, Durkheim, and Weber defended
modernity in principle, they were also sharply critical of the modern era in
which they lived.24

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber: Public Intellectuals

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each embraced the identity of scientist, they
were each devoted to the scientific enterprise, and they each amassed an
impressive body of social science scholarship. In their scientific endeavors,
however, they also each thought of themselves as serving other, extra-scien-
tific purposes, political purposes broadly speaking. Their goal was not mere-
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ly to add to the stock of scientific knowledge but to effect social change.
Through the force of their writings and speeches, they sought to educate and
enlighten, demystify and debunk; they sought to alter public consciousness
and win converts to their causes. What is obviously true for Marx—that he
intended not only to interpret the world but to change it as well—is equally
true for Durkheim and Weber.

None of the three fit the mold of the cloistered academic, cut off from real
life and absorbed in esoteric research. They were in fact what are today
sometimes called “public intellectuals” or “public sociologists.” Not only did
they address audiences beyond the scholarly community, but their writings
were also “informed by a ‘public’ concern,” by a “caring for public things.”
Their aim was not primarily to fill gaps in scientific knowledge or solve
intellectual puzzles—though they certainly contributed to both of these ends.
More fundamentally, however, in the tradition of what Sheldon Wolin calls
“epic” theory, they directed their attention toward real-world issues, for ex-
ample, the alienation of labor for Marx, the malaise of modern society for
Durkheim, and the routinization of social life for Weber. Their writings
addressed problems “created by actual events or states in the world” rather
than “problems related to deficiencies in theoretical knowledge.” They were
motivated by practical concerns, by the social and political issues of their
day, rather than by purely academic, intellectual, or scientific concerns. They
were, in other words, inspired by “problems-in-the-world” rather than “prob-
lems-in-a-theory.”25

Nor were they content to observe from the sidelines, simply recording the
vast changes occurring around them. Their writings were often of a political
and value-laden nature—interventions in the world as much as investigations
of the world. And they took sides as well, defending some ways of respond-
ing to the modern condition while denouncing others. Without abandoning
their commitment to science, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each sought to
utilize their intellectual capital for political purposes and to deploy their ideas
in such a way as to make a practical difference.

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

For the purposes of this book, I treat Marx, Durkheim, and Weber not pri-
marily as founders of sociology or as sociological theorists narrowly con-
ceived, but as sociologically minded theorists of modernity and as propo-
nents of politically charged worldviews. Perhaps more so than other such
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books, I focus not only on their specifically sociological writings, but on
their political writings as well and on the political and normative dimension
of their sociological writings. Looking at these three social theorists in this
light inevitably brings to the forefront the differences among them, not only
in their intellectual assumptions and analyses, but also in their political val-
ues and commitments. This approach draws attention to what is in any case a
central component of their scholarly work—its critical and evaluative exam-
ination of the modern world. My strategy in sum is to compare Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber on the common ground of their practice as politically
engaged sociologists, each with a distinctive interpretation of and reaction to
the emergence and evolution of modern society, and each determined not just
to understand the world or even “to change men’s views of the world,” but
“to change the world itself.”26

As theorists of modernity and practically minded public intellectuals,
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber challenge us to think about the workings of
society, the fate of the individual, and the trajectory of social change. Along
with this, however, their writings are also an invaluable resource for critically
contemplating our own political orientations and worldviews. The work of
these three theorists is compelling. It provokes us to take stock—to reassess
who we are, what we believe, and where we stand. This book is designed to
encourage readers to wrestle with the contrasting viewpoints of Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber. It invites readers—in dialogue with classical sociology—
to take a position, to argue one side or another. Sociological theory, when
read from this vantage point, is “a crucial basis for reflection on social life”
and for the thoughtful reappraisal of our own political identities, convictions,
and practices. It is, in this respect, not merely a “tool for sociologists,” but a
tool for citizens as well. This, certainly, is one good reason for continuing to
read the work of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber.27

This book is divided into two parts, plus this introductory chapter and a
short concluding chapter. In part I, consisting of chapters 2 through 4—the
“overview” chapters—I introduce readers to the writings of Marx, Durkheim,
and Weber, respectively. These chapters summarize the key ideas of these
three theorists, with an emphasis on their thinking about the origins, nature,
and destiny of the modern world. In chapter 2, I discuss Marx’s materialist
perspective, his critical analysis of the capitalist system of production, and
his conception of how the development of capitalism sets the stage for the
rise of socialism. In chapter 3, I concentrate on Durkheim’s elaboration of a
distinctly sociological methodology and his effort on this basis to develop a
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theory of modernity and an interpretation of the relationship between the
individual and society. In chapter 4, I focus on Weber’s view of moderniza-
tion as a process of rationalization, examining the implications of this pro-
cess through his writings on social action, modern capitalism, rational-legal
authority, bureaucratic administration, western science, and the disenchant-
ment of the world.

In part II, consisting of chapters 5 through 8—the “thematic” chapters—I
discuss the thinking of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber on four topics central to
their analyses of modernity: the pathologies of modern society, the predica-
ment of the individual, the state and democracy, and socialism versus capital-
ism. I single out these specific themes for several reasons, all of which relate
to the larger objectives of this book. (1) More than any other concerns, these
four, I believe, best serve to illuminate Marx, Durkheim, and Weber’s re-
spective theories of modern society. (2) At the same time these topics mutu-
ally inform one another, combining to produce a coherent narrative, with
each theme facilitating a deeper understanding of the other three. (3) Marx,
Durkheim, and Weber have a lot to say about these four topics—which bear
directly on problems critical to their work as a whole—and what they have to
say goes to the heart of who they are as social and political theorists. (4)
These themes are also well suited to exploring both the sociological dimen-
sion and the political dimension of these theorists’ writings and for examin-
ing the interplay in their work between sociological analysis and political
argument. (5) What is especially important about these four themes, further-
more, is that they reveal with particular clarity the chief differences among
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber in their analyses of modernity, their responses
to the modern condition, and their thoughts about the future. (6) Because
they raise enduring questions with considerable contemporary relevance,
these topics also have great potential for provoking readers’ interest and
prompting readers to reflect critically on their own conceptions of the nature
and problems of modern life.

While I do not have a single template for the overview chapters, the
thematic chapters are organized identically. They each begin with a short
introduction to the theme under consideration followed by four segments:
one each on Marx, Durkheim, and Weber and a concluding segment that
explicitly compares the three of them. With this combination of juxtaposition
and comparison, the thematic chapters offer a close reading of Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber on four issues that are at the core of their conceptions of
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modern society, while at the same time exploring the differences among the
three in their diagnoses of the modern condition.

The segments on Marx, Durkheim, and Weber in the thematic chapters
are more or less stand-alone. It is necessary to read the overview chapter for
any one theorist before moving on to the thematic segments on that theorist.
But it is possible to read all the segments of any one theorist before turning to
any of the segments of the other two. This allows for some flexibility in how
the book might be used for pedagogical purposes. One can, of course, read
the book in the order in which it is written. This approach has the advantage
of bringing the contrasting viewpoints of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber to the
forefront throughout. Or one can read the Marx overview chapter followed
by all the Marx segments, move on in the same manner to Durkheim and
Weber, and then conclude by turning to the comparison segments. This ap-
proach—examining each theorist in sequence rather than in tandem—is more
in line with the typical format of a course on classical sociological theory.
Even then, however, more so than a conventionally organized book, the
thematic focus of chapters 5 through 8 should draw readers’ attention to the
differences among Marx, Durkheim, and Weber in their analyses of modern
society.
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Overview





Chapter Two

Karl Marx (1818–1883)

Readers new to Marx might be surprised to discover that nowhere in his
writings does he present a detailed blueprint of a socialist or communist
utopia. There is no theory of socialism in Marx’s work if by this one means a
well-defined vision of the post-capitalist world. Some of his predecessors—
Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen—were not so re-
luctant to offer up depictions of the good society. Marx admired these so-
called utopian socialists, praising their critical view of the modern condition,
but his embrace of the revolutionary cause took him down a different path:
“We do not dogmatically anticipate the world, but only want to find the new
world through criticism of the old one.” The chief task, he declared, was not
to construct fanciful models of the future, but to work toward a new society
through the “ruthless criticism of all that exists.” This is precisely what we
find in Marx: a comprehensive critique of capitalist society, not an elaborate
plan for a socialist society. Rather than trying to influence the thinking of the
working class and its allies by painting a beautiful picture of the socialist
future, he sought instead to expose the ugly reality of the capitalist present. 1

While Marx prepared no instruction manual for building a socialist soci-
ety, he was not entirely silent about what a working-class revolution might
bring. As a participant and leader in many of the radical organizations of his
day, he could hardly avoid talking about the goals of the socialist movement,
and he often defended some conceptions of socialism while denouncing oth-
ers. And though he refused to go into detail about how a socialist society
might be organized, he did set forth some general principles. For example, he
envisioned a socialism where every individual would be able to develop
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freely and fully all of his or her capabilities, where the system of production
would serve the goal of fulfilling human needs rather than maximizing profit,
where “all the burdens of society” would not fall on one class and its advan-
tages monopolized by another, and where society’s resources would be dis-
tributed “from each according to his abilities, to each according to his
needs.” These principles tell us something about his hopes for a socialist
society, but just as much they tell us something about his antipathy toward
capitalist society. Marx’s writings affirm the need to move beyond capitalism
more than they delineate the particulars of any future socialism. At the same
time, however, by exposing the failings of capitalism, Marx does point us in
the direction of what a socialist alternative might entail. In any case, it is fair
to say that for Marx we can only comprehend the meaning, possibility, and
necessity of a socialist society by grasping the inner workings of the capital-
ist economic system.2

Marx’s standing as one of the most important social theorists of modern
times rests on his analysis of the capitalist mode of production. In an era
where capitalism has attained global dominance, his work, though an out-
growth of the nineteenth century, remains highly relevant. And whatever one
might think about the likelihood of a socialist future, Marx’s writings will
continue to be relevant as along as capitalism persists. His critique of the
capitalist system, particularly in the U.S. context, deserves careful considera-
tion, not only because it might help us understand the current state of
American society, but also because it is usefully provocative. He challenges
many of the taken-for-granted beliefs a typical American is likely to have
about the society in which we live. For this reason alone—whether we end up
deciding we are with Marx or against him—he is worth taking seriously. It is
important however that we evaluate Marx on his own terms, not according to
our inherited preconceptions about communism, but on the basis of what he
actually has to say about capitalism.

This chapter provides an overview of some of Marx’s most important
concepts, ideas, and arguments. It is intended to serve as an introduction to
his work while at the same time setting the stage for later chapters which will
delve into certain key issues more deeply. In the first section of this chapter,
focusing on his general theoretical framework, I discuss Marx’s materialist
conception of society, history, and politics. In the second section, turning to
the heart of the matter, I provide an overview of Marx’s critique of capital-
ism, a topic I explore in greater detail in the thematic chapters. In the third



Karl Marx (1818–1883) 23

section, I consider Marx’s analysis of how the development of capitalism
prepares the way for the rise of socialism.

HISTORICAL MATERIALISM

From what vantage point can we best comprehend the nature of society, the
dynamics of social change, the trajectory of human history, and the linea-
ments of the future? There are many possibilities. Some theorists give prior-
ity to the realm of politics. Proponents of this perspective believe that politi-
cal institutions, political processes, and government policy decisions are the
pivotal factors determining the quality of social life, the functioning of soci-
ety, and the course of history. Cultural forces receive top billing for others.
From this standpoint, the character, operation, and developmental tendencies
of a society are assumed primarily to be an expression of its dominant values,
beliefs, and ideals. For Marx, however, economics matters most, not politics
or culture. This premise—the primacy of the economic—is the core idea of
his materialistic perspective. By economic he means specifically the organ-
ization of productive activity, how people come together to satisfy their
needs for food, shelter, and clothing. Marx calls this economic assemblage
the “mode of production.” This concept occupies a central place in his theo-
ry, reflecting the materialist conviction that production is the “basis of all
social life” and “all real history.”3

Marx developed this materialist outlook through a critique of the philo-
sophical idealism of G. W. F. Hegel and post-Hegelian German philosophy.
He faults idealism for dwelling entirely in the “realm of pure thought,”
spinning out philosophical generalities, but refraining from studying the “ac-
tual world” itself. Marx proposes a more down-to-earth procedure, starting
out from “real individuals, their activity and the material conditions under
which they live.” He shifts the focus from abstract speculation to concrete
analysis, from philosophy and metaphysics to economics and history. This
materialist approach, putting the economic system center stage, is premised
on what Marx takes to be a fundamental fact of social existence. As human
beings we make our lives and express ourselves through labor, through our
collective interaction with nature. Our survival requires we grow crops, un-
earth minerals, construct buildings, and manufacture goods. Unlike non-hu-
man animals, Marx observes, we must consciously produce our “means of
subsistence.” In the study of human history, therefore, the process of produc-
tion is the appropriate starting point.4
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The purpose of this section is to familiarize readers with the logic of
Marx’s materialist perspective. In three separate subsections I discuss in turn
his materialist conception of society, his materialist conception of history,
and the political lessons these imply.5

Marx’s Materialist Conception of Society

For Marx, the defining feature of society, putting its mark on all other facets
of social life, is its economic setup—its mode of production. Though his
usage is not always consistent, this concept generally denotes a discernible
economic order, one defined by the manner in which humans mobilize the
labor necessary to fulfill their basic needs. How this system of production is
organized, as with human needs themselves, changes over time. Several dif-
ferent modes of production have appeared throughout history, including slav-
ery, feudalism, and capitalism. More precisely, using Marx’s technical termi-
nology, a mode of production is characterized by a specific combination of
“forces of production” and “relations of production.” Forces of production
consist of two factors: (1) “means of production,” including land, tools,
machinery, and raw materials, and (2) “labor power,” varying in productivity
according to the skills, expertise, and technical know-how of the workforce.
In the process of production, we thus see workers with the assistance of
assorted implements expending physical and mental energy to shape raw
materials into finished goods.6

The forces of production are set in motion by the relations of produc-
tion—the social framework within which economic activity is carried out.
The process of production for Marx, bringing economics and sociology to-
gether, is not merely a technical process; it is a social process, one presup-
posing a definite system of social organization. This social framework is
constituted by property or ownership relations, meaning the pattern of con-
trol over means of production and labor power—how these are put to work,
under what conditions, subject to whose authority, and for what purposes.
The relations of production in effect stipulate the rules of the economic
game—who has what rights, powers, and privileges. These social relations,
Marx emphasizes, vary from one kind of economic system to another. The
social framework specific to capitalism, for example, differs from that of
slavery or feudalism; and the status of a wage worker, correspondingly,
differs from that of a slave or a serf.

The relations of production, the underpinning of Marx’s theory of class,
are bound up with the distribution of economic power, more specifically the
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power of some to avail themselves of the labor of others. Marx typically
envisions this economic structure in the form of a two-class system: (1) a
minority class of owners, the dominant class, which monopolizes land, facto-
ries, and other means of production, and (2) a majority class of producers, the
subordinate class, the mass of people who actually perform society’s work
and produce its goods. With slavery, we have masters and slaves; with feu-
dalism, lords and serfs; with capitalism, the bourgeoisie (capitalist class) and
the proletariat (working class). In each case, the dominant class lives off the
unpaid or surplus labor of the subordinate class—the former enriching itself
at the expense of the latter. The unique feature, the “innermost secret,” of
each of these modes of production is the configuration of power through
which this unpaid surplus labor is extracted from the direct producers. De-
spite their differences, however, all class societies are systems of exploita-
tion. One class, by virtue of its control over society’s productive assets, is
empowered to profit from the labor of another class. Whether under slavery,
feudalism, or capitalism, the dominant class and the subordinate class thus
confront one another with opposing economic interests, each pitted against
the other. The inherent antagonism built into the relations of production is
what gives history the quality of being “the history of class struggles.”7

Marx singles out the mode of production because it is essential to the
reproduction of humanity’s physical existence. Beyond its obvious economic
import, however, the mode of production has broader ramifications. It shapes
the entire configuration of a society, engendering a “definite mode of life.”
And because it is the framework within which individuals inhabit their eco-
nomic world and exercise their productive faculties, it shapes the character
and qualities of human beings as well. What individuals are, Marx asserts,
depends on the material conditions of production, on “what they produce and
how they produce.” In transforming the natural world through labor, individ-
uals also transform themselves, changing their own nature, developing “new
powers and ideas, new modes of intercourse, new needs and new language.”8

The system of production generates an entire mode of life also through
the influence it exerts on society’s political, legal, cultural, and intellectual
characteristics. In making this argument, Marx employs his well-known sub-
structure-superstructure imagery. The relations of production, he states, form
“the economic structure” or “real foundation” of society. On the basis of this
economic structure, partly due to the power of the dominant class, there
arises a corresponding “legal and political superstructure” and “forms of
social consciousness.” The cultural beliefs and social institutions making up
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the superstructure, according to Marx, including the state itself, typically
function to stabilize the relations of production, promote the interests of the
dominant class, and lend political and intellectual support to the existing
economic system. In combination with his conception of the interplay be-
tween forces and relations of production, this substructure-superstructure
model is the centerpiece of Marx’s theory of how societies are put together
and how they operate.9

In proposing this materialist theory, Marx underlines the point that poli-
tics and law, beliefs and ideas, all bear the indelible imprint of the prevailing
mode of production. The organization of society’s economic activity, he
contends, “conditions the general process of social, political and intellectual
life” as well as “legal relations” and “political forms.” These superstructural
phenomena, which we otherwise might regard as having a completely inde-
pendent existence, are part of the larger mode of life formed from the rela-
tions of production. They cannot be fully understood on their own terms,
therefore, but must be interpreted in light of the underlying economic struc-
ture. Marx’s materialist perspective thus alerts us to the deeper realities often
concealed by the surface appearances of everyday life.10

Marx applies the same materialist analysis to the realm of thoughts and
ideas. The consciousness of individuals, he insists, is a “social product.” The
social conditions of people’s existence give rise to “an entire superstructure
of distinct and peculiarly formed sentiments, illusions, modes of thought and
views of life.” Our moral ideals, religious beliefs, and ideological convic-
tions also grow out of our material circumstances and our real-life economic
activities. In the very act of production, Marx explains, individuals produce
not only “linens and silks,” but also “ideas, categories.” For Marx, in sum,
once again underlining the contrast between idealism and materialism, “it is
not consciousness that determines life, but life that determines conscious-
ness.”11

This substructure-superstructure argument does not mean we can simply
reduce social consciousness to economic conditions, nor does it imply that
thoughts and ideas have no reality of their own. For Marx, to be sure, the
economic substructure influences the political and cultural superstructure
more profoundly than the reverse. Economic forces weigh more heavily than
non-economic forces. Indeed, this premise is an essential element of his
materialist perspective. This does not entail any simple-minded economic
determinism, however. In claiming economics matters most, Marx is not
saying only economics matters. Nor is he proposing that economics explains
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everything. But he does suggest that we cannot fully comprehend the charac-
teristics and workings of society and the lives of individuals unless we focus
first and foremost on the complex of social relations, practices, and institu-
tions making up that society’s mode of production. The United States from
this standpoint, drawing attention to its distinctive economic system, is thus
best thought of as a capitalist society, not a democratic society, a consumer
society, a Judeo-Christian society, or even a modern society. In sum, what
distinguishes Marx’s materialist conception of society from alternative theo-
retical perspectives is the importance he ascribes to the system of economic
production and its class relations.12

Marx’s Materialist Conception of History

With Marx’s materialist theory of history, we turn from a depiction of society
at a single point in time to an analysis of the dynamics of epochal social
change. And just as he presents an economic conception of society, so too
does he advance an economic interpretation of history. For Marx “the history
of humanity” is not a story of great men, or great ideas, or “spectacular
political events,” or the unfolding of human consciousness. Instead, he de-
clares, the “true focus and theatre of all history” is economic life: industry
and exchange, property ownership and productive forces, commerce and
consumption, the division of labor and class struggle.13

There is considerable controversy surrounding the details of Marx’s theo-
ry of history, with textual evidence supporting competing interpretations. To
gain some entrée into his theory, ignoring for the time being the tangled
debates setting one version of Marx against another, I take as my primary
point of departure what is generally regarded as the canonical statement of
the materialist conception of history: Marx’s 1859 preface to A Contribution
to the Critique of Political Economy. This is a useful summary, but running
less than two pages in length and written under the threat of punitive censor-
ship laws, it by no means exhausts or perfectly reflects his thinking about the
subject. The preface represents an important, perhaps even the dominant,
strand of Marx’s theorizing about history. Elsewhere in his writings, howev-
er, he presents a less deterministic view of social change, giving more atten-
tion to human agency, class struggles, and political strategies, thus bringing
historical contingency more fully into the picture. In later chapters I devote
more attention to this other side of Marx, but for now, as an introduction to
his materialist conception of history, I present a brief four-part overview of
his argument as laid out particularly in his preface.14



28 Chapter 2

First, there is, according to Marx, a strong historical tendency, driven by
the requirements of human survival along with advances in science and tech-
nology, for the forces of production to develop, to increase in power over
time. Each generation inherits the productive forces amassed by its predeces-
sors, building on these in turn and further augmenting society’s productive
capacity. This fact—the continuous accumulation of productive forces—
endows human history with a certain coherence or meaningfulness; it is not
simply a random string of events. Indeed, despite the horrific exploitation
and suffering he documents in his analysis of capitalism, Marx can be
counted among those theorists who perceive a progressive movement in
history. Though, in contrast to the philosophers of the French Enlightenment
for whom progress meant the liberation of humanity from false ideas, a
passage from ignorance to wisdom, for Marx progress takes the form of
increasing economic productivity and the evolution of modes of produc-
tion.15

Second, just as Marx posits a correspondence between the economic sub-
structure and the political and cultural superstructure, so too does he envision
an analogous correspondence between the forces of production and the rela-
tions of production. As the introduction of new methods of production trans-
forms the labor process and increases productivity, the social relations of
production are likewise altered. Advances in technology cause shifts in the
class structure and in the larger social framework of society. “In acquiring
new productive forces men change their mode of production; and in changing
their mode of production, in changing the way of earning their living, they
change all their social relations.” So, Marx concludes, in a passage notable
for its technological determinist slant, “the handmill gives you society with
the feudal lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist.”16

Third, as society’s productive forces develop, Marx argues, they eventu-
ally “come into conflict with the existing relations of production,” which
“fetter” or inhibit the continued growth and full utilization of society’s pro-
ductive capacity. The social framework of the economic system, its class
structure, becomes a barrier to further economic progress. This “antagonism
between the productive powers, and the social relations of our epoch,” Marx
observes, referring to the capitalism of his day, is “a fact, palpable, over-
whelming, and not to be controverted.” As evidence, he cites the contradic-
tion between “modern industry and science on the one hand,” whose devel-
opment would seem to hold out great promise for the advancement of human
welfare, and “modern misery and dissolution on the other hand.” Marx’s
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basic argument here is that at a certain point the relations of production are
unable to accommodate the potential built up by the forces of production, and
this circumstance creates pressure for a fundamental change in the economic
structure of society.17

Fourth, once it reaches a crisis point, Marx argues, the contradiction
between the forces and relations of production inaugurates “an era of social
revolution.” This is eventually resolved by the destruction of the old econom-
ic structure along with its “whole immense superstructure” and its replace-
ment by a new mode of production suitable for the continued growth of the
forces of production. Human history, propelled by the accumulation of pro-
ductive forces, is thus for Marx a story of how one mode of production
develops, matures, stagnates, and eventually gives way to another, more
advanced mode of production. In this, the standard or orthodox version of
Marx’s materialist conception of history, there is an imperative, presumably
rooted in some concept of human rationality, for an economic system which
has become an obstruction to the continued development of the forces of
production to be replaced by one capable of promoting the further growth of
human productivity.18

Marx’s Practical Materialism

In the German Ideology Marx ridicules those who imagine liberation to
consist of nothing more than a “mental act,” a mere change of consciousness.
People, he reminds us, are not oppressed by false conceptions of the world,
but by the “real existing world” itself, by historically given economic and
political conditions. In opposition to the idealism of German philosophy,
Marx refers to communists like himself as “practical materialists.” The goal
of such materialists is one of “revolutionising the existing world,” not simply
freeing people from wrongheaded ideas but “practically coming to grips with
and changing the things found in existence.” The true political mission is not
so much to alter thinking—that will come in the course of political strug-
gle—but rather to abolish oppressive conditions in a “practical, objective
way.”19

Marx’s critique of religion provides a useful illustration of the logic of
this practical materialism. Religion, Marx famously states, is “the opium of
the people”; it performs an ideological function. By banishing the desire for a
better world into an imaginary afterlife, it encourages acceptance of even the
most unpleasant status quo. But unlike many critics, Marx does not simply
condemn religion, expose it as a delusion, or denounce it for purveying
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falsehoods. Indeed, he suggests there is something authentic about religious
belief. It testifies to a definite reality and gives voice to a legitimate demand.
The truth of religion lies in its acknowledgment of the inhumanity of earthly
existence. “Religious suffering,” Marx says, “is at the same time an expres-
sion of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh
of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of
soulless conditions.” To attack religion on its own terms is misguided; it is
merely a symptom, an understandable response to a more fundamental prob-
lem, namely, the sorry state of the “real existing world.” The truly pressing
task is a practical one: to combat suffering by rebelling against a “heartless
world.” Thus in contrast to many of his philosophical contemporaries who
believed the critique of religion to be the essence of true criticism, Marx
proposes a more practical, materialist approach: to replace the “criticism of
heaven” with “the criticism of earth.” The purpose of this earthly, practical
criticism is to eradicate the need for religious illusions by overthrowing “all
those conditions in which man is an abased, enslaved, abandoned, contempt-
ible being.” For Marx the practical point is not simply to alter consciousness
or shatter illusions, but to transform the real world itself.20

Marx’s materialist perspective suggests a twofold political message. First,
it implies that true human liberation and real improvement in the welfare of
humanity can be achieved only by overturning the economic structure of
society, by changing the material circumstances of people’s lives. From this
perspective, the ultimate source of poverty, joblessness, oppressive work,
environmental decay, meaningless lives, and other social problems is not
false ideas, debased values, corrupt politicians, or individual pathologies.
The root cause of these troubles derives instead from the workings of the
economic system, from the structure and dynamics of capitalism itself. For
example, under the capitalist system, Marx argues, unemployment is a nor-
mal condition, necessary to maintain a downward pressure on wages and
sustain profitable production. Only by abandoning capitalism in favor of
socialism, he claims, can we ever hope to provide a meaningful work life for
everyone or to resolve many of the other seemingly intractable problems we
face in the modern world.

Marx’s practical materialism also suggests that the economic structure of
society cannot be changed through a mere “effort of will.” “People make
their own history,” Marx says, “but they do not make it just as they please;
they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”
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We cannot simply wish a new world into existence; what is desirable is not
always immediately feasible. Whether a social revolution is possible or not
depends on historical circumstances, on the “realities of the situation.” To be
successful, it requires an appropriate level of economic development. Serf-
dom, for example, cannot be abolished without improvements in agricultural
production, and socialism cannot replace capitalism without a substantial
increase in society’s productive forces. The problems we encounter are
handed down to us by history, but we are also dependent on history to
provide us with the resources and opportunities for overcoming those prob-
lems.21

THE CAPITALIST MODE OF PRODUCTION

While his materialist perspective offers guidelines for understanding the
“history of humanity,” Marx’s primary interest was the new world of capital-
ist industry. The bulk of his writings, including his most important work,
Capital, is devoted to the critical analysis of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. For anyone serious about coming to terms with Marx, this must be the
primary focus. My purpose in this section, building a foundation for later
chapters, is to provide an overview of Marx’s theory of capitalism, in the
process summarizing his thinking about the origins, nature, functioning, and
destiny of the capitalist economic system.22

Capitalist Commodity Production

Human survival requires the production of goods capable of satisfying needs.
We grow food to eat, sew clothes to wear, and write books to educate and
entertain. Marx calls these useful things “use-values.” When produced as
commodities, when goods are destined for sale or exchange rather than per-
sonal consumption, they acquire a dual character. They not only possess use-
value; they are also the bearers of “exchange-value.” A commodity’s ex-
change-value takes the form of a quantitative equivalence, the proportion a
use-value of one kind is traded for a use-value of another kind. In a barter
economy, for example, a dozen salmon might be exchanged for one chicken
or two knives or three blankets. These ratios, arising from ongoing transac-
tions among buyers and sellers, designate the exchange-value of a commod-
ity, meaning how much at that particular time and place one commodity is
worth relative to other commodities.23
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The production and exchange of commodities existed prior to the rise of
capitalism. In pre-capitalist economies, as in the previous example, one com-
modity might be exchanged directly for another, fish for fowl. Where money
or some monetary equivalent such as gold is used as a medium of exchange,
the process remains essentially the same. One commodity (C) is sold for
money (M) which in turn is used to purchase another commodity (C). Marx
refers to this cycle of exchange, C-M-C, as the “simple circulation of com-
modities.” For example, we might imagine family farmers selling whatever
agricultural goods they produce beyond what they need for immediate con-
sumption and spending the money they receive to purchase building materi-
als, farm implements, clothing, and other necessities they do not produce for
themselves. With capitalist commodity production, this simple circuit of ex-
change is inverted. Money is used to purchase commodities, which, after
some refashioning, are subsequently sold for even more money: M-C-M'. By
introducing this contrast between the pre-capitalist circuit of commodity ex-
change, C-M-C, and the capitalist circuit, M-C-M', Marx sheds light on some
of the unique properties of the capitalist mode of production.24

With the simple circulation of commodities, money is spent to satisfy
needs: “selling in order to buy.” With the capitalist circulation of commod-
ities, money is invested to accumulate more money: “buying in order to sell.”
The goals of these two circuits of exchange differ: consumption in the first
case, profit in the second. Different goals yield different dynamics. The
process of circulation under simple commodity production is episodic and
contingent because the circuit ends once a need is satisfied and begins again
only when a new need arises. With capitalism, however, because the aim is
profit maximization rather than personal consumption, the process of circula-
tion is interminable, a perpetual cycle of exchange, a “constantly renewed
movement.” Capitalists, in response to the imperatives of competition, are
the driving force of this process. Their objective, which endows capitalism
with its uniquely restless, insatiable quality, is not the production of use-
values, Marx insists, nor profit “on any single transaction,” but rather the
“unceasing movement of profit making.”25

Capitalism is a “generalized” system of commodity production where
nearly everything we consume takes the form of a commodity, where every
product is produced for sale, and where every sale is a moment in the endless
pursuit of profit. The purpose of a capitalist business enterprise is not to
make useful products. Its purpose is to make money. The food we eat, the
clothes we wear, and the movies we watch are produced as commodities.



Karl Marx (1818–1883) 33

And though they may sate our hunger, warm our bodies, and engage our
imaginations, these useful qualities are incidental to the ultimate aim of their
production. What spurs the capitalist into action, Marx says, is not the “en-
joyment of use-values,” but the “augmentation of exchange-values,” not the
fulfillment of human needs but the accumulation of wealth. Goods are pro-
duced only because they can be sold for a profit, and the prospect of reaping
a profit is the decisive motivation for their production. This reality, where
production relates to profit as a means to an end, has not always been the
norm. In the pre-modern world, Marx states, “the human being appears as the
aim of production,” but with the rise of capitalism, this relationship is turned
upside down: “production appears as the aim of mankind and wealth as the
aim of production.”26

The Labor Theory of Value

The presence of commodity production raises an obvious question: what
regulates the proportions in which commodities are exchanged for one an-
other? How is it possible to weigh heterogeneous commodities with hetero-
geneous use-values on the same scale? Why is a car more costly than a
bicycle and a bicycle more costly than a skateboard? There must be some-
thing all commodities have in common, Marx reasons, by reference to which
their relative worth, their exchange-value, is calculated. The one property
they all share, he argues, rendering even apples and oranges comparable, is
that they are products of human labor. More precisely, they are products of
abstract human labor. By this Marx means labor in general measured in units
of time, ignoring the specific operations that differentiate one kind of work
(e.g., tailoring) from another (e.g., carpentry). Where exchange-values are
concerned, what matters is not the character or content of the labor invested
in them, but its duration. By this yardstick, even though commodities as use-
values differ from one another qualitatively, they can be made commensur-
able and appraised quantitatively according to the average labor time neces-
sary for their production. This line of thinking leads Marx to adopt a labor
theory of value. The “relative values of commodities,” he states, are “deter-
mined by the respective quantities or amounts of labour, worked up, real-
ized, fixed in them.” Some commodities require more labor to produce than
others and are thus more valuable. It takes more time to make a bicycle than
a skateboard and even more to make a car. This explains why a car is worth
more than a bicycle and a bicycle more than a skateboard. 27
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Marx’s argument is a little more complicated than this. The value of a
commodity, he explains, is not determined by the actual quantity of labor
expended in its production. If this were the case, a skateboard made by a lazy
and incompetent worker, because it would consume more labor time, would
have greater value than one constructed by a highly proficient expert. What
counts in determining the value of a commodity, rather, is the quantity of
“socially necessary labour-time” required for its production. By this he
means the labor time necessary under normal conditions “and with the aver-
age degree of skill and intensity of labour prevalent in that society.” This
value, furthermore, includes not only direct labor, the labor of the skateboard
makers themselves, but also the indirect labor used up in producing the
machinery and tools and in acquiring the raw materials necessary for fabri-
cating the final product. In sum, then, the simplified essence of Marx’s labor
theory of value is this: commodities exchange according to the average labor
time needed to produce them under normal conditions of production.28

Because of the ups and downs of the market, the actual purchase price of
a commodity, Marx acknowledges, is sometimes more and sometimes less
than its value. But over the long run the equilibrating dynamics of supply and
demand tend to bring about a correspondence between market price and real
value. Marx insists, however, that market forces do not determine the value
of a commodity. A commodity does not have a particular value because of
the price it yields in the market; instead, it yields a particular price in the
market because it has a certain value. The laws of supply and demand “regu-
late nothing but the temporary fluctuations of market prices. They will ex-
plain to you why the market price of a commodity rises above or sinks below
its value, but they can never account for that value itself.” For Marx, that
value, to repeat, derives from “the expenditure of human labour in gener-
al.”29

Primitive Accumulation

While capitalism is a system of commodity production, the exchange of
commodities is only a prerequisite. The more essential condition necessary
for the development of capitalism is the appearance of a capitalist class on
the one side and a working class on the other, the former owning the means
of production and the latter having only their ability to work. How does it
happen that these two classes—a property-owning minority and a property-
less majority—come to encounter one another? “One thing . . . is clear,”
Marx says: “nature does not produce on the one hand owners of money or
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commodities, and on the other hand men possessing nothing but their own
labour-power.” So then what are the origins of capitalist class relations? This
takes us to what Marx, borrowing from Adam Smith, calls “primitive accu-
mulation.”30

Treating England as his main example, Marx uses the term primitive (or
original) accumulation to refer to the historical process that, beginning in the
fifteenth century, undermines the feudal order and creates “the fundamental
conditions of capitalist production.” This process culminates in the formation
of the capitalist class structure. On the one hand, a nascent capitalist class
emerges from the ranks of wealthy merchant traders and moneylenders. They
initially enter the world of capitalist production by establishing manufactur-
ing industries along the periphery of the feudal economy. Once taking root,
“capitalist private property” spreads like a virus, absorbing the “individual
private property” of independent artisans and small-scale producers. The
“dwarf-like property of the many” is thereby transformed into the “giant
property of the few,” with the means of production becoming increasingly
concentrated in the hands of an emergent capitalist class. In response to new
economic pressures and new opportunities for making money, partly emanat-
ing from colonialism, slavery, and the expansion of world trade, even much
of the countryside is gradually converted into capitalist agriculture. Ultimate-
ly, the capitalist “knights of industry” displace the feudal “knights of the
sword” as the dominant class, consolidating the reign of capital.31

On the other hand, meanwhile, accompanying the ascendancy of the capi-
talist class, a modern working class also appears on the scene as feudal
agricultural workers, peasants or serfs, are transformed into dependent wage
laborers. This is a bloody and brutal historical process, Marx claims, where
“conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest
part.” Through a combination of violent evictions and legislative edicts, in-
cluding the enclosure acts, the peasant population is forcibly removed from
the land to which it previously had customary rights. With “private property”
for individual gain supplanting “communal property” for common use, peas-
ants are deprived of their traditional means of subsistence. No longer able to
earn a living off the land, this dispossessed mass, “dragged from their accus-
tomed mode of life,” is then thrown into the labor market and subjected to the
brutal regimen of the new capitalist workplace. Just as state power is de-
ployed to force peasants off the land, so too does it serve to bolster the new
wage-labor system. To maintain a steady supply of compliant workers, legis-
lators enact laws against vagrancy, making joblessness a crime punishable by
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imprisonment. Through such measures, Marx argues, summing up the imme-
diate pre-history of capitalism, agricultural workers are “first forcibly expro-
priated from the soil, driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and
then whipped, branded, tortured by grotesquely terroristic laws into accept-
ing the discipline necessary for the system of wage-labour.”32

The historical process of primitive accumulation is the central element of
Marx’s analysis of the transition from traditional society to modern society,
from feudalism to capitalism. The most significant outcome of this process is
the birth of a new class of “free workers.” Free in a “double sense.” First,
unlike either slaves or serfs, they are the sole proprietors of their own per-
sons, free to dispose of their capacity for labor however they wish. Second,
owning neither land nor tools, they are free of all possession in any means of
production. Having no independent way to secure a livelihood, no resources
other than their bodies and minds, nothing to offer but their ability to labor,
these “free workers,” as Marx ironically puts it, are “compelled to sell them-
selves voluntarily.” They are free insofar as they do not belong to “this or
that” capitalist, Marx says, but since they must hire themselves out to some-
one or starve, they do belong to one or another capitalist. They are free to tell
their boss to “take this job and shove it,” but in the end they will just have to
find a new boss, “same as the old boss.” The consequence of workers being
dependent on the labor market to earn a living is that labor power itself—the
ability to work—becomes a commodity. This development marks the rise of
the capitalist mode of production.33

Marx’s discussion of primitive accumulation illustrates three important
features of his conception of capitalism. First, it underlines the historically
specific nature of the capitalist mode of production, demonstrating how capi-
talism, far from being “an eternal and natural . . . form of production,” arose
on the basis of definite historical conditions. Second, it shows that capitalism
requires a market for labor, where human labor power is bought and sold like
any other commodity. Third, it reveals the centrality of the capital–labor
relationship in the operation of the capitalist economic system. 34

Labor Power: A Most Peculiar Commodity

Under capitalism, labor power is a commodity, “no more, no less” than
sugar, the “former measured by the clock, the latter by the scales.” But as
Marx states repeatedly, labor power, the human capacity to work, is a “pecu-
liar” commodity, and this peculiarity goes to the heart of his critique of the
capitalist mode of production. Compared to other commodities, as I will
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explain more fully in the pages to follow, labor power is unique in at least
five respects. First, the determination of the value of labor power differs from
that of other commodities because it depends on society’s level of develop-
ment and cultural standards. Second, though it is bought and sold in the
market, capitalists do not produce labor power and therefore do not control
its supply in the same manner as they do for other commodities. Third,
capitalists consume labor power by extracting as much labor effort as pos-
sible from often resistant workers, and this process, rife with conflict, is
unlike that entailed by the consumption of other goods. Fourth, labor power
is a particularly special commodity, and uniquely valuable from the stand-
point of the capitalist class, because it is capable of producing surplus value.
Finally, labor power is a peculiar commodity also because it is an attribute of
sentient human beings.35

The value of labor power, as with any other commodity, is determined by
the quantity of socially necessary labor required for its production, in this
case meaning the maintenance of the worker. This includes the labor time
necessary to produce an adequate means of subsistence, for example, food,
clothing, housing, and transportation; to acquire the requisite levels of educa-
tion and training; and to raise a family and a future generation of workers.
Under normal conditions, in other words, the wages workers receive must be
sufficient to keep them fit enough to return to work every day, enable them to
perform their jobs satisfactorily, and ensure over time a steady stream of
replacement workers.36

In contrast to other commodities, however, Marx argues, the determina-
tion of the value of labor power incorporates a “historical and moral ele-
ment.” Beyond guaranteeing the sheer physical existence of workers, the
social subsistence wage must be sufficient to provide them with a standard of
living appropriate for the society in which they reside. What workers need to
survive and reproduce themselves from day to day and generation to genera-
tion, Marx observes, depends on “the level of civilization attained by a coun-
try” and on socially given “habits and expectations.” The laboring population
must subsist not just at any level, but at a level in conformity with the general
conditions of society and the “traditional standard of life.” Just to get by, to
live a normal life, in modern capitalist societies, for example, workers need
automobiles, telephones, access to computers, and much else. The value of
the necessities for maintaining and reproducing labor power is, Marx says, a
“variable magnitude,” changing with the times.37
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The Industrial Reserve Army

There is, according to Marx, another difference between labor power and
other commodities. Market forces ensure that the price of the typical com-
modity fluctuates around its value. If certain goods are sold above their
value, generating surplus profit, capitalists will shift production to those
goods, increasing their supply and driving down their price. And if certain
goods are sold below their value, capitalists will reduce production of those
goods, decreasing their supply and driving up their price. No similar market
mechanism operates with respect to labor power, as capitalists cannot pro-
duce workers the way they produce breakfast cereal and electronic equip-
ment.

Since the law of supply and demand does not apply in the usual manner,
what mechanism ensures that the price of labor power remains roughly equal
to its value? Why are workers typically unable to obtain more than a social
subsistence wage? The answer to this question is found in what Marx refers
to as “the industrial reserve army,” the surplus population of the unem-
ployed. The existence of a large pool of jobless workers, desperate for em-
ployment, inhibits workers with jobs, desperate to remain employed, from
demanding higher pay. A substantial supply of unemployed workers, poten-
tially in competition for the jobs of the employed, keeps wages from rising
above their value. Periods of strong economic growth may exert an upward
pressure on wages, however, as the unemployed are increasingly absorbed
into the labor force. But this improvement in the standard of living of work-
ers is only temporary; indeed, it is typically a “harbinger of crisis.” If rising
wages put a squeeze on profits, capitalists will respond by cutting back
investment or substituting machinery for labor, in either case replenishing the
surplus population, resulting in a renewed downward pressure on wages and
restoring conditions for profitable growth. “The great beauty of capitalist
production,” Marx says, is that it “constantly reproduces the wage-labourer
as a wage-labourer, but also always produces a relative surplus population of
wage-labourers in proportion to the accumulation of capital.” The very logic
of capitalism both requires and ensures the division of the working class into
two segments, one unable to work enough and the other forced to work too
much. This circumstance keeps wages low enough to maintain profitability
while also securing the essential condition necessary for the perpetuation of
the system: “the social dependence of the worker on the capitalist.”38
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The Hidden Abode of Production

So far we have learned among other things that for Marx capitalism is a
system of generalized commodity production where goods are produced to
be sold for profit; where labor power itself is a commodity, albeit a most
peculiar one; and where capitalists and “free workers” meet in the market as
buyers and sellers of the uniquely human capacity to create value. All this is
but a prelude, however. To really understand the inner logic of capitalism, as
Marx sees it, we have to follow him as he ushers us out of the bustling sphere
of circulation, “where everything takes place on the surface and in full view
of everyone,” and leads us on a tour deep inside the “hidden abode of produc-
tion.” In contrast to the mainstream economics of his day, and even more
noticeably ours, Marx’s analysis of capitalism shifts the primary focus from
the sphere of exchange to the sphere of production, from market dynamics to
the labor process. By focusing attention on what transpires within the work-
place, moreover, Marx puts the spotlight on the capital-labor relationship at
its most revealing point, while also exposing the awful working conditions
typically experienced by wage laborers.39

The universe of commodity exchange, Marx says, appears to be “a very
Eden of the innate rights of man.” When we enter the market, so it seems, we
are all equal before the law and free to make whatever choices we want. It is
not unusual, in fact, to hear people describe capitalism in just this way—as a
free market system. But what happens once market transactions are com-
pleted, once buyers of labor power ready themselves to consume their newly
purchased product, once capitalists and workers assemble together within the
factory? This is the terrain Marx sets out to explore. What he finds is any-
thing but a Garden of Eden. His purpose in taking us on this journey is not
simply to chart unknown territory or even to disclose the unsavory innards of
the capitalist system. He turns to the process of production for a more funda-
mental reason. Only by looking at what goes on inside the workplace, he
claims, can we uncover the “secret of profit-making.” This is the big issue
Marx proposes to tackle: where does profit come from?40

The Consumption of Labor Power

What capitalists buy from workers in the market is labor power, a potential, a
capacity for labor. But what they really want is the labor itself, and even
more they want the commodities that labor produces, and even more than
that they want the profit realized from the sale of those commodities. It is a
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rocky road from purchase to sale, however. The first step for capitalists is to
procure the use-value of labor power. They do this, as in the case of any other
commodity, by consuming it. Just as a banana is consumed by eating it and a
jacket by wearing it, labor power is consumed by putting it to work. But the
consumption of labor power, this peculiar commodity, raises unique practical
problems. To the misfortune of capitalists, labor power, unlike bananas and
jackets, comes embodied in living persons who may not always be willing to
relinquish their precious commodity on the terms dictated by employers. It is
one thing to peel a banana or don a jacket, and something quite different to
extract labor from thinking and feeling human beings.

While the purchase of labor power takes place in the market, its consump-
tion, the real “appropriation of someone else’s living labour,” takes place in
the “actual production process.” This is one reason Marx’s analysis of capi-
talism accords priority to the sphere of production over the sphere of ex-
change—we witness only the overture in the market; the main performance is
staged in the workplace. And as the economic action shifts from the market-
place to the workplace, the “unavoidable antagonism” between capitalists
and workers comes to the surface. Capitalists have the edge, however, not
only because workers are dependent on them to earn a living, but also be-
cause the rules of the economic game favor capitalist property owners over
propertyless wage laborers. In return for their promise to pay a wage, capital-
ists acquire ownership of workers’ labor power for a stipulated period of
time. This, Marx emphasizes, confers invaluable prerogatives—the “rights of
property.” First, capitalists have the right to command workers under their
authority and to control how their labor power is utilized; they are free to
dictate the conditions of work. Second, capitalists possess a proprietary right
to the products of workers’ labor; they are free to claim those products as
their own and sell them on the market for a profit. Capitalism is not a neutral
instrument for carrying out economic activities. It is, Marx reveals, a system
of power, with the capitalist class, by virtue of owning the means of produc-
tion, enjoying unique privileges denied to the working class.41

Workers pay a heavy price when they hire themselves out to capitalists.
They are compelled to cede control over both their labor power and the
products of their labor. At the same time they are also asked to surrender
what Marx regards as their most human quality: the capacity to labor freely
according to their own purposes and designs. The capitalist system of pro-
duction is predicated on what he refers to in his early writings as the “aliena-
tion” of labor. I discuss this topic more fully in chapter 5.
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The Secret of Profit Making

Why do capitalists go to all the trouble of purchasing and consuming labor
power? The answer is obvious: they expect to make a profit. To uncover the
secret of this profit making, Marx begins by taking us back to the capitalist
circuit of exchange, M-C-M'. Capitalists invest one sum of money at the
beginning of this circuit and withdraw a larger sum at its end. Marx calls this
increment “surplus value.” This finds its way into the pocket of the capitalist
in the “mystified form” of profit. So where, he asks, does this surplus value
or profit come from? He rejects the view that profit arises from capitalists
selling commodities at a price higher than their value. What this ignores,
which is no less true for capitalists than for everyone else, is that every seller
is also a buyer and every buyer also a seller. If profit originated in the process
of exchange, by selling commodities at inflated prices or by “capitalist A”
screwing “capitalist B,” then any gain on one side of the transaction would be
a loss on the other, and in the aggregate there would be no surplus value.
Marx recognizes that individual cases of profiting through price gouging do
occur. But in general, he argues, capitalists buy commodities at their value,
including the commodity labor power, and sell commodities at their value.
And yet, mysteriously, “with all the charms of something created out of
nothing,” at the end of the process the capitalist receives “more value from
circulation than he threw into it at the beginning.”42

The exchange of commodities does not itself, Marx asserts, create value.
Profit is only realized through the sale of commodities in the market; it is
produced in the process of production. To follow Marx’s thinking here we
need to consider more closely his analysis of what goes on in the interval
between M and M'. Capitalists purchase two sorts of commodities with their
original investment: means of production, including machinery and raw ma-
terials, and labor power. These commodities are consumed within the pro-
duction process. Aided by whatever instruments of labor are necessary,
workers fashion raw materials into a new commodity to be sold in the mar-
ket. The value of the raw materials, machinery, and other materiel used up in
producing the final product is transferred to the new commodity. The cost of
shoes, for example, includes the value of the tools and leather used up in their
manufacture. Marx’s key point here is that while machinery imparts value,
equivalent to its depreciation, it does not create value. Because the value of
this part of capital remains the same throughout the process of production,
Marx refers to it as “constant capital.” Labor power, on the other hand, “both
reproduces the equivalent of its own value and produces an excess.” Because
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it possesses this value-creating property, Marx calls the capital advanced for
the purchase of labor power “variable capital.” The human labor expended in
the production of the final product thus takes two distinct forms: first, the
past or dead labor congealed in the means of production and passed along to
the new commodity; and second, living labor, “labour-power in action,”
which preserves the existing value of the original capital outlay and adds new
value as well.43

But this still does not answer the key question: what is it about living
labor that enables it to produce this surplus value? Marx’s explanation is the
cornerstone of his theory of capitalism. Workers are paid according to their
value, he states, but there is a difference between the value of labor power—
that is, the cost required for the reproduction of the worker—and the value
labor power creates. The wealth workers produce, in other words, is greater
than the wealth needed to sustain them. This is the secret of profit making. A
fair day’s work produces more than the equivalent of a fair day’s pay. Work-
ers, Marx argues, are not cheated (at least not according to capitalist rules of
the game); they are paid the full value of their labor power. But they are not
paid the full value of their labor; they are not paid the equivalent of what
they produce. After all, where is the gain for capitalists if they give their
workers $100 a day and all they get back in return is $100 worth of labor?
The reality, Marx explains, and “a piece of good luck” for capitalists, is that
in purchasing labor power they gain command of workers’ capacity to labor
for a period of time in excess of what is necessary for workers to produce the
equivalent of their social subsistence wage.44

To gain a better understanding of this argument, imagine a working day
of ten hours. In one part of that day, say five hours, workers produce the
value of their labor power, the value of their means of subsistence. This is
paid to them in the form of wages. Marx calls this portion of the working day
“necessary labour-time.” If they worked on their own rather than for a capi-
talist, workers would be able to provision themselves by laboring just five
hours each day, leaving the other nineteen hours to do as they pleased. But
since they have sold their labor power for a ten-hour period, they are obliged
to continue working an additional five hours for the benefit of the capitalist.
Marx underlines this key point: “The fact that half a day’s labour is necessary
to keep the worker alive during 24 hours does not in any way prevent him
from working a whole day.” Marx calls this second portion of the working
day “surplus labour-time.” It is from this surplus or unpaid labor that capital-
ists derive their profit. They pay each worker $100 per day, equal to the value
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of his or her labor power, and at the end of the day they get back from the
labor of each worker not only the equivalent of that sum, recouping their
initial investment, but an additional $100 of surplus value. This, Marx
claims, is the secret of profit making: capitalists have at their “disposal a
definite quantity of the unpaid labour of other people.”45

The Exploitation of Labor

There is, for Marx, another more pointed way of describing the secret of
profit making: the capitalist class appropriates surplus value through the
exploitation of the working class. To say workers are exploited means they
are forced to perform unpaid labor. Force enters the picture because workers,
lacking access to means of production and needing to earn a living, have little
alternative but to hire themselves out to capitalists. This situation enables
capitalists to profit from the surplus labor of workers. And no matter how
much this “might appear as the result of free contractual agreement,” Marx
declares, “by its very nature [it] always remains forced labour.” In this re-
spect, he suggests, capitalism is similar to slavery, though while slaves are
compelled by law, “free workers” are driven by their circumstances to volun-
tarily perform unpaid labor.46

“The driving motive and determining purpose” of the capitalist system,
Marx states, is “the greatest possible production of surplus-value, hence the
greatest possible exploitation of labour-power.” The rate of exploitation is
the ratio of surplus labor to necessary labor. Surplus labor, remember, is the
unpaid labor appropriated by the capitalist, and necessary labor is the labor
required to cover the cost of workers’ means of subsistence. Capitalists in-
crease the rate of exploitation whenever they manage to increase the portion
of the working day devoted to surplus labor rather than necessary labor. The
more workers are forced to perform unpaid labor, the higher the rate of
exploitation and the greater the surplus value received by capitalists. 47

One strategy for increasing surplus value, which over the history of capi-
talism has provoked repeated conflict between the capitalist class and the
working class, is to prolong the working day, lengthening it, say, from ten
hours to twelve hours. Assuming five hours are required for necessary labor,
capitalists thereby increase surplus-labor time from five to seven hours. Marx
calls this the production of “absolute surplus-value.” A second possibility,
the more common way of augmenting surplus value once capitalism matures,
is to shorten the portion of the working day devoted to necessary-labor time.
Marx calls this the production of “relative surplus value.” This is achieved by
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increasing the productivity of labor, particularly in industries producing
means of subsistence, thereby lowering the value of labor power. If the
equivalent of workers’ maintenance costs can be produced in three hours
instead of five, this increases surplus-labor time in a ten-hour day from five
hours to seven.48

Time is money. With surplus labor originating from surplus-labor time,
this adage applies nowhere better than in the capitalist production process.
Workers, compelled to sell their labor power in the marketplace, are then
drafted into the army of wage laborers under capitalist command and sub-
jected to the “barrack-like discipline” of the workplace. Under the authority
of managerial “officers,” the working-class army is divided into two ranks,
privates and sergeants, the first laboring away in the trenches, the second
serving as foremen and overseers. The latter perform an essential supervisory
role, keeping a watchful eye on the troops, maintaining labor discipline,
ensuring the efficient operation of the production process, and making cer-
tain no labor power is wasted. The use of machinery in the workplace also
facilitates the exploitation of labor by diminishing workers’ discretion in the
labor process and by tying them to “the uniform and unceasing motion of an
automaton.”49

With workers winning legislative battles to limit the length of the work-
ing day, employers’ main recourse for increasing the rate of exploitation is
the intensification of labor. By reengineering and speeding up the labor pro-
cess and closely supervising the workforce, they strive to consume labor
power as efficiently as possible, to increase the “quantity of labor” by filling
up “the pores of the working day.” Capitalists are at war against time. In “its
insatiable appetite for surplus labour,” Marx says, capital “usurps the time
for growth, development and healthy maintenance of the body. It steals the
time required for the consumption of fresh air and sunlight. It haggles over
the meal-times, where possible incorporating them into the production pro-
cess itself.” Having a legal claim on workers’ time, capitalists demand “the
greatest possible daily expenditure of labour-power, no matter how diseased,
compulsory and painful it may be.” Capitalism, Marx concludes, surpasses
all other systems of production “in its energy and its quality of unbounded
and ruthless activity.”50

Capitalist Contradictions and Crisis Tendencies

The very dynamic of capitalism, by continuously adding to the mass of
people forced to sell their labor power, “reproduces and perpetuates the
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conditions under which the worker is exploited.” In passages such as this
Marx makes it seem as though capitalism resembles a perpetual motion ma-
chine, a self-sustaining system capable of enduring into perpetuity. But the
reality, he makes clear, is quite different. First, even as it reproduces itself,
capitalism never stays the same; it is always changing and expanding. Sec-
ond, even as it persists, capitalism is inherently crisis prone, susceptible to
periodic breakdowns. And third, from the standpoint of workers, exposed
daily to the vagaries of the market and the despotism of the workplace, the
malfunctioning of capitalism is a normal experience. Marx’s economic writ-
ings are meant not only to inform us about how capitalism works, but also
how it fails to work.51

Capitalists, in response to the “coercive laws of competition,” are con-
stantly pressured to increase efficiency and productivity. As one capitalist
cheapens the costs of production by introducing labor-saving technologies,
others are compelled to follow suit. But as they vie to outperform each other
by improving the methods of production, the unintended result is a long-term
decline in the overall rate of profit. The cause of this tendency, according to
Marx, attesting to the self-destructive nature of the system, is the very tech-
nological prowess unleashed by capitalism. As machinery is increasingly
substituted for labor in the process of production, as technology is called
upon to do more and more of the work, the amount of living labor time
embodied in commodities shrinks. But since living labor, or “variable capi-
tal,” is the source of profit, the inner logic of capitalist development engen-
ders a “progressive tendency for the general rate of profit to fall.” This is
only a tendency, Marx stresses, as it may be offset by various “counteracting
factors,” but it nevertheless presents a potential threat to the sustainability of
the system.52

When the decline in the rate of profit becomes sufficiently serious, an
economic crisis erupts. Less profitable industries are forced out of business,
investment and production are curtailed, unemployment increases, and the
industrial reserve army grows. Such crises exhibit a predictable pattern. “Fe-
verish production,” stimulated by the never-ending quest for profit, causes a
“glut on the market” followed by a “contraction of the market,” culminating
in “over-production, crisis and stagnation,” with devastating effects on work-
ers’ employment prospects and living conditions. The eventual effect of such
“regularly recurring catastrophes”—by causing the destruction of less pro-
ductive enterprises and the decline of wages—is to restore, at least temporar-
ily, the conditions for profitable investment. “Stagnation in production,”
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Marx states, “prepares the ground for a later expansion of production. . . .
And so we go round the whole circle once again.” But as this boom-and-bust
cycle continues, he explains, crises become progressively more frequent and
severe, not only hindering capitalism’s ability to recover, but also threatening
its “violent overthrow.”53

The survival of capitalism is dependent on growing profits, and this re-
quires the extraction of more and more surplus value and the production of
more and more goods. Once this “first act” is completed, however, once
surplus value is produced in the workplace, a “second act” begins. Capitalists
now set off into the marketplace loaded down with their newly minted com-
modities in search of buyers. But there is no guarantee they will be able to
sell all their goods or realize the full value of their commodities in the
market. Indeed, this is a chronic problem because the vast majority of people
in capitalist society are workers, having the resources to purchase only a
small portion of what they produce; capitalists’ spending on means of pro-
duction and luxuries may be insufficient to pick up the slack. Workers are
essential to the functioning of capitalism both as sellers of labor power and as
buyers of commodities. But in a system where production is for profit, they
are hindered in their capacity as buyers because as sellers their wages must
be kept to a minimum.54

Capitalism is susceptible to crises, Marx argues, because of its unlimited
ambition, its need for unceasing expansion and endless profit making. This
imperative—“Accumulate, accumulate!”—inevitably comes into conflict
with the limits imposed by “the poverty and restricted consumption of the
masses.” The crisis tendencies of capitalism are thus internal to the system
itself. They are not simply contingent products of exogenous shocks, faulty
economic policies, or other avoidable mishaps and malpractices; they result
from the normal workings of the system. Capitalism is vulnerable to break-
down because of its intrinsically contradictory nature. It tends toward unlim-
ited expansion in the production of surplus value, while its ability to realize
surplus value through the sale of commodities in the market runs up against
the inherent limitations on consumption. In short, capitalism is impelled to
create far more productive capacity than can be profitably set into motion
and to produce far more goods than consumers have the wherewithal to buy.
The system inevitably gives rise to an apparent “absurdity—the epidemic of
over-production,” characterized by the familiar sight of idle factories, unsold
goods, and jobless workers.55
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Capitalism, Marx argues, is prone toward “over-production,” but at the
same time it is also prone toward “under-production.” From the standpoint of
profitability, the system produces too much, resulting in periods of stagna-
tion. But from the standpoint of human requirements—that is, what people
need to live a decent life rather than what they can afford to buy—the system
produces too little. Capitalists cease production when it is no longer profit-
able, regardless of whether or not people are sufficiently supplied with food,
shelter, and clothing. The real problem with capitalism, Marx concludes, is
not that it produces too many goods, but that it produces too few goods “to
satisfy the mass of the population in an adequate and human way.” This
reveals the central contradiction of capitalism as a mode of production and
the source of its perplexing irrationality: its purpose “is not the satisfaction of
needs but the production of profit.”56

* * *

Marx’s analysis of the capitalist economic system has many distinguishing
qualities. The most important perhaps is that he examines capitalism from the
standpoint of the working class. He draws attention to the disparity between
the vast riches on display in capitalist society and the relative impoverish-
ment of the worker. But he is not primarily concerned with the living condi-
tions of the working class, and certainly not with their style of life. The most
significant fact about workers for Marx, not least because it is decisive for
grasping the inner logic of capitalism, is that they are workers. They are
compelled to sell their labor power in the market, transfer control over their
labor time and its products to their employers, and perform unpaid work for
the benefit of the capitalist class. In particular, Marx’s analysis of capitalism
is unique for its emphasis on the circumstances and experiences of workers
within the workplace, the “hidden abode of production”; its focus on the
alienation and exploitation of the working class; and its unveiling of the
inherent antagonism and ongoing conflict—“now hidden, now open”—be-
tween the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In today’s capitalist society, while
we are treated to minute-by-minute updates on the stock market, the world of
work is perhaps even more concealed from view than it was in the nineteenth
century, and even workers themselves remain largely invisible. In daring to
pry open the doors of the workplace and take a look at what capitalism means
for the lives of those who perform the real labor in society, Marx may still
have a great deal to teach us.57
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CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIALIST REVOLUTION

Capitalism for Marx is the bridge between past and future. It puts an end to
the old pre-capitalist world, it accelerates the growth of the modern industrial
world, and it opens the door to a new post-capitalist world. Though he is one
of its most severe critics, Marx views capitalism as playing a historically
progressive role, unwittingly preparing the way for the socialist society of the
future. Because it stimulates the expansion of the forces of production, in-
creasing society’s productive powers by leaps and bounds, capitalism makes
socialism objectively possible. Because it undergoes periodic breakdowns
and recurring crises, exposing its inefficiency and wastefulness as a system
of production, capitalism calls forth a constituency for socialism. Because it
“squanders human beings,” accumulating misery in the same proportion as it
accumulates wealth, capitalism invests socialism with the quality of a moral
imperative. And because it produces its own “grave-diggers” in the form of a
class-conscious proletariat, capitalism makes socialism politically feasible.
Capitalism develops and reproduces itself in such a way, Marx suggests, that
socialism appears not only desirable but practical, and if not inevitable, as he
sometimes proclaims, at least possible.58

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Marx has no theory of socialism
understood as a detailed plan for the future. But he does propose a theory of
socialism in a different sense, as an account of how a socialist movement
arises from the contradictions of capitalism. This exemplifies one of the
unique features of Marx’s perspective. In contrast to other more romantic and
backward-looking theorists who fought to restrain the advance of capitalism
and who imagined socialism as the restoration of some idealized pre-capital-
ist past, Marx’s standpoint is distinctly forward looking. He envisions social-
ism as a society of the future, emerging on the far side of capitalism, building
on the latter’s technological accomplishments.

In this, the third and final section of the chapter, I provide a brief sum-
mary of Marx’s thinking about the transition from capitalism to socialism (a
topic I discuss further in chapter 8). I focus on three interrelated issues:
Marx’s conception of capitalism as a modernizing force, his argument that
capitalism creates the objective conditions necessary for socialism, and his
analysis of how the dynamics of capitalism lead to the formation of a revolu-
tionary working class.59
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Capitalism as a Modernizing Force

Capitalism is a revolutionary system, overturning the traditional feudal order
and replacing it with a profoundly new and qualitatively different type of
society. As Marx and Engels describe it in the opening pages of the Commu-
nist Manifesto, once the capitalist mode of production is up and running, it is
an utterly transformative force, sweeping away the old world and imposing
an altogether new world. The capitalist revolution brings forth the modern
bourgeoisie, the wealthy leaders of vast industrial armies; the modern prole-
tariat, a mass of wage laborers distributed “among the machinery as so many
cogs”; the modern state, responsible for “managing the common affairs” of
the capitalist class; modern industry, an economic behemoth with giant ma-
chine-based factories displacing small-scale manufacture; and modern sci-
ence and technology, harnessing human knowledge to the imperative of prof-
it making. Wherever this capitalist revolution touches ground, it uproots
traditional manners and mores, “turning all natural relations into money rela-
tions,” leaving standing no bonds between people other than “naked self-
interest.”60

As industrial capitalism spreads, “enormous cities” appear in its wake,
and the urban population multiplies, completing the “victory of town over
country” and ending the “idiocy” of rural life. While transforming the inter-
nal demographics of the nation, capitalism also extends its reach globally,
revolutionizing transportation and communications technologies and bring-
ing the entire world under its influence. It creates a world market and a
“world history,” increasing the “inter-dependency of nations,” giving “a cos-
mopolitan character to production and consumption,” and drawing even “the
most barbarian nations into civilization.” Driven ceaselessly to expand, Marx
declares, modern capitalism forges a new world “after its own image,” forc-
ing all other countries to “adopt the bourgeois mode of production.” And as it
succeeds in establishing itself around the globe, industrial capitalism also
generates “new conditions of oppression” and “new forms of struggle.”61

What is perhaps most revolutionary about modern industrial capitalism is
its inherently dynamic quality. Unlike all previous modes of production
which are “essentially conservative,” capitalism is always developing, al-
ways introducing new technologies, and always looking for new ways to
intensify the productivity of labor. It survives only by continuously trans-
forming the system of production, though in the process adding to the dis-
tress of the working class. The capitalist system, Marx says, “does away with
all repose, all fixity and all security as far as the worker’s life-situation is
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concerned.” In the Communist Manifesto, he and Engels make the same
point, asserting that what distinguishes the capitalist epoch from all others is
the constant “revolutionizing of production,” the “uninterrupted disturbance
of all social conditions,” and the experience of “everlasting uncertainty and
agitation.” The modern capitalist world is one of permanent change, where
“all that is solid melts into air.”62

The Historical Mission of Capitalism

The capitalist revolution destroys the pre-capitalist world, spreads modern
industry far and wide, and brings humanity to the threshold of a new epoch.
It exerts a “civilizing influence,” propelling history forward by burying a
decrepit past with its “old ways of life” and by making it possible for the
modern world to advance to a higher stage of development. Capitalism’s
“historical mission,” Marx argues, and its singular contribution to civiliza-
tion, is the powerful impetus it gives to the growth of human productive
power. Through the application of science and technology and the intensifi-
cation of labor, capitalism vastly increases society’s productive capacity.
With the bourgeoisie at the helm, Marx says, capitalism in just a single
century “has created more massive and more colossal productive forces than
have all preceding generations together.”63

Because of its intrinsic nature, however, capitalism, Marx argues, is inca-
pable of realizing the potential human benefits accruing from increasing
productivity. The purpose of capitalism is not the cultivation of the person,
but the appropriation of profit. And the governing motive of this system,
likewise, is not to increase the free time at the disposal of the individual, but
just the contrary, to increase the surplus-labor time at the disposal of the
capitalist. The capitalist mode of production is premised on the exploitation
of labor, and for this reason it cannot deliver on the promise of a good
society. Capitalism develops the productive forces to such a degree that a
society of abundance is possible; but while it produces great riches for the
few, even the basic needs of the many go unfulfilled. Capitalism promotes a
level of productivity sufficiently high to reduce substantially the time people
must spend performing unpleasant labor; but here again, while a small mi-
nority enjoys a life of leisure, the mass of wage laborers, when they are lucky
enough to find jobs at all, face a lifetime of overwork. Capitalism also pro-
duces a constant outpouring of scientific advances and technological
achievements; but because its accomplishments must above all else satisfy
the principle of profitability, they only incidentally function for the common
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good. Insofar as it contributes to the development of society’s forces of
production, capitalism is a historically progressive system. But because it is
systemically unable to translate its tremendous potential into a more humane
society—most importantly by freeing people from the burden of alienated
labor—it eventually outlives its usefulness. What was once a civilizing force
becomes a barrier to further progress. When this point is reached, Marx
claims, the time is ripe for capitalism to be replaced by socialism. 64

By compelling human beings to “produce for production’s sake,” Marx
states, capitalism creates the “material conditions of production which alone
can form the real basis of a higher form of society, a society in which the full
and free development of every individual forms the ruling principle.” This
ideal is possible only in a society where the problem of scarcity has been
overcome and where every individual is at liberty to exercise their creative
abilities. The indispensable prerequisite of socialism, therefore, is the reduc-
tion of necessary labor time, for only by shortening the working day and
enlarging the “realm of freedom” will individuals have the opportunity to
realize their human potential. This explains why for Marx capitalism’s role in
augmenting the forces of production is so essential; it is, he says, the “neces-
sary practical premise” of socialism. Without the productive power built up
by capitalism, instead of enabling the free development of the individual, a
revolution would achieve only a form of “crude communism” where “want is
merely made general.” Capitalism is important for Marx because it creates
the productive forces necessary for a socialist society. The historical mission
of socialism in turn is to liberate society’s productive powers from the shack-
les of capitalist relations of production, placing them under the “joint control
of the producers,” and thus freeing society’s productive potential to serve the
goal of human self-realization.65

The Formation of a Revolutionary Working Class

As capitalism develops, large-scale industry emerges, the forces of produc-
tion grow, and the means of production are increasingly centralized. These
conditions, according to Marx, establish the economic foundations that make
a socialist society possible. The historical destiny of the working class, he
argues, is to translate that possibility into a reality. Marx’s theory of how
socialism arises from the dynamics of capitalism thus includes two distinct
elements: on the objective side, the development of the “material conditions”
necessary for a higher stage of society and, on the subjective side, the devel-
opment of a revolutionary proletariat. These two elements appear hand in
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hand, Marx argues, as the growth of industrial capitalism itself lays the
groundwork for the formation of a class-conscious proletariat and for the
eventual “revolt of the working class.”66

Capitalism, Marx maintains, produces “its own grave-diggers” in the
form of the modern proletariat. This outcome results in part because the
conditions of the working class tend to deteriorate over time, a circumstance
made even more certain by the outbreak of periodic crises. It is not necessari-
ly the case that workers’ standard of living declines over the long run, though
relative to that of the capitalist class this too is likely. But whether their
“payment is high or low,” Marx contends, the situation of workers—as wage
laborers—grows worse. The more that capitalists increase the exploitation
and productivity of labor, as they are compelled to do by competitive forces,
the more that work becomes increasingly monotonous and repulsive. The
worker is distorted into “a fragment of a man,” reduced to “an appendage of a
machine,” and subjected to a dehumanizing workplace despotism. As capital-
ism matures, “the mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation and ex-
ploitation grows.” The process of industrialization, Marx suggests, by height-
ening workers’ experience of alienation and exploitation, fuels their opposi-
tion to the capitalist system and supplies the motivation for a socialist revolu-
tion.67

With the development of modern industry, furthermore, the working-class
population grows in numbers and is brought together in large-scale factories
and urban centers. The divisions among workers diminish as their life
circumstances become more uniform, with machinery obliterating “all dis-
tinctions of labour,” and as their wages are reduced “to the same low level.”
In this manner capitalism contributes to the formation among the working
class of a common situation. This in turn leads workers to recognize their
common interests and to develop a common class consciousness. It also
facilitates their ability to organize themselves as a class. As they become
more unified and as they achieve a higher level of class awareness, workers
cease competing among themselves and begin carrying “on general competi-
tion with the capitalist” instead. “The advance of industry, whose involuntary
promoter is the bourgeoisie,” Marx states, “replaces the isolation of the la-
bourers, due to competition, by their revolutionary combination, due to asso-
ciation.” With the aid of “improved means of communication,” furthermore,
local working-class struggles are transformed into national struggles. Thus
conflicts between individual workers and individual capitalists take on “more
and more the character of collisions between two classes.” As this conflict
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escalates, the mass of workers “becomes united, and constitutes itself as a
class for itself. The interests it defends become class interests.” The very
logic of capitalist development, Marx claims, by both motivating and em-
powering the working class, transforms an exploited mass into an agent of
socialist revolution.68

On the surface, Marx’s argument does not seem implausible. But clearly
his expectation that capitalism would give rise to a class-conscious and revo-
lutionary proletariat has not been borne out, or at least not yet. More than a
century and a quarter after Marx’s death, no advanced capitalist nation has
experienced anything approaching a successful socialist revolution, nor does
this seem likely in the near future. Partly this is tied in complicated ways to
changes since Marx’s day in the nature of capitalism. To cite just a few
examples: the appearance of gigantic multinational corporations; the rise of
the welfare state and the extension of citizenship rights; the appearance of a
pervasive mass media industry and a culture of consumerism; the shift from
manufacturing industries to service industries; and the emergence of new
social movements focused on issues of gender, race, nationality, sexual iden-
tity, the environment, and many other causes. None of this means that Marx
has been proven wrong, however, or that his analysis of the capitalist mode
of production is no longer relevant. As Eric Hobsbawm points out, Marx’s
“prediction” of a working-class revolution was “read into his analysis” of
capitalist development, “but did not derive from it.” The absence of a social-
ist future on the horizon therefore cannot be taken as a refutation of Marx’s
critique of capitalism. The basic question we are left with, one pursued by
numerous scholars, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, is this: Can Marx’s analy-
sis be revised to account for the surprising persistence and changing nature of
capitalism without abandoning its fundamental premises, without ceasing to
be a “Marxist” theory?69





Chapter Three

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917)

Marx was a revolutionary, Durkheim an academic. Marx was deeply in-
volved in the political struggles of his day; Durkheim remained aloof from
the unseemly world of partisan politics. Marx dedicated his life to the cause
of socialism; Durkheim devoted his to establishing the discipline of sociolo-
gy. Both wrote manifestos, Marx calling upon the workers of the world to
unite and Durkheim, in The Rules of Sociological Method, advocating on
behalf of a science of society. Though they followed divergent paths, Marx
and Durkheim did share one common objective: to understand the world for
the purpose of changing it. Despite his disdain for normal politics, Durkheim,
no less than Marx, had a political agenda. Indeed, according to Robert Alun
Jones, Durkheim’s “entire social science,” from his basic terminology to his
choice of topics, “was a deeply political act.”1

Durkheim, like Marx, wrote against the backdrop of the “dual revolu-
tion”: the French Revolution of 1789 and the Industrial Revolution, originat-
ing in England in the late 1700s. Both figured prominently in his work. But
the French Revolution, partly due to its embattled and uncertain legacy in his
home country, had a particularly strong influence on his thinking about mod-
ern society. The Revolution inaugurated a process of social and political
modernization that even a century later remained incomplete, precarious, and
deeply contested. This was the historical setting of Durkheim’s sociology. At
issue was the very future of the nation. Would France revert to the pre-
revolutionary past or would it embrace the modern era by institutionalizing
the principles of 1789: liberty, equality, and fraternity?2
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Though largely successful in destroying the old order (the ancien régime),
the Revolution, Durkheim lamented, “built nothing new” to take its place.
This instability persisted for decades, with one regime change after another.
Throughout much of the nineteenth century, France remained in the grip of
political upheaval and social conflict. This state of national crisis reached a
boiling point during Durkheim’s teen years with two dramatic events:
France’s devastating defeat in the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, and in that
same year the brutal suppression of the Paris Commune, a short-lived insur-
gent government formed by Parisian workers. In the midst of these debacles,
the Third Republic was established, giving hope to proponents of a demo-
cratic, liberal, secular society.3

By the turn of the century, Durkheim had become the “high priest,” the
“semiofficial ideologist” of this new political regime. In support of the Third
Republic and in service to the goal of national regeneration, he took up
intellectual arms against both the reactionary forces of the right and the
revolutionary forces of the left. In opposition to the Church, the aristocracy,
and other conservative champions of the traditional order, Durkheim
mounted a defense of modernity. And in opposition to the socialist demand
for a total remaking of society, he urged gradual, evolutionary, non-violent
reform. Durkheim’s sociology, including his most scholarly writings, is
thoroughly imbued with political significance. His was a distinctly political
project: to comprehend the crisis of modern society and, through the instru-
ment of sociology, to provide scientific guidance for achieving a stable and
just social order.4

This chapter provides an overview of Durkheim’s analysis of modern
society and his contribution to the development of sociology. As with the
previous chapter on Marx, my purpose here is to familiarize readers with
some of Durkheim’s key ideas and prepare the way for the later thematic
chapters. In the first of four sections, I consider Durkheim’s conception of
sociology and the sociological method, drawing primarily on The Rules of
Sociological Method (1895; second edition, 1901). In the second section,
focusing on his first book, The Division of Labor in Society (1893; second
edition, 1901), I discuss his perspective on the origins and nature of modern
society. While continuing to explore his theory of modernity, in the third
section I turn to Durkheim’s book On Suicide (1897). In the fourth section,
touching on some of the issues raised in The Elementary Forms of Religious
Life (1912) and in his writings on education, I conclude by addressing one of
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the themes most central to Durkheim’s sociology: the relationship between
the individual and society.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL ENTERPRISE

In his methodological writings and in much of the rest of his work as well,
Durkheim’s chief objective was to legitimate the discipline of sociology, not
only in the eyes of the scientific community, but also in the larger court of
public opinion. In pursuit of this goal, he delineated a distinct subject matter
for sociology, the vital though hitherto “unknown world” of “social facts.”
He set forth the rules of the sociological method, proposing a scientific,
empirically minded sociology in contrast to the more philosophical approach
of his predecessors, Henri de Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte. He made a
case for the practical value of sociology, insisting that the new science of
society had a critical role to play in remedying the ills of the modern world.
And he suggested that sociology—with its unique blend of subject matter,
empirical method, and practical relevance—not only differed from other aca-
demic disciplines, but was in many respects superior to these, particularly in
its ability to comprehend the modern condition and promote the cause of
national restoration.5

The Domain of Sociology

To be considered a genuine science, sociology needs its own subject matter,
“a definite field to explore.” For Durkheim, sociology’s particular object of
study, distinguishing it from biology, psychology, philosophy, and the other
sciences, is the realm of social facts. This realm includes a diverse array of
social realities—from religious beliefs, legal codes, and moral rules to peda-
gogical practices, architectural styles, and political and economic institu-
tions. To say such phenomena are social means they compose a definite
collective reality; they originate from and are characteristic of the group
rather than the individual. This quality requires that social facts be studied
sociologically. To say they are factual means they have an objective reality
outside the mind of the individual; they possess a nature of their own, no less
substantial than phenomena in the physical world. This quality requires that
social facts be studied scientifically.6

Durkheim singles out three defining characteristics of social facts: exter-
nality, constraint, and generality. Facts having these characteristics are ex-
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pressly social phenomena, meaning in particular they cannot be ascribed to
individual intentions, desires, or motivations. Because they “do not have
their immediate and determining cause in the nature of individuals,” such
facts are explicable only from the standpoint of the sociological perspective. 7

Externality. Social facts are ways of thinking and acting that exist prior to
and “outside the consciousness of the individual.” We are born into a world
consisting of already formed and often long-standing social institutions, cul-
tural ideals, and customary practices. As members of society, we communi-
cate in the language of our culture; we fulfill the obligations associated with
our roles as mothers and fathers, students and teachers; we obey laws and
adhere to social conventions; and we subscribe to prevailing values and
beliefs. While we do all these things more or less freely, the norms governing
our behavior, the doctrines eliciting our allegiance, and the institutional set-
tings within which we conduct our collective affairs are not expressions of
our will or design. They are social facts, collective realities. They exist
external to us as individuals, products of our historical heritage and social
milieu. We can understand neither their nature nor their causes “by searching
within ourselves.”8

Constraint. Social facts, in addition to being external to the individual,
possess a “compelling and coercive power.” They impose themselves on the
individual from the outside, “like moulds into which we are forced to cast our
actions.” We are thus constrained by the obligatory power of public opinion,
religious beliefs, moral rules, and legal precepts; by the sanctity of traditional
ways of thinking and acting; and by currents of collective emotion, as when
carried along by the frenzy of a crowd. Society, by virtue of its “moral
authority,” forces us to submit to “rules of action and thought that we have
neither made nor wanted” and “subjects us to all sorts of restraints, priva-
tions, and sacrifices.” But though we are continuously pushed and pulled by
the power of social forces, we typically fail to recognize their coercive influ-
ence, falsely imagining ourselves to be perfectly free agents. We internalize
the demands of society, we become habituated to conventions learned as
children, we conform routinely to social pressures, and we generally perceive
legal codes and social institutions as deserving of respect. The constraining
power of social facts becomes apparent, sometimes painfully so, only when
we deviate from prescribed ways of thinking and acting. We face imprison-
ment for breaking laws, job loss for violating professional codes of conduct,
ridicule for defying social norms, and ostracism for espousing unconvention-
al ideas. The constraining power of social facts, made forcefully apparent in
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the application of punishments and penalties, attests not only to the reality of
society, but also to the influence it exerts over the life of the individual. 9

Generality. Social facts also have the characteristic of being general with-
in a group. Durkheim underscores a difficult point here. Social facts are not
collective phenomena because they are widespread; they are widespread be-
cause they are collective phenomena. The generality of a social fact, a partic-
ular moral rule or cultural belief, for example, is not the result of it being
embraced independently by a multitude of individuals. A social fact, rather,
has the quality of generality because it is “a condition of the group” more or
less replicated in each of its members. Consider for example the widespread
antipathy toward socialist ideas in the United States. It is not as though
millions of Americans, each on their own weighing socialism’s pros and
cons, happened to arrive at a similarly negative view. This hostility is social
in origin, embedded in deeply rooted cultural traditions, periodically reaf-
firmed in the public discourse, and passed along from one generation to the
next through the process of socialization. The generality of such social facts
is a concomitant of their constraining power. As socially approved ways of
thinking and acting, they are general because they exercise a powerful influ-
ence over people’s behavior and beliefs. In sum, according to Durkheim, a
social fact “is in each part because it is in the whole,” not in the whole
because it is in each part.10

By drawing attention to the external, coercive power of social facts,
Durkheim proposes a conception of society not only as a “reality sui generis”
and a distinct object of knowledge, but as something superior to and even
dominating the individual. He explicitly challenges the commonsense view
that individuals are the “completely autonomous” authors of their own lives.
Individuals, for Durkheim, are necessarily social beings; they are persons in
their own right, certainly, but products of society nevertheless and subject to
social forces beyond their immediate control.11

The Social Nature of Social Facts

Durkheim admits that individuals are the only “active forces” in the social
world. But in his effort to establish the discipline of sociology, he asks us to
accept the supra-individual reality of society. How does he resolve this seem-
ing paradox? What reasoning leads him to believe that society even exists as
anything more than a collection of individuals? How does he justify his claim
that social facts have a reality of their own, irreducible to psychological or
biological facts? To account for the existence of social facts, Durkheim pro-
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poses an analogy. Just as chemical elements interact to create new phenome-
na with their own unique properties—as for example when hydrogen and
oxygen combine to produce water—so too do individuals, “by uniting, by
acting and reacting on one another, by fusing, give birth to a new reality.”
When bound together in groups, individuals form distinctly collective ways
of feeling, thinking, and living. They develop a language, a worldview, and a
moral code, along with diverse institutional practices covering everything
from the socialization of children to the organization of production. These
are social as opposed to individual facts. They derive from human associa-
tion, not human nature. They originate from the life of the group, not the
mind of the individual. Society for Durkheim is more than the sum of the
individuals who make it up, and the qualities of society are likewise different
from the qualities of its constituent members. The “system” formed by indi-
vidual relationships, he says, “represents a specific reality which has its own
characteristics.” This distinctly social reality, an outgrowth of human interac-
tion, is the particular subject matter of sociology.12

Durkheim’s concept of social facts, by affirming a collective reality exter-
nal to the consciousness of individuals, is meant to legitimate the indepen-
dent status of sociology, to show that it is not simply a “corollary of individu-
al psychology.” These two disciplines, Durkheim argues, have as their sub-
ject matter entirely different factual domains, different realities. Psychology
is concerned with phenomena internal to the individual, “individual represen-
tations,” the minds and thoughts of persons. Sociology, by contrast, is con-
cerned with phenomena external to the individual, “collective representa-
tions,” including for example culturally specific myths, morals, and manners.
These social phenomena, which make up the “collective consciousness,” are
fundamentally different from the “states of the individual consciousness,”
just as the “mentality of groups is not that of individuals.” For this reason, he
claims, sociology and psychology are radically distinct from one another.
Taking this argument a step further, Durkheim asserts the priority of sociolo-
gy over psychology. Social life, he says, does not derive from the attributes
of individuals; on the contrary, the attributes of individuals derive from so-
cial life. The beliefs and values of individuals, for example, are more or less
only a variation on the beliefs and values of the groups to which they belong.
Thus even psychological facts are subject to sociological analysis, since for
the most part they are “only the prolongation of social facts within the indi-
vidual consciousness.”13
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The Factual Nature of Social Facts

Besides being social in nature, the phenomena making up the domain of
sociology also have the quality of being factual. They possess an indepen-
dent reality. Though not always directly observable, they nevertheless exist
in the external world, not merely in our heads. Like other scientific disci-
plines, sociology studies “things.” In referring to social facts as things, Durk-
heim means they are not simply ideas. While an idea can be known “from the
inside,” through introspection, a thing is an “object of knowledge.” It can be
known only “from the outside,” through observation and description, com-
parison and classification. To know a thing requires empirical investigation,
getting outside of our minds and methodically examining the real world
itself. Thus Durkheim, determined to place the discipline on solid scientific
footing, arrives at the fundamental rule of sociology: “consider social facts
as things.”14

When Durkheim proposes that social facts be treated as things, he rejects
the “dualist prejudice,” the tendency to regard human beings and human
societies as “outside of nature” and off limits as objects of scientific analysis.
Along with this, he also calls upon social scientists to adopt a “certain atti-
tude of mind.” To avoid tainting their findings, he advises, sociologists must
set aside their prior beliefs and approach their subject matter as though they
know nothing about it. Only on this basis, on the presumption of ignorance,
will sociologists be sufficiently receptive to the facts and open to discovery.
To treat social facts as things means proceeding in a true spirit of inquiry,
prepared to learn from observation and experimentation. This requires soci-
ologists to rid their minds of preconceptions, attend only to the facts in
themselves, and allow their conclusions to follow their empirical research
wherever this might lead.15

By drawing attention to the factual nature of social facts, Durkheim, as I
explain below, distinguishes sociology not only from psychology, but from
common sense and philosophy as well. His thinking about social facts also
leads him to propose a new program to reorient and reinvigorate the disci-
pline, to steer it along a more genuinely scientific track.

Sociology versus Common Sense

As an inevitable concomitant of our normal, everyday existence, we cannot
help but form ideas about such things as politics and economics, morality and
law, education and marriage. These ideas may be useful in giving us a sense
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of meaning and guiding our daily conduct. But they lack scientific validity,
and even worse they hinder us from comprehending the true nature of the
world. Our everyday conceptions, Durkheim asserts, “are as a veil interposed
between the things and ourselves.” We are thus led to mistake our preconcep-
tions for realities, our ideas for facts. When we reflect upon our social sur-
roundings, it is not the phenomena in themselves we ponder, but an “ima-
gined world,” the world as filtered through “traditional prejudices,” “ac-
cepted opinions,” and taken-for-granted ideas.16

Sociology can achieve the status of a science, Durkheim insists, only
through the mindful, arduous, and sustained practice of emancipating itself
from everyday notions. Ordinary consciousness, a product of uncritical re-
flection, gives us concepts that are only “fleeting and subjective.” Sociology
needs to strike out in a new direction, to make a clean break with common
sense by treating social facts as things. This means guarding against “first
impressions,” familiar modes of thought, and conventional ideas. To avoid
the corrupting influence of everyday opinions and beliefs and to gain access
to the facts in themselves, sociology should take sense perceptions, not ordi-
nary concepts, as its point of departure, and it should proceed inductively,
inferring from “things to ideas,” not from “ideas to things.” A scientific
sociology is thus the enemy of conventional wisdom. With its commitment to
systematic observation, the sociological perspective, he asserts, “should
cause us to see things in a different way from the ordinary man.” Sociology
in Durkheim’s view occupies a privileged epistemological position, at odds
with and superior to lay knowledge.17

Sociology versus Philosophy

Sociology differs from psychology in its subject matter, social versus indi-
vidual facts, collective as opposed to individual representations. There is,
however, considerable substantive overlap between sociology and philoso-
phy. Both disciplines for example have an interest in forms of political or-
ganization and moral principles. Philosophy, because it first began contem-
plating “things of a social order,” might even be considered sociology’s chief
predecessor. Nevertheless, Durkheim argues, the contrast between sociology
and philosophy is fundamental, perhaps even more so than that between
sociology and psychology. Though they share some of the same concerns,
sociology and philosophy are diametrically opposed in their methods, objec-
tives, and views of society.
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Philosophy, in Durkheim’s interpretation, confines itself to purely con-
ceptual analysis, armchair ruminations on the essential nature or idea of the
individual, religion, the state, and morality, for example. Sociology follows a
different path, empirical research—the scientific investigation of political,
economic, religious, and moral facts as they exist in the real world. While
philosophy proceeds deductively, constructing systems of thought based on a
priori principles or assumptions about human nature, sociology’s method is
inductive, building up generalizations through the accumulation of special-
ized studies. Ultimately, these two disciplines arrive at their conclusions
through radically different procedures: contemplation and conjecture for phi-
losophy, observation and experimentation for sociology.18

The purposes of sociology and philosophy also differ. As with any sci-
ence, the aim of sociology is “to offer us as true an image of nature as
possible.” The aim of philosophy, Durkheim states, referring to Plato and
Aristotle, is quite different: “to confront our imagination with the idea of a
perfect society, a model to be imitated.” In contrast to sociology, philosophy
is prescriptive rather than factual, normative rather than empirical. Philoso-
phy does not seek to describe how things are or explain how they got that
way, but rather to tell us how things ought to be. Consider the phenomenon
of democracy. The objective of philosophy is not to reveal the history, pre-
conditions, or characteristics of actually existing political systems, but rather
to construct an image of the democratic ideal. Philosophy, unlike sociology,
is thus directed toward the future—what might be wished for—not the past
or the present. The purpose of sociology, in contrast, just as with the natural
sciences, is to know reality, to reveal the facts about society and to discover
its underlying laws.19

Sociology and philosophy also differ in their conceptions of society.
When philosophers set forth economic, political, or moral ideals, they tacitly
assume that society can be reordered to conform to theoretically contrived
models. Philosophy, Durkheim argues, presupposes a view of society as
nothing more than a human artifact, capable of being altered at will, fitted to
human designs and desires. For philosophy, society is a purely human crea-
tion, like a piece of art, free to be assembled and reassembled according to
deliberate plans. Durkheim rejects this assumption, insisting instead that so-
ciety is a “natural fact,” “subject to necessary laws.” It has its own nature, he
argues, deriving from its inner makeup, from the characteristics of group life.
The social order can be modified, of course, and Durkheim himself proposes
many reforms for the European nations of his day. But society is not infinite-
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ly malleable. It can be changed only within the impersonal constraints im-
posed by its historical “conditions of existence.” Society, he says, is not the
sort of thing that can be set up however we want it to be.20

Sociology as a Specialized Science

By demarcating the realm of social facts, Durkheim establishes a subject
matter for sociology. By proposing that social facts be treated as things, he
establishes a method for sociology. On this basis, he certifies sociology’s
credentials, distinguishing it from common sense and competing academic
fields, particularly psychology and philosophy. But his purpose is not just to
legitimate the discipline. He is also intent on transforming the practice of
sociology, reorienting the sociological enterprise, and guiding it in a more
fruitful direction.

In surveying the field of sociology and reflecting on the foundational
contributions of Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer, Durkheim depicts a
discipline still in its youth. He credits his predecessors for envisioning a
science of society, but faults them for failing to follow through on that vision.
While in theory they correctly formulate sociology’s program, in practice,
juggling concepts rather than studying facts, they seem less like sociologists
than philosophers. Comte, for example, rather than comparing and classify-
ing the many varieties of human society, took as his object of study a pure
fiction, society in general. This penchant for abstraction and speculation,
Durkheim laments, has left sociology in an empirically underdeveloped state.
It lacks basic information about even the most common social phenomena,
including religion, law, and the family. Because it has barely begun the
laborious task of systematic empirical investigation, sociology, even worse,
is in the sad state of not even knowing what it does not know.21

The problem, according to Durkheim, is that sociology at this early stage
of its development is still inclined toward “metaphysical reflection,” “sys-
tem-building,” and “philosophical syntheses.” Rather than addressing care-
fully defined issues of limited scope amenable to scientific study, sociolo-
gists are given to bold pronouncements and “brilliant generalities.” Rather
than fulfilling the pressing need for “regular information,” sociologists dog-
matize about social issues. Rather than getting down to the hard work of
undertaking specialized studies, sociologists offer up only a “metaphysic of
the social sciences.”22

To realize its potential as a genuine science of society, Durkheim argues,
sociology needs to relinquish its youthful enthusiasm for philosophical judg-
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ments and grand theories. More to the point, he admonishes, the time has
come for sociology “to end the era of generalities” and commence the “era of
specialization.” Sociologists can improve their knowledge of the world and
advance the discipline only by focusing their research on “restricted ques-
tions” and “groups of facts clearly circumscribed.” The most effective way
for sociology to prove its scientific mettle is to undertake specialized studies
in delimited areas, including morality, economics, law, and religion. A sci-
ence truly exists, Durkheim says, “only when it has been divided and subdi-
vided.” Specialization, by facilitating the practice of treating social facts as
things, is the cure for what ails the discipline of sociology. Through special-
ization, “science comes closer to things which are themselves specialized.”23

Explaining Social Facts

Sociology is a “distinct and autonomous science,” separate from psychology
in particular, because it has its own unique subject matter, social facts, but
also because it offers “exclusively sociological” explanations for social phe-
nomena. Durkheim develops this argument, setting forth the “rules for the
explanation of social facts,” by working through two distinctions: first, be-
tween causal explanation and functional analysis and second, between indi-
vidualistic explanations and sociological explanations.24

The aim of causal explanation is to discover the origins of social phenom-
ena, how social facts under consideration came to be the way they are.
Functional analysis, by contrast, seeks to understand the roles social phenom-
ena play or the purposes they serve. The first looks to causes, the second to
effects. For example, in studying the educational system, sociologists might,
on the one hand, trace its pattern of development to determine how it evolved
into its present form. On the other hand, they might also investigate the
functioning of this system, the results it produces. The problem, Durkheim
observes, is that sociologists sometimes confuse these two, falsely believing
they have accounted for the existence of some phenomenon by identifying
the functions it performs. But as he correctly points out, “to demonstrate the
utility of a fact does not explain its origins, nor how it is what it is.” The
system of compulsory mass education in the United States, to take one exam-
ple, functions to provide adult supervision for children, thus freeing parents
to participate in the labor force, This, however, does not explain how or why
this particular system was established in the first place. To identify the func-
tions of social phenomena is an important feature of the sociological method,
and it might even help explain why certain phenomena persist, but this form
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of analysis should not be confused with or substitute for causal explanation.
Durkheim thus proposes the following rule: “Therefore when one undertakes
to explain a social phenomenon the efficient cause which produces it and the
function it fulfills must be investigated separately.”25

Durkheim also insists that causal explanations in sociology take a genu-
inely sociological form. He rejects emphatically those explanations, essen-
tially individualistic or psychological in nature, that attribute social phenom-
ena to the desires, purposes, and needs of individuals. In criticizing individu-
alistic explanations, Durkheim makes several points. First, the social world
we currently occupy is not our creation, he points out. The institutions that
nowadays govern our lives have been “handed down to us already fashioned
by previous generations.” Second, individuals do sometimes contribute to the
emergence of new social phenomena—new laws, new norms, and new ideas.
This would seem to be clearly so in the case of charismatic leaders, scientific
pioneers, and innovative artists. But even when individuals step forward as
historical actors, Durkheim claims, they remain unaware of how their efforts
have been aided by the initiatives of others or abetted by social conditions.
The outcomes of human actions, he insists, cannot be traced back to the aims
of particular individuals. Third, social change inevitably results from a com-
plex chain of collective action stretching from past to present; no particular
individual plays anything more than an “infinitesimally small part” in shap-
ing the course of history. Durkheim does not wish to deny individual agency,
and at the very least he acknowledges that human actions might either “has-
ten or retard” the process of social evolution. Nevertheless, he stresses the
deficiency of theories that ignore the causal power of social forces and pur-
port to explain social phenomena by reference only to the intentions of indi-
viduals.26

The “content of social life,” Durkheim says, underlining his objection to
psychological explanations, cannot be explained “by states of the individual
consciousness.” Indeed, he asserts, “every time a social phenomenon is di-
rectly explained by a psychological phenomenon, we may rest assured that
the explanation is false.” Social phenomena must always be explained by
reference to other social phenomena, meaning, more specifically, “the consti-
tution of the inner social environment.” Social facts, according to Durkheim,
are products of the collective reality arising from patterns of human associa-
tion, and in recognition of their social origins, the explanation of social facts
must also be truly social. He thus proposes the following rule: “The deter-
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mining cause of a social fact must be sought among antecedent social facts
and not among the states of the individual consciousness.”27

Durkheim’s sociology, in sum, assumes that the life of the individual is
dependent on the nature of society, on its inner constitution. We live the way
we live because our society is the way it is, not because of our innate qual-
ities as individuals. The job of sociology, as he conceives it, is to dig beneath
the “surface of social life,” where everything appears to originate from the
intentions and actions of individuals, and disclose the underlying social
forces at work, those “impersonal, hidden forces that move individuals and
collectivities.” These “deeper causes” are essentially sociological. They have
to do with how individuals are grouped together, not individuals taken sin-
gly, but individuals in their associations with others.28

The Normal and the Pathological

Many philosophers and social scientists, including Max Weber, maintain that
while science is capable of answering empirical questions, it is not equipped
to answer evaluative questions. It can inform us about what is, but not about
what ought to be. Science discloses facts and discovers relations of cause and
effect, but it cannot tell us how we should live our lives or how we should
organize our collective affairs. For Durkheim, the implications of this posi-
tion are distressing. “What good is it to strive after a knowledge of reality,”
he wonders, “if the knowledge we acquire cannot serve us in our lives?” If
sociology were “merely speculative,” he declares, if it had no practical rele-
vance, it would hardly be worth pursuing. Indeed, he was partly motivated to
set forth the rules of the sociological method precisely to make sociology a
more effective instrument of social reform.29

Challenging the conception of science as a value-neutral enterprise, Durk-
heim sets out to find some empirical means through which sociology—with-
out reverting to ideology or political partisanship—might differentiate be-
tween what is good and what is bad. For a model of how to proceed, he turns
to the field of medicine. The sociologist studying society, he proposes, in
roughly the same manner as a physician examining the human body, can
discriminate between health and sickness, between the “normal” and the
“pathological.” Assuming that health is good and sickness bad, this gives
sociology an objective “reference point” for separating out what is desirable
from what is undesirable, thus enabling the discipline to “throw light on
practical matters while remaining true to its own method.”30
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The question remains, however, by what yardstick can the normal,
healthy, and good be distinguished from the pathological, sick, and bad?
Durkheim proposes two criteria—which I refer to respectively as the “gener-
ality” criterion and the “consistency” criterion. First, a social fact is normal,
he states, if it is found in all or most societies of a similar type. In the current
era, for example, individualism, occupational specialization, and moral di-
versity, because they are all prevalent in industrial societies, are normal and
therefore healthy phenomena. This generality criterion is not always reveal-
ing, however. For instance, some social facts, for example, the institution of
inheritance, though present across all modern societies, are nevertheless
pathological. They endure only through “blind habit,” as out-of-date relics
from an earlier stage of development. What is general therefore is not always
normal. This leads Durkheim to posit a second criterion: a social fact is
normal, he argues, only if it accords with the immanent logic of society, with
its essential “conditions of existence.” By this consistency criterion, inheri-
tance, despite being general, is an abnormal phenomenon because it is at
odds with modernity’s characteristically meritocratic and egalitarian founda-
tions. For Durkheim, in sum, based on these two criteria, any particular
social fact is judged pathological if, for societies of a given type, it is either
exceptional or anachronistic.31

Durkheim relies mainly on the consistency criterion in distinguishing
between the normal and the pathological. He evaluates the appropriateness of
social facts according to whether or not they are in harmony with the funda-
mental, if sometimes only nascent, conditions of the modern world. If certain
moral notions or institutional practices are in agreement with society’s defin-
ing principles, if they fulfill social needs and serve useful functions, they are
judged normal; and if not, they are judged pathological. This procedure,
because it rests on an “objective standard,” enables the sociologist to make
“reasoned evaluations” of social facts and to offer informed recommenda-
tions for social reform. Sociology, for example, is thus able to identify phe-
nomena that are present in modern society but should not be (e.g., anti-
Semitism, exploitive labor contracts, barriers to equal opportunity) or are not
fully present in modern society but should be (e.g., corporate organizations,
rules of conduct in the business world, respect for science and reason). For
Durkheim, the practical value of sociology derives from its ability to direct
human action toward ends whose desirability is grounded in the facts them-
selves, thus transforming the art of politics into an “extension of science.”
Guided by the findings of sociology, accordingly, “the duty of the states-
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man,” he says, “is no longer to propel societies violently towards an ideal
which appears attractive to him. His role is rather that of the doctor: he
forestalls the outbreak of sickness by maintaining good hygiene, or when it
does break out, seeks to cure it.” For Durkheim, sociology is to society what
the physician is to the patient.32

MODERN SOCIETY: SPECIALIZATION AND SOLIDARITY

Durkheim presents his most sustained analysis of modern life in his first
book, The Division of Labor. Laying the foundation for everything to follow,
this work is essential for understanding his thinking about the origins, trou-
bles, and future of modern society. Looking to the past to interpret the
present, Durkheim examines the unique features of the modern world by
comparing it to the pre-modern world of a distant era. He proceeds by
contrasting the most elementary forms of social life, with simple hordes and
tribal groups at the lower end of the evolutionary continuum, to more ad-
vanced forms of social organization, with the most developed being the
industrial society of the present. On the basis of this comparison, Durkheim
identifies the salient characteristics of modern society, offers a provocative
diagnosis of the modern condition, and at the same time defends modernity
against the backward-looking proponents of traditionalism.33

I begin this section by discussing Durkheim’s description of the social
structure of pre-modern and modern society, followed by a brief summary of
his theory of the transition from the first to the second. Then, turning to the
heart of his analysis, I explore more fully his elaboration of the contrast
between these two social types. In separate subsections I focus on three
interrelated differences between the pre-modern world and the modern
world: (1) the “collective consciousness” is strong in the first and weak in the
second; (2) legal rules take a “repressive” form in the first and a “restitutive”
form in the second; and (3) social order is achieved through “mechanical”
solidarity in the first and “organic” solidarity in the second.

Segmentary Society and Organized Society

Pre-modern and modern societies constitute two polar social types according
to Durkheim, each with its own distinct social structure, each “put together”
in its own unique way. The first—described as “segmentary,” “unorganized,”
or “amorphous”—exhibits only rudimentary differentiation, meaning very
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little specialization of roles and functions. The basic elements making up
such societies—whether individuals, families, or larger units—resemble one
another. They all occupy similar social positions, participate in similar social
activities, perform similar economic tasks, and live similar lives. This social
type is formed through replication, yielding a collection of largely identical
and interchangeable individuals, each capable of subsisting independent of
the other. In its most elementary form, a segmentary society consists “of an
absolutely homogenous mass” of indistinguishable parts.34

The second social type, modern “organized” society, is characterized by
an advanced division of labor. This more complex type of society consists of
a system of interlocking institutions—including the family, schools, the legal
apparatus, and political and economic structures—each playing a “special
role.” The individual members of this system are likewise highly differentiat-
ed. They each occupy a niche in an immense division of labor, engaged in
their own specialized spheres of activity and dependent on the many other
occupants of complementary positions. In pre-modern societies, where most
people’s circumstances are similar, what they have in common is far greater
than what distinguishes them. In modern industrial societies, where individu-
als are dispersed throughout a highly diversified occupational system, peo-
ple’s differences stand out more than their resemblances.35

The contrast between the social structure of segmentary societies and
organized societies is roughly analogous to the difference between bowling
and baseball. In a bowling alley, everyone has their own identical lane, each
adjacent to the other; everyone is engaged in the same activity; and everyone
is self-subsistent, each participating apart from neighboring bowlers. If
someone abandons their alley, nothing changes for anyone else. Baseball is
different. Assembled together on the same field, every player is assigned
their own position, each different from yet joined to the other. If one or more
players choose to leave, the game cannot continue and the play of everyone
else is disrupted. In bowling, as in segmentary societies, because everyone
does the same thing, they are independent of each other. In baseball, as in
organized societies, because everyone plays different but complementary
roles, they are dependent on each other. In pre-modern societies people are
alike but not interdependent, while in modern societies people are interde-
pendent but not alike.
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The Origins of the Division of Labor

To account for the transition from pre-modern society to modern society,
Durkheim proposes a theory of social evolution. Built on the premise that the
process of modernization is essentially a process of differentiation, this theo-
ry purports to reveal the underlying causes of the division of labor. Following
his methodological rulebook, Durkheim’s explanation for this development,
which he considers the defining feature of modern society, is emphatically
sociological. He dismisses all “individualistic and psychological” explana-
tions, rejecting in particular the idea that the division of labor arose in re-
sponse to the desire of individuals to increase productivity and thereby en-
hance human happiness and well-being. Durkheim takes a radically different
approach. If society changes, he argues, this is not because change is willed
by individuals; “it is because the environment changes.” To discover the
origins of the division of labor, therefore, he looks for causal forces located
in the social environment. Only through this method, he claims, can we
determine how the sustainability of the pre-modern, segmentary type of soci-
ety was undermined and how this precipitated the rise of the modern, orga-
nized type of society.36

The basic segments of pre-modern society are all alike, as we have seen,
and they function independently of each other. This simple social order
ceases to be viable when the level of contact and interaction among these
previously separate units reaches a certain threshold. Durkheim refers to this
“drawing together” of individuals as “dynamic or moral density.” Increasing
dynamic density weakens the segmentary structure. It puts people and groups
in closer proximity to one another, multiplies points of contact, and aggra-
vates rivalry over scarce resources and opportunities. Population growth, the
formation of towns, and improved means of transportation and communica-
tion, by fueling the proliferation of “intra-social relationships,” all contribute
to higher levels of dynamic density.37

But why should increasing population size, concentration, and interaction
cause people to specialize? Through what process or mechanism does dy-
namic density necessitate the growth of the division of labor, and under what
conditions does this occur? Durkheim’s answer is that dynamic density
makes the struggle for existence more “strenuous.” Where all individuals
earn their livelihood in the same manner—for example, by eking out a living
as farmers in a finite territory—an increase in their numbers and relationships
is bound to cause a heightened level of conflict. The resulting intensification
of competition, with weaker competitors driven from the field, impels indi-
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viduals, as a matter of survival, to find some new way of earning a liveli-
hood. The division of labor develops as individuals endeavor to find a way to
sustain themselves under increasingly arduous social circumstances. By ena-
bling people to take up new and different occupations, each complementing
the other, the advent of specialization represents a peaceful means for moder-
ating the struggle for existence. Thanks to the division of labor, individuals
are not compelled to enter into a war of all against all. They can each work in
their own differentiated occupational spheres—farmer, shoemaker, baker,
and tailor, coexisting in harmony side by side.38

The Collective Consciousness

As the pre-modern social type gives way to the modern social type, the state
of the collective consciousness undergoes a corresponding transformation.
Durkheim defines the collective consciousness as the “totality of beliefs and
sentiments common to the average members of a society.” The stronger the
collective consciousness, the more similar individuals are in their values and
beliefs. In the pre-modern world the collective consciousness is an all-em-
bracing social force. It is high in volume, enveloping the entirety of the
consciousness of individuals, impressing itself on nearly every facet of their
lives. It is high in intensity, exerting a powerful effect on people’s thinking
and behavior, forcefully steering them in a “collective direction.” It is high in
rigidity, consisting of well-defined rules of conduct, leaving little room for
individual interpretation or discretion. And it is high in religious content,
investing shared values and ideas with divine authority. In pre-modern soci-
ety, where the group is preeminent, the “individual consciousness is almost
indistinct from the collective consciousness.” There is nearly perfect consen-
sus: “every consciousness beats as one.”39

With the development of the division of labor, the lives of individuals
become more varied. In the differentiated society of the modern era, a single
uniform set of beliefs, sentiments, and feelings to which everyone is ex-
pected to subscribe is no longer feasible. In response to increasing diversity
in people’s circumstances and experiences, the collective consciousness
weakens, diminishing in volume, intensity, and rigidity. It becomes more
general, flexible, and abstract, loosening society’s hold on the individual and
permitting greater freedom of thought and action. Rather than imparting
detailed and binding instructions for how people should live their lives, it
conveys only broad guidelines. In the United States, for example, the domi-
nant culture promotes the ideal of the work ethic, but does not prescribe
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specific occupations, leaving it up to individuals to chart their own career
paths.40

The collective consciousness in the pre-modern world thoroughly absorbs
the individual, demanding that everyone be alike, each an echo of the com-
mon psychic life. In its weakened modern state however, there is space for
“the free development of individual variations.” The individual conscious-
ness is partially liberated from the collective consciousness. Indeed, because
the rules of conduct in what remains of the collective consciousness are no
longer so strict and clear cut, because they require interpretation and transla-
tion, individuals are not just allowed to think for themselves; they are forced
to. In the pre-modern era, conformity is a moral rule, and individuals are
expected to give unquestioned obedience to the authority of tradition. In the
modern era, autonomy is a moral rule, and individuals are expected to make
good use of their intelligence and “reflective thinking.” The process of mod-
ernization entails not only specialization, but also its inevitable accompani-
ment, individuation.41

The modern sensibility, Durkheim asserts, converges on one particularly
important article of “common faith”: the belief in the dignity and value of the
individual. In this one area, the collective consciousness, though altered in
content, becomes stronger. The sanctity of the individual is at the heart of the
modern collective consciousness. Despite their diversity in other respects,
individuals in the modern world feel a shared moral obligation to respect the
humanity of other people. Indeed, the individual today is “the object of a sort
of religion”—hence Durkheim sometimes speaks of the “cult of the individu-
al.” With the development of the division of labor, Durkheim argues, individ-
ualism itself becomes a unifying moral rule and a “rallying-point” for the
modern mind.42

Repressive Law and Restitutive Law

The types of laws that prevail derive from the organization of social life, so
as societies evolve from the simple to the complex, a change necessarily
occurs in the composition of legal rules. In the pre-modern era, with its
strong collective consciousness, the legal code consists mainly of “penal”
laws with “repressive” sanctions. In the modern era, with its advanced divi-
sion of labor, the legal code consists mainly of “co-operative” laws with
“restitutive” sanctions. Durkheim relies on the “visible symbol” of law as an
empirical indicator of the type of social solidarity prevalent in any particular
society.43
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The legal system in the pre-modern world is diffusely organized. It oper-
ates through the informal agency of society as a whole rather than through
the authority of specialized institutions. It intrudes in people’s lives when
they deviate from the beliefs and sentiments making up the collective con-
sciousness. Transgressions of this kind constitute an affront to the authority
of society, an assault by the individual on the group. Including everything
from murder to blasphemy, such violations fall under the jurisdiction of
penal law, they are considered crimes, and they are subject to repressive
sanctions, ranging from banishment to dismemberment to execution. The
function of punishment in such cases, Durkheim argues, is less to exact
vengeance on the guilty than to reaffirm the authority of tradition and secure
the continued compliance of the innocent. Legal intervention serves the pur-
pose of bolstering the collective consciousness, thereby contributing to the
continued cohesion of society.44

In the modern world, with its differentiated social structure and weak
collective consciousness, the scope of law increases to encompass a multi-
tude of non-criminal matters. What Durkheim refers to broadly as coopera-
tive law becomes the dominant form, with penal law reduced to a proportion-
ately small fraction of the legal code. Cooperative law includes, for example,
legal rules governing the rights and duties of husbands and wives, creditors
and debtors, and producers and consumers, as well as laws pertaining to
property ownership, inheritance, bankruptcies, and contracts of all kinds. The
modern legal system enters into people’s lives primarily when there is a
breakdown in the normal workings of things (e.g., the failure of a business or
a marriage); a violation of rights and obligations (e.g., citizens denied the
right to vote or individuals subjected to discrimination); or uncertainty about
how to resolve a conflict (e.g., a child custody case or a contract dispute).
The infringement of cooperative law, unlike penal law, does not usually
constitute crime; and though wrongful parties are sometimes ordered to pay
compensation, they are not typically branded with negative stigmas or ex-
posed to repressive sanctions such as imprisonment. The modern legal sys-
tem is designed less to quash deviance than to achieve restitution, less to
punish criminals than to restore the orderly functioning of social life. Restitu-
tive law, in contrast to repressive law, Durkheim argues, serves the purpose
of managing cooperative relations and enabling individuals and institutions
to “work together in a regular fashion.”45

Repressive and restitutive laws both function to maintain social stability:
the first by ensuring that individuals follow the dictates of the collective
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consciousness, the second by ensuring that the specialized functions in soci-
ety relate in a coordinated manner. By punishing criminals, repressive law
promotes social conformity; by specifying and enforcing rights and duties,
restitutive law promotes social harmony. Both types of law reinforce the ties
that bind individuals together. But while penal law strengthens those ties
stemming from a “commonality of beliefs and sentiments,” cooperative law
strengthens those ties stemming from people’s participation in the special-
ized division of labor.46

Mechanical Solidarity and Organic Solidarity

Durkheim, as we have seen, identifies two opposing social types. The first—
pre-modern society—is characterized by an undifferentiated social structure,
a strong collective consciousness, a homogeneous population, and a legal
code consisting primarily of penal laws with repressive sanctions. The sec-
ond—modern society—is characterized by a highly differentiated social
structure, a weak collective consciousness, a heterogeneous population, and a
legal code consisting primarily of cooperative laws with restitutive sanctions.
This dichotomy goes even deeper. The process of social evolution, Durkheim
insists, is simultaneously a process of “moral evolution.” The contrast be-
tween these two social types extends to the moral rules and bonds of social
solidarity characteristic of each. This is the crux of Durkheim’s argument.
Pre-modern and modern society differ in the glue that holds them together,
“mechanical solidarity” for the first and “organic solidarity” for the second.47

In the pre-modern era, social solidarity derives from people’s resem-
blances. Individuals form a cohesive community because they live similar
lives and think similar thoughts. The collective consciousness is the funda-
mental basis of this type of social solidarity. When individuals threaten this
sacred order, when they deviate from shared values, beliefs, and practices,
they face the wrath of a punitive penal system. The strength of the collective
consciousness and the continuity of society are ultimately dependent on the
coercive power of repressive sanctions. This kind of solidarity, which Durk-
heim calls “mechanical,” requires the complete suppression of individuality.
Where mechanical solidarity prevails, the individual “does not belong to
himself; he is literally a thing at the disposal of society.” The moral order of
the pre-modern world is strong “only if the individual is weak.”48

One might think that a common culture, a system of shared values, be-
liefs, and traditions, is the only possible basis of social order. This is precise-
ly the assumption Durkheim challenges. His central objective is to refute the
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supposition that social solidarity requires a strong collective consciousness,
that it can only take the form of mechanical solidarity. He asks us to consider
the possibility of an alternative form of social solidarity, one he believes is
unique to the modern era, “organic solidarity.” Indeed, he argues, rather than
collapsing into anarchy as many feared, modern society is destined to give
rise to a new social order even more cohesive than that found in the pre-
modern world. Unlike mechanical solidarity, however, which draws its
strength from the collective consciousness, organic solidarity arises from the
division of labor itself. In modern society, characterized by diversity rather
than uniformity, people are connected to one another by virtue of their differ-
ences, not their resemblances. Social cohesion is achieved through coopera-
tion rather than consensus, through restitutive law rather than repressive law,
and through regulation rather than coercion.49

Here we see the striking originality of Durkheim’s contribution. He shifts
the focus from the economic significance of the division of labor to its moral
significance. Specialization increases economic productivity, but more im-
portantly it engenders social solidarity. As with the collective consciousness
of the pre-modern era, though in an entirely different manner, the division of
labor binds people to one another. It ties individuals together in a web of
interdependencies, placing them in a dense network of cooperative relations
and joining them in a “lasting way” through the creation of “a whole system
of rights and duties.” As modern individuals, playing our specialized roles,
we each contribute only a minuscule part to the overall functioning of soci-
ety. We are dependent for our very survival on a multitude of others playing
their specialized roles. We count on them just as they count on us. Despite
the rise of individualism, the modern person is anything but self-sufficient.
Because we are each minor components of a complex and differentiated
social organism, we are more dependent on each other than ever before. This
is what gives the division of labor its cohesive power and moral force. It links
individuals “to one another who would otherwise be independent; instead of
developing separately, they concert their efforts.” It obliges people to work
together for a common purpose, like players on an athletic team or musicians
in an orchestra, implicating them in something larger than themselves. In the
process it stimulates feelings of dependency, obligation, and solidarity. The
division of labor, according to Durkheim, thus serves an essential moral
function: it “forces man to take account of other people, to regulate his
actions by something other than the promptings of his own egoism.”50
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* * *

Durkheim wrote The Division of Labor during a period of profound social
change. The old pre-modern world in the European societies of his day was
dying out, and the new modern world was still in its infancy. The resulting
turmoil and uncertainty provoked a sense of crisis. For conservative critics
the advent of modernity itself was the problem. The pressure of modernizing
forces—industrialization, secularization, and individualism—threatened the
stabilizing power of traditional institutions and worldviews. From this per-
spective, modern society was no society at all; it was a recipe for chaos. The
only possible recourse, the only way to maintain social order, was to restore
the old regime.

Durkheim’s concept of organic solidarity gave him leverage to dispute
this fundamentally reactionary perspective. If the division of labor itself pro-
duces a new and specifically modern form of social solidarity, as he claims,
then there is no need to return to the traditions of the past. Modernity can
have its cake and eat it too. It can have diversity and stability, individualism
and order, autonomy and morality. The process of modernization under-
mines the old social order, but it creates a new and qualitatively different
social order in its place, one in which individuals are both more independent
and more closely bound to society.51

While defending modernity against its conservative critics, Durkheim
nevertheless agrees that modern society is in a state of crisis. The develop-
ment of the division of labor, under normal conditions, produces organic
solidarity. But at the present time, he admits, modern society has deviated
from its “natural course,” resulting in a pathological condition. This is an
“exceptional” circumstance, he insists; it is not due to the inherent nature of
modernity itself. The problem, rather, is that modern society is in a transi-
tional state, not yet fully developed, still experiencing the pangs of an ex-
traordinarily rapid and difficult birth. The solution to this crisis, he urges, is
to press on, to go forward not backward. In chapter 5, I will consider this
topic more fully, discussing in greater detail Durkheim’s diagnosis of the
modern condition, his reflections on the crisis of modernity, and his analysis
of the “abnormal forms of the division of labor.”52
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SOCIOLOGY, SUICIDE, AND MODERNITY

With the publication of his third book, On Suicide, Durkheim continued his
quest to legitimate the discipline of sociology and establish its scientific
credentials. The topic of suicide, which on the surface would seem to be
anything but a social phenomenon, presented him with a challenging oppor-
tunity to further substantiate the existence of a realm of distinctly social facts
and to apply and illustrate the methodological principles set forth in The
Rules. With Suicide he also resumed his exploration of key themes from
earlier writings, including the problem of social solidarity and the relation-
ship between the individual and society. Beyond all this, however, Durkheim
had an even more far-reaching agenda. The study of suicide, he promised,
would also serve a more practical purpose. It would shed light on “the causes
of the general contemporary maladjustment being undergone by European
societies” and suggest “remedies which may relieve it.”53

As with crime or any other form of deviance, Durkheim explains, a cer-
tain amount of suicide is to be expected in any society. While such “normal”
cases are tragic for those affected, they do not constitute a social problem
properly speaking. The rate of suicide throughout much of Europe in the
nineteenth century was on the rise, however, reaching levels that could only
imply the existence of a “pathological state.” Along with many of his con-
temporaries, Durkheim looked upon the high incidence of suicide as yet
another symptom of social dissolution, a product of the wrenching changes
occurring with the emergence and rapid development of industrial society.
“What we see in the rising tide of voluntary deaths is . . . a state of crisis and
upheaval which cannot continue without danger.” Durkheim took up the
study of suicide to demonstrate not only the explanatory value of sociology,
but its diagnostic and practical value as well.54

The Social Rate of Suicide

Suicide would seem to be a purely personal act, originating from psychologi-
cal factors and precipitating events in the life of the individual, a family crisis
or an economic setback, for example. If this were the case, the study of
suicide would fall outside the province of sociology. Durkheim concedes, in
fact, that individual instances of suicide are best understood using the tools of
psychology. But while single cases constitute psychological facts, the rate of
suicide—the proportion of “voluntary deaths” for a particular population
during a specified time period—is a uniquely social phenomenon.55
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Durkheim provides evidence on this issue by examining the data on sui-
cide rates for European nations. He underlines two key findings. First, the
incidence of suicide, though rising in some cases in later years, remains fairly
constant over time for any particular country. Second, the rate of suicide
varies substantially from one country to another, with some exhibiting con-
sistently higher rates and others consistently lower rates. Each country, the
statistics reveal, appears to have its own “particular disposition towards sui-
cide.” The propensity for suicide also varies according to the characteristics
of groups within society, differing by gender, religion, family status, and
occupational position. Some groups—for example, men compared to women
and Protestants compared to Catholics and Jews—have a greater “collective
tendency” toward suicide than others. Whether at the level of society or the
group, this “social rate of suicide,” he emphasizes, is a specifically sociologi-
cal phenomenon. Because the incidence of suicide is relatively stable and
because it varies systematically from group to group, it cannot be accounted
for by psychological causes. The rate of suicide, Durkheim concludes, is a
product of social forces external to the individual; it can only be explained by
the collective characteristics or “moral constitution” of people’s immediate
social environment.56

Durkheim’s strategy for studying suicide is eminently sociological. He
focuses not on “the individual as individual, with his motives and ideas,” but
rather directs our attention to “the states of the different social milieux . . .
according to which suicide varies.” Suicides are the acts of individuals, of
course, but their personal circumstances, experiences, and motives cannot
explain the patterns exhibited by the rate of suicide. Individual factors are
not irrelevant, Durkheim acknowledges, but their influence is always condi-
tioned—suppressed under some circumstances, heightened under others—by
the properties of the social environment.57

The Social Types of Suicide

Durkheim wrestles with the problem of how to determine the different types
of suicide and how individual cases might be classified according to these
types. The lack of adequate information on victims precludes sorting suicides
by their observable characteristics, so he identifies the “social types of sui-
cide” according to the conditions presumed to cause them. He posits four
types of suicide: altruistic, fatalistic, egoistic, and anomic. These are social
types. They designate varieties of abnormal social environments, not varie-
ties of troubled individuals. Each type refers to a social milieu where there is
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an imbalance in the relationship between the individual and the group. Indi-
viduals experiencing unhappiness or adversity in such abnormal circum-
stances are more likely to opt for suicide than would be the case under
normal conditions. The result, with this being one indicator of a pathological
social state, is a higher than typical rate of suicide.58

The relationship between the individual and society is unhealthy, accord-
ing to Durkheim, whenever the presence of the group in the life of the
individual is felt either too strongly or too weakly. He measures this group
presence across two dimensions: integration and regulation. While integra-
tion depends on people being attached to social groups, regulation depends
on people being subject to social control. Regarding integration, a healthy
social environment exists where individuals have a life in common with
others, where they are active participants in the social world and oriented to
collective goals and ideals. Regarding regulation, a healthy social environ-
ment exists where the passions and desires of individuals have attainable
outlets and clearly defined limits such that people experience congruity be-
tween their aspirations and their resources, between what they want and what
they are able to get.59

A stable and harmonious social order requires that individuals be well
integrated into society and subject to authoritative social regulation. Too
much or too little of either creates a situation where individuals are unduly
vulnerable to suicide. This proposition is the basis of Durkheim’s four types.
Altruistic suicide stems from excessive integration, fatalistic suicide from
excessive regulation, egoistic suicide from insufficient integration, and
anomic suicide from insufficient regulation. These social types, to repeat,
denote pathological social environments. Since social conditions tend to ex-
press themselves psychologically, “penetrating the minds of individuals,”
these pathological environments, Durkheim argues, give rise to certain ab-
normal psychological types as well. In his discussion of each form of suicide,
therefore, Durkheim not only describes their social causes but also their
corresponding individual manifestations. In what follows I consider in turn
each of Durkheim’s four types of suicide, giving more attention to the two
types most prevalent in modern society, egoistic suicide and anomic sui-
cide.60

Altruistic Suicide

Altruistic suicide is characteristic of a social environment, mainly found
among “primitive peoples” and “inferior societies,” where the life of the
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individual is subordinated to the life of the group. In such pre-modern condi-
tions, marked by insufficient individuation or excessive integration, individu-
als as such are of little importance. They derive their sense of worth entirely
from their membership and participation in the group. Being “tightly depen-
dent” on society and “absorbed in the group,” they have no meaningful life
apart from their service to the collective and their fulfillment of social duties
and responsibilities.61

Durkheim cites three examples of altruistic suicide: infirm or aging men
nearing the end of their lives as productive members of society, newly wid-
owed women, and servants following the death of their masters. In each of
these cases the bonds connecting individuals to social roles and purposes are
severed, leaving them without a place in society; and since they lack value as
persons in their own right, they no longer have a reason for existence. In this
circumstance, suicide is a social imperative, “obligatory altruistic suicide,” or
at least encouraged by society, “optional altruistic suicide.” Victims, in re-
sponse to “public opinion,” take their own lives because they are expected to,
because it is their duty. When they kill themselves, they are not renouncing
society but submitting to it.62

Durkheim finds one modern milieu also conducive to altruistic suicide:
the army. In the military setting, as in more traditional societies, individua-
tion is unusually low and integration unusually high. Individuals in the armed
forces, where a strong collective ethos prevails, are subject to a regimen of
sacrifice and obedience and are expected to subordinate their individual
interests to those of the group. The suicide rate for soldiers, predictably, is
consistently higher than for civilians. More generally, however, Durkheim
claims, in modern industrial societies where “the individual personality be-
comes increasingly free from the collective personality,” altruistic suicide is
rare.63

Fatalistic Suicide

Fatalistic suicide is characteristic of a social environment where people’s
“future is pitilessly confined” and their passions “violently constrained by an
oppressive discipline.” In such circumstances, marked by excessive regula-
tion, the individual, subject to an intolerable “physical or moral despotism,”
lives a life bereft of possibilities. While altruistic suicide results from a
situation where people experience a feeling of uselessness, fatalistic suicide
results from a situation where people experience a feeling of hopelessness.
As examples of this type, he cites the suicide of slaves, men who marry too
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young, and married women without children. Unfortunately, Durkheim rele-
gates this type of suicide to a brief footnote. As we will see in a later chapter,
however, contrary to his claim that it is only of “historical interest,” Durk-
heim’s own analysis suggests that the conditions associated with fatalistic
suicide are not foreign to modern society.64

Egoistic Suicide

Egoistic suicide, the opposite of altruistic suicide, arises from a social envi-
ronment characterized by insufficient integration or “exaggerated individua-
tion.” This abnormal state signifies the impoverishment of communal life
and collective involvement. Individuals are only loosely affiliated with
groups, disengaged from social activities, and detached from collective
ideals. They are disposed to act on their personal interests at the expense of
their social obligations, give priority to individual goals over communal pur-
poses, and abide by their own consciences as opposed to social norms. Lack-
ing strong social ties and a supportive network of relatives, friends, and
associates, modern individuals—isolated, withdrawn, and left to their own
devices—commonly experience depression, melancholy, apathy, and sad-
ness. The excessive individualism from which they suffer, Durkheim asserts,
is the primary cause of the high rate of suicide in modern society. When
individuals are poorly integrated into the group, “the link that attaches man to
life is loosened.” Primed by a “state of society” that “has made him an easy
prey for suicide,” the individual yields to the “slightest adversity.”65

Durkheim explores the social causes of egoistic suicide by examining
three different “societies”: religious society, domestic society, and political
society. First, the rate of suicide, he finds, is higher among Protestants than
either Catholics or Jews. Protestantism is a more individualistic religion,
allowing for greater “freedom of inquiry,” and it includes fewer “common
beliefs and practices,” leaving ample room for the individual to be “the
author of his own belief.” Catholicism, on the other hand, comes “ready-
made,” consisting of a well-established “collective credo” supported by an
authoritative priestly hierarchy. Protestantism is “a less firmly integrated
Church than the Catholic one,” and because they benefit less from a cohesive
religious community, Durkheim concludes, Protestants have a higher rate of
suicide.66

Second, the suicide rate is lower for people with children, and the larger
the family, the stronger the effect. As compared to the childless, parents have
tighter social bonds, close and highly affective ties to others, and a more
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active social life. The family environment keeps individuals in a state of
healthy dependency, stimulates sentiments of mutuality, and unites individu-
als around common goals. By restraining the impulse toward self-involve-
ment, marriage with children is “a powerful preservative against suicide.”67

Third, the incidence of egoistic suicide varies also with the state of politi-
cal society. The rate of suicide, Durkheim observes, declines during “major
political upheavals,” “electoral crises,” and national wars. These events
“sharpen collective feelings” and concentrate people’s “activities toward a
single end,” thus fostering heightened levels of social integration. Political
events of this sort arouse people’s nationalistic sentiments, “oblige men to
cling together in order to confront a common danger,” and inspire them to
think less about themselves as individuals and more about their commu-
nities.68

Anomic Suicide

Anomic suicide, the opposite of fatalistic suicide, prevails in a social envi-
ronment where individuals are subject to insufficient regulation, where there
is no moderating force restraining their desires and ambitions. As with egois-
tic suicide, anomic suicide occurs when the influence of society is too weakly
present in the life of the individual. Durkheim’s premise is that human aspi-
rations are insatiable; no matter how much we get, we always want more.
Our desires, if left unregulated, are incapable of being quenched. The goals
we seek continually recede before us, dooming us to perpetual disappoint-
ment. To achieve a happy and healthy existence, humans need well-defined
limits to rein in their otherwise infinite appetites. In the absence of an author-
itative moral framework specifying the kind of life they can reasonably hope
for, the ends they can realistically pursue, and the needs they can legitimately
expect to satisfy, people will never be “content with their lot.” In this anomic
condition, individuals experience a constant state of agitation, irritation, and
exasperation.69

Durkheim identifies two types of anomie, economic and conjugal, and,
correspondingly, two forms of anomic suicide, one stemming from an un-
healthy economic environment, the other from an unhealthy domestic envi-
ronment. Economic anomie occurs during periods of dramatic economic
change, whether in the form of rapidly rising economic hardship (“regres-
sive” anomie) or rapidly rising economic prosperity (“progressive” anomie).
In either case, Durkheim reports, the rate of suicide goes up. A sudden
economic transformation, whether boom or bust, upsets the balance in peo-
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ple’s lives, creating a disjunction between normative expectations and eco-
nomic circumstances. Overnight successes, with more money in their pockets
than they know what to do with, find it difficult to cope with their new status,
as do newly unemployed workers unable to provide adequately for their
families. Both experience a circumstance where they are no longer adjusted
to their situation, where old expectations and rules of conduct cease to apply
and new ones have yet to take hold. They are in a state of anomie—rootless,
unsettled, and disoriented—cut loose from normative moorings and thus sus-
ceptible to suicide.70

The proximate cause of conjugal anomie is the weakening of the matri-
monial bond and, correspondingly, the weakening of the restraining power of
marriage on people’s passions and desires. Because the marital relationship
benefits the mental health of husbands more than wives, Durkheim argues,
the destabilization of marriage is more harmful to men than to women. Men
are more in need of the constraints marriage provides, and women are more
in need of freedom, thus the adverse effects of this anomic condition vary by
gender. Durkheim finds, accordingly, that conjugal anomie increases the rate
of suicide for men but not for women. The ultimate cause of this anomic
state, Durkheim asserts, is the institution of divorce, which impairs the solid-
ity of the marital union and reduces the “moral calm and tranquility” that
husbands would otherwise enjoy. In support of this, he finds that husbands
“in countries where the number of divorces is high” are “less immune to
suicide than in those where marriage is indissoluble.” In sum, where divorce
is permitted “by laws and customs,” the “matrimonial rule” is weakened,
marriage is reduced to “an enfeebled form of itself,” and married men are
more prone to taking their own lives.71

* * *

In modern society, Durkheim argues, with its powerful currents of individu-
alism and turbulent industrial economy, egoism and anomie are chronic
problems. They are, he says, “two different aspects of a single social state,”
one in which the life of the individual is detached from the life of society. For
Durkheim, the rising rate of suicide is “an index of the inadequate effective-
ness of social bonds.” Such bonds serve two essential moral purposes. By
providing “attachment to social groups,” social bonds furnish the individual
with “socially given ideals and purposes,” thus warding off the threat of
egoism. By providing a “spirit of discipline,” social bonds regulate the indi-
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vidual’s “desires and aspirations,” thus warding off the threat of anomie.
Egoism and anomie register in somewhat different ways the unhealthy rela-
tionship between the individual and society in the modern world. Suicides of
both an egoistic and anomic type are symptoms of a common disease, the
“yearning for the infinite.” “In the first, thought, turning too much in on
itself, finds itself without any object, while in the second, passion, no longer
acknowledging any limits, is deprived of its goal. The first loses himself in
the infinity of dreams and the second in the infinity of desire.”72

THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

The relationship between the individual and society is a central theme in all
four of Durkheim’s major books—The Division of Labor, The Rules of Soci-
ological Method, On Suicide, and The Elementary Forms. To conclude this
introductory chapter, looking ahead to the thematic chapters that follow, I
continue to explore his view of the individual, society, and their relationship.
Drawing especially on The Elementary Forms and his writings on education,
I focus specifically on his theory of human nature, his conception of society
as a civilizing force and sacred object, and his analysis of the role of educa-
tion in the formation of the modern individual.

Civilization and Humanity

The innate predispositions of human beings are “vague” and “very malle-
able,” according to Durkheim. There is no fixed human nature, no one single
way of being human. Whether looking back into the past or across to other
societies, we see that people “are not always and everywhere the same.”
Diversity is the rule. Human nature exhibits “amazing flexibility and fecun-
dity.” How people see the world and how they conduct themselves vary
greatly over time and from place to place, as do their moral beliefs. These
facts attest to the power of the social environment to shape even the most
fundamental qualities of individuals and their lives.73

For Durkheim, the attributes we typically ascribe to human nature origi-
nate from society. Human beings are social products. And since societies
themselves evolve, humans are also products of history. We “can discover
what makes up man” only through historical analysis, he claims, “since it is
only in the course of history that he is formed.” The proper starting point for
sociology, accordingly, is not some abstract conception of human nature, but
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society, and only through the study of society, in all its variety, can we hope
to gain an accurate picture of the individual. Humanity, Durkheim asserts,
clarifying the task of sociology, is “for us less a point of departure than a
point of arrival.”74

Because human beings do not enter the world ready-made, they have to
be formed. This is the job of society. Indeed, according to Durkheim, the
individual “gets the best part of himself from society.” Take away what
society bestows—“language, sciences, art, and moral beliefs”—and “nothing
is left but an animal.” We owe all of our civilized qualities to society, he
reminds us. “We speak a language we did not create; we use instruments we
did not invent; we claim rights we did not establish.” We assimilate from
society all our beliefs, values, and norms, everything that makes us civilized
human beings. “Man is man,” Durkheim says, “only because he lives in
society.”75

God and Society

As individuals, we are dependent on society, we live our lives under its
protective umbrella, we submit to its rules of conduct, and we derive our very
humanity from society. It would seem, in fact, that society has precisely the
qualities of mystery, transcendence, and supremacy believers attribute to
their deities. Society, no less than god, is a powerful entity, a superior being,
a moral force, and an object of reverence.

Durkheim pursues this line of thinking in The Elementary Forms, a study
of Australian totemism which he considers among the most primitive relig-
ious systems. I will not attempt to summarize Durkheim’s complex analysis,
but I do want to underline two particularly important points he emphasizes in
this book. First, religion, Durkheim insists, though not based on fact, cannot
be dismissed as a “vast error,” an “inexplicable hallucination,” or a mere
delusion. It expresses something real. There is a truth to religion, though this
truth is not what believers think it is. The task for sociology is to unravel the
mystery of religion, to “reach beneath” the literal content of religious sym-
bols, sensations, and experiences for the purpose of grasping the deeper
social reality to which they correspond.76

This takes us to Durkheim’s second point. The deeper reality underlying
religion, he says, is society itself. “The idea of society” is the “soul of
religion.” Or to put it otherwise, god and society “are one and the same.”
People’s lives are indeed shaped by forces beyond their control and compre-
hension, just as religion would have us think, but these forces are social, not
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supernatural. When the faithful proclaim their belief in a higher power, they
are not mistaken, he declares. “That power exists, and it is society.” For
Durkheim, the moral authority attributed to religion is not some mystical or
misconceived illusion. It emanates from a genuine social reality; it is nothing
other “than the feeling that the collectivity inspires in its members.”77

Homo Duplex

In his later writings, introducing the concept of “homo duplex,” Durkheim
formulates his theory of human nature more precisely, giving greater recog-
nition to the conflict between the instincts of the individual and the demands
of society. He presents this view in The Elementary Forms declaring that
“man is a double.” On the one hand, there is the “individual” or “physical”
being, rooted in the bodily organism. On the other hand, at a higher “intellec-
tual and moral realm,” there is the “social” or “spiritual” being. This duality
of human nature, “homo duplex,” is a variation on what Durkheim regards as
a universal distinction between the body and the soul, the profane and the
sacred. The soul, in opposition to the body, represents the “spark of the
divinity” within the individual. Originating from the presence of society,
“that unique source of all that is sacred,” this is the part of us that is larger
than ourselves, the “divine substance” that moves us to embrace moral ideals
and to subordinate our private interests to the common good. The soul, sym-
bolizing the social nature of the individual, speaks to us through the authori-
tative voice of our moral conscience. And when believers proclaim the im-
mortality of the soul, they are in fact attesting to a definite reality: the indi-
vidual dies, but society lives on.78

The individual being and the social being are antagonistic forces, con-
stantly at war with one another. Oriented inward, the individual being is
driven by bodily appetites, egoistic impulses, and private interests. Oriented
outward, the social being is guided by collective sentiments, moral rules, and
social ideals. The physical being, acting on sensual inclinations, serves pure-
ly amoral, personal ends. The spiritual being, attaching us to something
larger than ourselves and pulling us in a “social direction,” serves moral,
impersonal ends.79

The same duality is evident in our thought processes. The individual
being experiences the world through unmediated sensations, purely personal
and incommunicable impressions of color, sound, and taste. The social being,
operating at a higher level of intelligence, experiences the world through
concepts, socially given “categories of thought.” These “collective represen-
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tations,” originally religious in nature, are the heritage of humanity, “the
product of an immense cooperation” extending across space and time. Such
concepts, the building blocks of shared language and shared ideas, are the
“supreme instrument of all intellectual exchange.” Through concepts, indi-
viduals are able to participate in a common cognitive world. A “man who did
not think with concepts,” Durkheim asserts, “would not be a man, for he
would not be a social being.”80

Durkheim’s concept of homo duplex posits a social being superimposed
over an individual being. The moral authority of society is brought to bear,
curbing the anti-social and egoistic tendencies of individuals, causing them
to take account of something other than their own personal interests. We are
not destined to obey the dictates of an amoral human nature, Durkheim
argues. As social beings, we are able to transcend our egoistic interests and
biological urges. By virtue of our membership in society, we are capable of
morality and reason.81

Moral Education and the Formation of the Social Being

Durkheim’s theory of human nature implies a notion of human beings as
malleable. This is a fortunate circumstance, as civilization is possible, he
believes, much like Sigmund Freud, only on the condition that society inter-
venes to transform the physical being into a social being. In modern industri-
al society, this task, performed in an earlier era by the family, is the primary
responsibility of the school system.

There is a revealing difference, Durkheim observes, between the educa-
tion of human beings and the training of non-human animals. The latter,
following their instincts, experience a natural course of development, becom-
ing as adults what they were already fated to be at the moment of their
conception. For animals, the maturation process is one in which they realize
their essential and inborn nature. For humans, with society substituting for
instinct, things are different. Assuming the process of socialization functions
properly, as humans pass from infancy to childhood to adulthood, they expe-
rience a “second gestation,” becoming something qualitatively distinct from
what they were at birth.82

For Durkheim, accordingly, and in opposition to a common strand of
pedagogical theory, the purpose of human education is not to perfect “our
individual natures” or develop our latent potentialities. The role of education
is not cultivation but conversion. Its objective is not to nurture pre-existing
qualities, but to create a new person, a social being. This is no easy undertak-
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ing, as there is a great gulf between the individual being and the social being,
“between the child’s point of departure and the goal toward which he must be
led.” Bridging this gulf is all the more difficult because the social being does
not lie dormant, ready to be awoken, within the “native make-up” of the
newly born child. Humans, Durkheim says, are not naturally “inclined to
submit to political authority, to respect a moral discipline, to dedicate him-
self, to be self-sacrificing.” The social being, far from arising spontaneously,
comes into existence only through the purposeful sublimation of the amoral
tendencies of the individual being. “To the egoistic and asocial being that has
just been born,” Durkheim states, society “must, as rapidly as possible, add
another, capable of leading a moral and social life.” This is the “work of
education”: to create “in man a new being,” not “as nature has made him, but
as the society wishes him to be.”83

Society, for Durkheim, is a powerful force, a sacred object standing apart
from the individuals who make it up. But just as society is not reducible to
the individual, neither is the individual reducible to society, and the more
advanced the society, the more this is true. The individual is nothing without
society, but each individual is a social being in his or her own particular way.
Society does not impose itself on individuals with precisely the same effect;
it does not produce a perfectly uniform population. In the process of social-
ization, we “individualize” the beliefs and practices of our society, modifying
them according to our circumstances and experiences, giving them “our own
personal stamp.” While each individual consciousness embodies the beliefs
and values of society, it does so “from its own point of view and in its own
manner.” Even the “most essential aspects of morality,” Durkheim acknowl-
edges, “are seen differently by different people.” However much we are
social beings, we each express our social nature uniquely.84

But even as we individualize collective sentiments, these remain the prov-
ince of society and as such retain their sanctity. They speak to us in our own
individual “tone” or “accent,” but nevertheless they “command us,” they
“impose respect on us,” and they “represent something within us that is
superior to us.” The sacred authority of collective ideals, for Durkheim, is not
diminished because individuals put their “own mark on them.”85





Chapter Four

Max Weber (1864–1920)

Like Marx and Durkheim, Weber is a theorist of modernity. We find in his
writings an analysis of the origins and nature of the modern western world, a
probing diagnosis of the dilemmas and pathologies of modern life, and an
examination of the predicament of the individual in the industrial era. Also
like Marx and Durkheim, Weber’s objective is not just to understand the
modern condition, but to consider how we might respond to it as well. As a
politically engaged public intellectual, he “stood on the threshold between
politics and science all his life,” Wolfgang Mommsen observes, and he en-
deavored “to be of service to both at the same time.” Weber too wanted to
change the world.1

For Marx, as we have seen, the transition from traditional to modern
society consists mainly of a transformation in economic structures and class
relations, with the capitalist mode of production displacing the feudal mode
of production. For Durkheim, the passage from the pre-modern era to the
modern era, propelled by the growth of the division of labor, is conceived
primarily as a change in the nature of social stability, from mechanical soli-
darity to organic solidarity. Weber too underlines the contrast between mod-
ern society and traditional society. What separates the present from the past
in his theory is the peculiar “rationality” of the modern world. For Weber, the
process of modernization is essentially a process of “rationalization.” The
defining characteristics of the modern age emerge from this rationalizing
process: the “immense cosmos” of the capitalist economic system, an imper-
sonal and pervasive bureaucratic apparatus, a world rendered meaningless
and disenchanted by modern science, an increasingly fragmented and con-
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flict-ridden culture, and a new “type of human being,” the modern vocational
person. The process of rationalization poses threats unique to the modern era,
Weber maintains, but it also opens up new possibilities for individual free-
dom. In the next section I begin a chapter-long effort to shed light on We-
ber’s theory of modernity and his concept of rationalization.2

THE RATIONALIZATION THEME

There is some debate among scholars about the “thematic unity” or “central
question” of Weber’s work, leaving us with conflicting interpretations of
where his main contributions lie and why he is important. But in most of the
varied readings of Weber, the theme of rationality, rationalism, or rational-
ization is prominent. He affirms the importance of this theme in the “Au-
thor’s Introduction” to his collected writings on religion where he singles out
the “specific and peculiar rationalism of Western culture” as his main object
of study. In his research on the ethics of the world religions as well, his
primary interest is the phenomenon of “economic rationalism.” The concept
of rationality is also the focal point of his analysis of the origins, characteris-
tics, and trajectory of modern capitalism. Elsewhere, he identifies the prob-
lem of explaining the rationalization of “European and American social and
economic life” as being among the “chief tasks” of the socio-cultural sci-
ences.3

Rationalization, Gianfranco Poggi states, is for Weber “the master pro-
cess of modernity.” But precisely what this process entails is difficult to pin
down. Weber admits as much, warning that rationalization has “many pos-
sible meanings,” occurs in “various departments of life,” and “covers a whole
world of different things.” In the western world, for example, Weber finds a
unique rationalism not only in the capitalist economic system, but also in the
domains of science, music, architecture, higher education, government ad-
ministration, and law. Not only does the process of rationalization move
simultaneously on “several tracks” and in different and sometimes conflict-
ing directions, but it also engenders a wide range of consequences, both
desirable and undesirable depending on one’s perspective. The theme of
rationalization is central to Weber’s diagnosis of the modern condition.4

The meaning of rationalization varies according to the form it takes and
the social sphere in which it is found, so no single definition will suffice. At
the risk of simplification, however, it might serve as a useful starting point to
think of the process of rationalization as involving some kind of systematic



Max Weber (1864–1920) 93

ordering. Social action, for example, is rationalized to the extent it is system-
atically ordered by conscious deliberation, planning, and calculation. Belief
systems or worldviews are rationalized to the extent they are systematically
ordered by a process of intellectual refinement, rendering them more consis-
tent and comprehensive. Social practices and institutional processes, includ-
ing everything from meditation rituals to job training programs to the opera-
tion of government agencies, are rationalized to the extent they are systemati-
cally ordered by the implementation of explicit rules and standardized proce-
dures. We see a similar systematic ordering and a corresponding pattern of
uniformity throughout the modern rationalized or, what George Ritzer calls
“McDonaldized,” service economy—in fast food restaurants, shopping
malls, movie theaters, and motels, and in the provision of education, health
care, and entertainment. Wherever we might look, in fact—in the workplace,
the classroom, the prison, the hospital, the military—the imprint of rational-
ization is visible in the presence of orderly and predictable routines. The
process of rationalization, touching virtually every area of social life, is a
systematizing and organizing force.5

The difference between the present and the past, however, is not so much
the greater orderliness of the modern world as it is the nature of that orderli-
ness. While the social order of traditional society rests on an “organically
prescribed cycle of natural life” bolstered by habit and custom, the social
order of modern society reflects the increasing power of human beings to
control the social and natural forces of the world. The modern social order is
achieved rather than ascribed. It is a distinctly rational order—a product of
deliberate calculation, willful planning, scientific management, the exploita-
tion of expert knowledge, and the application of advanced technologies.6

In the rest of this chapter, I discuss Weber’s theory of modernity, focus-
ing on how the process of rationalization plays out in different arenas of
social life and how it illuminates the transition from the traditional world to
the modern world. I begin at the simplest level by discussing Weber’s analy-
sis of the rationalization of social action. Following this, I explore in turn the
development of modern capitalism and the rationalization of economic life,
the rise of rational-legal authority and the rationalization of domination, the
growth of bureaucratic administration and “bureaucratic rationalization,” and
the development of modern science and the resulting disenchantment of the
world.7
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THE RATIONALIZATION OF SOCIAL ACTION

Sociology, Weber states, is “a science concerning itself with the interpretive
understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its
course and consequences.” Social action is present wherever individuals at-
tach a “subjective meaning” to their behavior—a motive, purpose, or inten-
tion. He identifies four types of social action, each constructed as a pure or
ideal type. In reality, he acknowledges, any particular instance of behavior
typically consists of some combination of these pure types.8

Affectual action is determined by emotions or “feeling states,” reflexive
reactions to stimuli as, for example, when we impulsively take a swing at
someone in a bout of anger, not really in control of ourselves or even alto-
gether aware of what we are doing.

Traditional action is determined by “ingrained habituation.” Along with
other customary and unpremeditated daily behaviors, this might include, for
example, the ritual greetings we unthinkingly give our colleagues when we
arrive at work each morning.

Value-rational action is “determined by a conscious belief in the value
for its own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behav-
ior.” Such action, carried out regardless of consequences, is governed by a
commitment to some higher duty or moral ideal as, for example, when a
person, even at the risk of his or her own life, complies with the principle of
non-violence. In contrast to the automatic and unreflective observance of
tradition, value-rational action presupposes a process of conscious delibera-
tion through which individuals, in devotion to a religious creed, political
cause, or philosophical doctrine, conduct their lives according to certain self-
chosen ultimate values.

Instrumentally rational action is determined by means-ends calculations.
Action is rational in this sense, Weber states, “when the end, the means, and
the secondary results are all rationally taken into account and weighed.” A
high school graduate acts in an instrumentally rational manner when she
looks to the future and contemplates her options, when she considers tuition
expenses and job prospects and comes to the conclusion that going to college
is more sensible than immediately entering the labor market, and when she
chooses the most affordable college suited to her interests and selects a major
appropriate to her career goals. She is a rational actor, deliberately plotting a
course of action, taking into account existing conditions and available re-
sources, assessing costs and benefits, gauging likely consequences, and
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measuring the advantages and disadvantages of the alternatives at hand—all
for the purpose of figuring out what objectives are worth pursuing and how
best to pursue them.

Affectual action and traditional action, Weber explains, because they are
more or less unconscious and unthinking, are on the borderline between truly
meaningful action and merely reactive behavior. Rational action, however,
because it embodies a definite thoughtfulness, is unequivocally meaningful.
But instrumentally rational action and value-rational action are meaningful in
significantly different ways. The thoughtfulness characteristic of instrumen-
tally rational action takes the form of calculation—the conscious and deliber-
ate appraisal of competing lines of conduct evaluated according to their
probable costs, consequences, and likelihood of success. We see this type of
rationality at work when people make investment decisions or choose a
neighborhood to live in. By contrast, the thoughtfulness characteristic of
value-rational action takes the form of conviction—the conscious and delib-
erate adoption of certain values or ideals. The value-rational actor is oriented
unconditionally toward the fulfillment of what he or she perceives to be a
binding duty, cause, or demand. We see this type of rationality at work in the
case of artists committed to their craft, soldiers going off to war out of
patriotism, or idealistic followers of a rigorous philosophy of life. But pre-
cisely because such principled action is carried out for its own sake—and
damn the consequences—it is irrational from the viewpoint of instrumentally
rational action.9

Weber’s conception of the rationalization of action rests on this typology.
Behavior is rationalized to the extent it ceases to be merely emotional or
habitual and is instead subject to the controlling influence of conscious
thought. More precisely, the rationalization of action involves the displace-
ment of unreflective emotional behavior (affectual action) and the “unthink-
ing acceptance of ancient customs” (traditional action) in favor of the “delib-
erate adaptation to situations in terms of self-interest” (instrumentally ration-
al action) and the “deliberate formulation of ultimate values” (value-rational
action). Weber, of course, does not anticipate the disappearance of affectual
or traditional action, but he is proposing an empirical generalization that
illuminates one aspect of the ongoing process of rationalization in the mod-
ern western world. What we see with this process at the level of individual
behavior is a shift from impulse to intention, from instinct to premeditation,
from reflex to reflection, from the force of habit to the exercise of reason.10
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Weber’s analysis of rationalization attributes special significance to the
increasing prevalence in the modern world of self-interested market behav-
ior, the prototype of instrumentally rational action. With “its clarity of self-
consciousness and freedom from subjective scruples,” this type of action, he
says, “is the polar antithesis of every sort of unthinking acquiescence in
customary ways.” Instrumentally rational action in the form of self-interested
economic behavior, what Marx calls “egoistic calculation,” not only dis-
places affectual and traditional action, Weber suggests; it also suppresses
value-rational action, the “devotion to norms consciously accepted as abso-
lute values.” In the era of modern capitalism, he argues, the construct of the
rational actor enshrined in economic theory, an actor conceived as adapting
to market conditions according to cost-benefit calculations, has become the
way of the world, implicating “the destiny of ever-wider layers of humanity.
And it will hold more and more broadly, as far as our horizons allow us to
see.” What we are left with then is not just the rationalization of action, but a
skewed rationalization of action, with instrumentally rational action crowd-
ing out value-rational action. The rational behavior of the individual in the
modern world is, Weber argues, increasingly characterized by calculation
rather than conviction, by the self-interested adaptation to circumstances
rather than the principled commitment to ideals.11

MODERN RATIONAL CAPITALISM

Capitalism occupies center stage for Weber just as it does for Marx. For
Weber, however, capitalism is not the defining feature of modern society but
rather one embodiment of a more encompassing phenomenon: western ra-
tionalism. The modern world is a capitalist world, but more fundamentally it
is the product of a multifarious and far-reaching process of rationalization.
Though extending well beyond the economic domain, this process penetrates
the innermost structure and functioning of western capitalism. When Weber
turns his attention to the origins, dynamics, and implications of the modern
economic order, his primary object of analysis is not capitalism per se, but
rational capitalism.

By referring to capitalism as “rational,” Weber does not mean to imply
“moral approval.” His usage is intended to be descriptive, not evaluative.
Modern capitalism, he maintains, is “formally” rational, but not necessarily
“substantively” rational. To say that capitalism, or any other social phenome-
non, is rational in a substantive sense is to judge it as commendable, consis-
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tent with certain ethical notions. Formal rationality, by contrast, is a value-
neutral designation. Modern capitalism is rational in this formal sense—this
is Weber’s key point—to the extent that business operations are conducted
according to systematic planning based on economic calculation and mone-
tary accounting. This rational planning comes into play when business own-
ers determine what goods to produce, in what quantity, how to produce them,
for what markets, and so on. Capitalist enterprises, as profit-seeking organ-
izations, are formally rational insofar as their managing decisions are consis-
tently guided by the impersonal and quantitative assessment of costs and
revenues. The expression “nothing personal, it’s just business” alludes to this
type of formal rationality, while at the same time alerting us to the potential
divergence between formal rationality and substantive rationality, between
what is rational from a bottom-line accounting perspective and what is ra-
tional from an ethical perspective.12

Capitalism: Modern and Pre-Modern

Capitalism, understood as the pursuit of profit, is neither a uniquely modern
nor a uniquely western phenomenon, according to Weber, but what he calls
“rational capitalism” is both uniquely modern and uniquely western. He
underlines the distinctiveness of modern rational capitalism by contrasting it
with the many other “species” of capitalist profit making that have existed
around the world for “thousands of years.” He cites, among other types,
“politically-oriented capitalism,” “adventure capitalism,” “pariah-capital-
ism,” and “robber capitalism.” What he has in mind here are early forms of
capitalism where profit is made by speculating in foreign trade ventures; or
by taking advantage of opportunities opened up by colonial expansion; or by
lending money; or by financing wars, bribing politicians, and otherwise ex-
ploiting fortuitous political developments. These forms of capitalism, Weber
observes, have an “irrational and speculative character,” with profit derived
less from ongoing market operations than from opportunistic investments
and the forcible acquisition of “booty.”13

Modern rational capitalism is quite different, though not easily captured
by a simple definition. Weber insists on one point at the outset, however,
namely that modern rational capitalism cannot be equated with the “acquisi-
tive drive,” or the “unlimited greed for gain,” or the “pursuit of selfish
interests by the making of money.” A ruthless orientation toward accumula-
tion, he observes, is present in human history nearly everywhere and at all
times. In fact, he suggests, modern capitalism, tempered by the businesslike
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pursuit of profit, is if anything characterized by a more restrained acquisitive
impulse than the “compulsive, irrational, unbridled” lust for riches commonly
found prior to and outside the modern capitalist world.14

Modern capitalism, according to Weber, is an economic system where the
provision of human needs is satisfied through the continuous operation of
privately owned and profit-minded business firms. These capitalist enter-
prises are distinguished by their reliance on a legally free labor force, their
resolute orientation toward market opportunities, and a mode of operation
governed by monetary calculation. Modern capitalism has a more durable
presence than its predecessors. Since the 1800s an increasingly large share of
all economic activity has come to be organized according to the principle of
profit making. The daily needs of people in the modern era, far more than in
the past, are supplied on a purely capitalist basis. The modern capitalist
world, also far more than in the past, is dominated by more or less permanent
business firms that, instead of intermittently pursuing “speculative opportu-
nities for profit,” are continuously “attuned to a regular market.” What distin-
guishes the modern economic system accordingly, Weber asserts, is the ra-
tional pursuit of profit, “and forever renewed profit,” by means of “rigorous
calculation, directed with foresight and caution toward” long-run economic
success. For Weber, in sum, the chief mode of economic activity in the
western world since the middle of the nineteenth century is not political,
speculative, or adventure capitalism, but something qualitatively different:
“sober bourgeois capitalism.”15

Modern Rational Capitalism: Preconditions and Characteristics

On several occasions, Weber identifies what he variously refers to as the
“causes,” “presuppositions,” or “distinguishing characteristics” of western
capitalism. I present below a summary of this list of factors. This is intended
to further clarify Weber’s conception of the nature and origins of modern
capitalism and his view of how it differs from earlier types of capitalist profit
making. This should also help us better understand what Weber means when
he describes capitalism as rational.16

Private Ownership. Modern capitalism presupposes private ownership of
the means of production with entrepreneurs firmly in charge. Ownership
gives capitalists or their representatives the authority to manage the produc-
tion process, direct the labor force, and make investment decisions—all
guided by monetary calculations and oriented toward the goal of profit max-
imization. The formal rationality of the capitalist enterprise is dependent on
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managers being able to carry out the business of the firm based solely on
considerations of profitability.17

Free Labor. The rationality of modern capitalism also presupposes a la-
bor force that is legally free but compelled by “the whip of hunger” to offer
its services on the labor market. Free labor—where workers can be hired,
deployed, and fired at will—is an important precondition of capitalist ration-
ality for two reasons. First, where workers sell their labor on the market for a
wage, employers can reliably estimate the costs of production in advance.
Second, free labor, along with private control over the means of production,
facilitates workplace discipline. As a condition for receiving a wage, laborers
voluntarily submit to the authority of the capitalist, who is then able to direct
and monitor their work behavior, thus permitting greater control over the
labor process and a “higher level of economic rationality.” The ability of the
capitalist business firm to achieve “exact calculation,” Weber emphasizes, is
dependent on the capitalist organization of free labor.18

Free Market. The process of capitalist rationalization presupposes a free
market. The efficient operation of the capitalist business enterprise and the
reliable determination of expected profits are possible only with the elimina-
tion of all market restrictions and other “irrational limitations on trading.”
This requires that market transactions be purely impersonal, free from the
influence of any sentimental, religious, or ethical infringements. The “watch-
word” of the free market, Weber says, is “without regard for persons.” The
“market community,” he explains, is the preeminent sphere of rational self-
interested action.19

Capital Accounting. A rational capitalist enterprise, Weber states, is one
that determines the merit of investment opportunities by means of modern
bookkeeping methods. By comparing income with expenses, by measuring
revenues against costs, capital accounting provides a uniquely rational meth-
od for evaluating the efficacy of economic ventures, both retrospectively and
prospectively, and for directing capitalist business firms toward profitable
market opportunities. Monetary calculation, carried out through the use of
double-entry bookkeeping, is “formally the most rational means of orienting
economic activity.”20

Technology and Mechanization. Modern capitalism presupposes rational
technology and the mechanization of production and distribution. Technolo-
gy enhances efficiency, but more importantly for Weber, because it permits
accurate estimates of output, it facilitates rational accounting and precise
calculation.21



100 Chapter 4

Calculable Legal and Administrative System. Modern capitalism presup-
poses “calculable law” and a dependable legal and political environment.
The rationality of the capitalist business enterprise requires a durable and
trustworthy legal and political system whose functioning is predictable. For
this reason, Weber argues, the development of the modern bureaucratic state,
“adjudicating and administering according to rationally established law and
regulation,” goes hand in hand with the development of modern capitalist
industry.22

Commercialization. Modern capitalism presupposes the “commercializa-
tion” of economic life. By “commercialization,” Weber means “the appear-
ance of paper representing shares in enterprise” and “rights to income.”
Typified by the emergence of the stock company, this development, he
argues, “has taken place only in the modern western world.”23

Separation of Household and Business. Finally, modern capitalism also
presupposes, as a requisite for rational bookkeeping, the “separation of busi-
ness from the household.” This entails both a “spatial separation” between
residence and work and, more importantly, a “legal separation” between the
personal wealth of the business owner, his or her private assets, and the
corporate wealth of the business enterprise, the capital invested in or avail-
able to the firm.24

Appearing only in the modern western world, this constellation of condi-
tions, Weber argues, enables capitalist business enterprises to achieve “a
maximum of formal rationality.” This quality—its rational organization and
calculability—is precisely what makes capitalism such a formidable econom-
ic system. The unique rationality characteristic of modern capitalism, where
economic activity is guided by monetary calculations oriented to the goal of
profit making, is manifest from top to bottom: in the systematic organization
of the production process, the management of the workplace, the specialized
division of labor, the application of science and technology, the “military
discipline” of the factory, the decision-making processes of the firm, the
operation of the market, and the predictable functioning of external legal and
political institutions.25

In a brief summary of his theory of the origins of modern capitalism,
Weber says that “in the last resort the factor which produced capitalism is the
rational permanent enterprise, rational accounting, rational technology and
rational law.” But, he adds, these institutional conditions alone are not suffi-
cient. Other factors are also necessary, most importantly a “rational spirit, the
rationalization of the conduct of life in general, and a rationalistic economic
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ethic.” Thus the formal rationality of capitalism has yet another presupposi-
tion: it requires the presence of a new type of person, the “carriers” or
“bearers” of a “rational ethic” and a new and specifically methodical way of
life. Weber takes up this side of the story in The Protestant Ethic.26

THE PROTESTANT ETHIC AND THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM

The Protestant Ethic was originally published as a two-part article in 1905,
and then republished in a revised edition in 1920. This book touches on a
number of themes central to Weber’s work as a whole: the transition from
traditional to modern society, the origins of modern capitalism, the unique
qualities of western rationalism, the role of ideas in history, the influence of
religious ethics on economic conduct, the characteristics and fate of the
modern individual, and the prospects for individual freedom in the modern
rationalized world.27

Weber’s premise is that modern capitalism, at least in the early “heroic”
stage of its development, is characterized by a particular culture or “spirit.”
To explain the origins of this spirit is his primary objective. The central
argument of the Protestant Ethic, sometimes referred to as the “Weber the-
sis,” is that the spirit of capitalism, as well as the type of person embodying
this spirit, can be traced back to certain religious influences originating from
the Reformation. He thus posits a congruence or affinity between two world-
views: Protestantism on the one hand and the culture of modern capitalism
on the other. These two otherwise divergent belief systems—one altogether
religious in nature, the other thoroughly secular—share a common concep-
tion of the value of a sustained and disciplined work life. Weber’s ultimate
purpose, as he modestly puts it, is to demonstrate that the modern vocational
culture, with its affirmation of the ideal of diligent labor in a specialized
calling, is “in some way religiously based.”28

The Spirit of Capitalism

Weber derives a “provisional description” of the spirit of capitalism from the
writings of Benjamin Franklin. Among other everyday virtues, Franklin
preaches industry, prudence, frugality, honesty, and punctuality. He advises
his readers to save money, maintain creditworthiness, keep an “exact ac-
count” of income and expenses, and avoid idleness and waste. He further-
more admonishes individuals to accumulate wealth and earn “more and more
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money,” while at the same time warning against frivolous spending and the
“spontaneous enjoyment of life.” Franklin’s wise old sayings, Weber states,
illustrate the spirit of capitalism “in almost classical purity.” Moreover, he
stresses, criticizing Marx’s historical materialism, this spirit is no mere re-
flection of economic circumstances. Indeed, when Franklin set forth his mo-
ral precepts, the modern capitalist economic system was still only on the
horizon. The spirit of capitalism appeared prior to the system of capitalism
(in its modern form), and can conceivably be counted therefore among the
causal factors contributing to the development of that capitalist economic
system.29

What Weber finds most interesting is that Franklin’s philosophy has the
quality of an ethos. It is not a manual for achieving economic success, nor
does it imply the glorification of self-interest or greed. It is rather an ethic
“for the conduct of life.” This ethic introduces something new into the cul-
ture: a morally imbued attitude toward work and profit making. Where the
spirit of capitalism prevails, the lives of individuals revolve around and are
made meaningful by the faithful and methodical fulfillment of occupational
or professional responsibilities. Capitalists feel a devotion to their businesses,
and workers feel a commitment to their jobs. Labor, traditionally thought of
as a necessary evil, is transformed into “an absolute end in itself.” The spirit
of capitalism thus sanctions an ascetic or disciplined way of life, one system-
atically and purposefully organized around the performance of vocational
duties. This cultural ethos, so unique in its qualities and profound in its
implications, is what Weber sets out to explain.30

Weber emphasizes the peculiarity of the spirit of capitalism, its radical
divergence from the traditional norm. “A man does not ‘by nature’ wish to
earn more and more money,” he says, “but simply to live as he is accustomed
to live and to earn as much as necessary for that purpose.” This mind-set,
which he calls “traditionalism,” is evident among pre-capitalist laborers who
are content with maintaining a customary style of life rather than constantly
striving to increase their earnings. Economic traditionalism is also evident
among pre-capitalist employers who, rather than being driven to accumulate,
take a more relaxed approach to business, looking only to preserve a given
rate of profit and a comfortable level of economic activity.31

With the rise of the culture of modern capitalism, economic traditionalism
with its leisurely attitude toward work and business comes to be regarded as
morally objectionable. A new ideal—economic rationalism—is born, upend-
ing the “natural” order of things. Moneymaking, considered throughout most
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of human history as a mere means for the satisfaction of material needs,
becomes a moral duty, the very purpose of life. This circumstance, “where a
man exists for the sake of his business, instead of the reverse,” is a profound
alteration of the human experience. With its compulsive work ethic, unceas-
ing pursuit of profit, and self-denying abstention from enjoyment, this man-
ner of economic conduct, Weber observes, is anything but ordinary. To the
“pre-capitalist man,” it is “incomprehensible and mysterious,” contrary in
fact “to the ethical feelings of whole epochs.” The restless acquisitiveness of
the modern individual and the idea of work for its own sake are also utterly
“senseless to any purely worldly view of life” and completely unintelligible
from the “view-point of personal happiness.” From just about any common-
sense standpoint, the economic rationalism of the modern capitalist culture is
deeply irrational.32

How did this peculiar spirit originate? How did it manage to overcome
the “stubborn resistance” of economic traditionalism and create a new type of
“economic man”? To answer these questions, to account for the rise of “our
specifically worldly modern culture,” Weber turns to another revolutionary
development, the religious upheaval inaugurated by the Reformation. The
spirit of capitalism, he argues, “was born” from “the spirit of Christian ascet-
icism,” that is, from the Protestant ethic.33

Ascetic Protestantism

With the Reformation of the sixteenth century, Protestantism broke from
Catholicism, creating a division within Christianity. The reform movement,
prompted by the writings of Martin Luther, put forward a new—“infinitely
burdensome and earnestly enforced”—set of commandments for living a
devout life. The faithful, it was now taught, can best serve god not by retreat-
ing into a monastery or withdrawing into the church, but by attentively
carrying out the mundane obligations imposed upon them by their place in
the world. Luther’s concept of the “calling” (a “task set by God”) embodied
this new principle: “the valuation of the fulfillment of duty in worldly affairs
as the highest form which the moral activity of the individual could assume.”
The Protestant Reformation thus had the effect of investing everyday life, the
domain of work in particular, with great religious and moral significance.
According to Weber, however, Luther gave this ethic an essentially “tradi-
tionalist interpretation.” Rather than urging economic acquisition and ad-
vancement, he proposed only that individuals abide by the demands of the
occupations in which, by divine providence, they have been placed. Effec-
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tively reinforcing traditionalism and restraining economic rationalism, Lu-
ther counseled individuals to adapt to but not surpass their god-given “station
in life.”34

The revolutionary implications of the Reformation, Weber argues, and its
contribution to the development of economic rationalism, occur only with the
rise of ascetic Protestantism, particularly in the form of Calvinism. The cen-
tral dogma of Calvinism is the doctrine of predestination. According to this
doctrine, the most pressing issue in the lives of believers—whether they are
among the saved or the damned—is predetermined at the moment of creation
by an omnipotent and inscrutable god. In contrast to their Catholic counter-
parts, able to wash away their sins in the confessional, faithful Calvinists can
do nothing—no prayers, sacraments, supplications, or offerings of any
kind—to influence their fate. Religious authorities are likewise incapable of
helping believers attain a state of grace. God’s plan is altogether impervious
to human intervention. Individuals are on their own, doomed to uncertainty.
Admitting no “magical means to salvation,” Protestantism contributes to
what Weber refers to as the “disenchantment” of the world, a topic I discuss
more fully below.35

The fatalism associated with the doctrine of predestination was psycho-
logically intolerable, leaving believers with “a feeling of unprecedented inner
loneliness.” To help assuage anxiety, local pastors began instructing the
faithful that they had an “absolute duty” to consider themselves among the
chosen and that the best way to ward off doubt and exhibit the “certainty of
grace” was through “intense worldly activity,” meaning specifically hard
work. This advice, which had the practical effect of substituting active striv-
ing for fatalistic acceptance, was predicated on a conception of the individual
as an instrument of god, the “tool of the divine will.” For Calvinism, we are
not put on earth to idle away our hours or have a good time or even achieve
salvation. Our sole reason for existence, rather, is to honor the greater glory
of god through the methodical and disciplined undertaking of our worldly
endeavors. If, however, individuals prove themselves successful in serving
god—if for example they run a profitable business—it would only be reason-
able to interpret this productivity as a sign of grace. Though not a logical
derivation from the Calvinist creed, this line of thinking, where economic
achievement is taken to be a sign of personal worthiness, was how the doc-
trine of predestination played out in the everyday lives of the Protestant
faithful.36
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By calling for unrelenting self-discipline, Calvinism gave a powerful
psychological inducement to a rational way of life. As servants of god in the
everyday world, believers were instructed to maintain constant vigilance,
exercise rigorous self-control, suppress their natural urges, restrain their im-
pulses and emotions, and lead an always alert, wakeful, and “intelligent life.”
The faithful could stave off fears of damnation only by submitting their lives
to “deliberate regulation” and “a systematic rational ordering.” What god
required was not simply occasional good works—neither deathbed contribu-
tions nor last-minute confessions—“but a life of good works combined into a
unified system.” This was a demanding religion, subjecting the totality of an
individual’s life—and not just the life of the religious “virtuoso” but the
entire laity—to an unceasing regimen of self-regulation. The strict asceticism
preached by Calvin is not unique to Protestantism, of course. Monks, for
example, practice an equally rational, systematic, and orderly way of life. But
while their type of asceticism is monastic or “other-worldly,” a discipline
requiring adherents to withdraw from worldly affairs, the asceticism of the
Protestant religion is “inner-worldly.” It takes the rational and methodical
conduct of life out of the monastery and into the everyday realm of economic
activity, transforming the world in the process.37

When the Protestant faithful enter the mundane world, they are obliged to
work strenuously, avoid leisurely pursuits and unnecessary pleasures, and
make constructive use of the limited time at their disposal. The Protestant
ethic calls upon believers to devote themselves to an occupation, work hard,
and take advantage of (god-given) opportunities. More to the point, however,
what it demands is “restless, continuous, systematic work”—“not labour in
itself but rational labour in a calling.” The natural result of this virtuous
performance of vocational demands is the accumulation of wealth. This is
highly commendable, perhaps even a sign of salvation, but the use of such
wealth for the enjoyment of life is morally unacceptable. Idleness, relaxation,
contemplation, and recreation, because they detract from the fulfillment of
vocational duties, are also sinful. Such superfluous leisure activities are an
impious waste of time—time better spent working to glorify god. For Protes-
tantism, while time is not money as it was for Benjamin Franklin, it is,
Weber suggests, the spiritual equivalent.38

With this we arrive at the key conclusion of Weber’s argument. Toward
the end to the Protestant Ethic, he asks us to ponder the relationship between
ascetic Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism.
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One only has to re-read the passage from Franklin, quoted at the beginning of
this essay, in order to see that the essential elements of the attitude which was
there called the spirit of capitalism are the same as what we have just shown to
be the content of Puritan worldly asceticism, only without the religious basis,
which by Franklin’s time had died away.

The spirit of capitalism, as interpreted by Weber, is a secular outgrowth of
the Protestant ethic.39

From Ascetic Protestantism to Modern Capitalism

Weber’s primary objective in the Protestant Ethic is to demonstrate a con-
nection between one idea system, ascetic Protestantism, and another idea
system, the spirit of capitalism. But in the course of his analysis, he touches
on a larger issue: the influence of religious ideas on the formation of the
modern capitalist economic system itself. In the final chapter of the Protes-
tant Ethic, Weber explicitly pursues this topic, identifying several pathways
through which Protestant asceticism, with its concept of the calling, contrib-
uted to “the development of a capitalist way of life.”40

Protestantism favored the rise of capitalism by endowing profit making
with an “amazingly good” conscience. It not only applauded economic ac-
quisition, previously inhibited by “traditionalistic ethics”; it transformed the
accumulation of wealth into an ethical imperative “willed by God.” Instead
of being merely tolerated, moneymaking became venerated, indeed a sign of
moral worth. The combination of this “release of acquisitive activity” from
the constraints of tradition and the condemnation of luxury fueled the expan-
sion of capitalism by giving a powerful stimulus to savings and the “produc-
tive investment of capital.”41

The Protestant ethic legitimated profit making, but it also provided ideo-
logical support to capitalism by justifying inequality, poverty, and low
wages. To the “bourgeois business man,” it gave the “comforting assurance”
that “the unequal distribution of the goods of this world was a special dispen-
sation of Divine Providence.” It likewise legalized the exploitation of labor,
advancing the convenient idea that “faithful labour, even at low wages,” is
“highly pleasing to God.” Protestantism sanctioned both the wealth of the
rich and the poverty of the poor. By endowing mundane business pursuits
with the quality of a moral mission, moreover, Puritanism made an ethical
hero out of the “sober, middle-class, self-made man.” Meanwhile, it provided
that same bourgeois businessman with a reliable labor force, a population of
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“sober, conscientious, and unusually industrious workmen, who clung to
their work as to a life purpose willed by God.”42

Along with the role it played in legitimating the class system of modern
capitalism, ascetic Protestantism, Weber argues, promoted the development
of the capitalist way of life in two other respects as well. First, with its
emphasis on the value of specialized work and the importance of a “fixed
calling,” it “provided ethical justification of the modern specialized division
of labour.” Second, the ascetic condemnation of decorative ostentation, re-
garding clothing, for example, and its call for “sober utility” contributed to
the “powerful tendency toward uniformity of life,” thus aiding “the capitalist
interest in the standardization of production.”43

The Protestant Reformation, by giving birth to a peculiar economic ethos
and a new type of person with a particularly practical and resolute set of
attitudes and dispositions, contributed to the breakthrough into the modern
world. It promoted “the development of a rational bourgeois economic life,”
and it produced the “modern economic man,” more specifically, “the man of
vocation.” When “asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday
life,” Weber says, “it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the
modern economic order.” But this outcome did not occur by design. The
Protestant faithful were preoccupied by one thing only: the “salvation of the
soul.” Through their religiously motivated conduct, however, they uninten-
tionally called forth the modern capitalist economic system. This result, We-
ber emphasizes, was entirely “unforeseen” and “unwished-for.” Calvinism
paved the way for the rise of modern capitalism, but this was an unanticipat-
ed consequence of a purely religiously inspired ethic of conduct.44

The Rise of the Capitalist System

Weber refers to the Protestant Ethic as a modest “contribution to the under-
standing of the manner in which ideas,” in this case religious ideas, “become
effective forces in history.” By demonstrating the influence of ascetic Protes-
tantism on the formation of the vocational culture of modern capitalism, he
challenges what he takes to be the economic determinism of Marx’s histori-
cal materialism. Though acknowledging the value of Marx’s materialist per-
spective when construed as a hypothesis, Weber insists that the course of
history is determined not only by economic forces but by ideal or cultural
forces as well—by life-shaping belief systems. He not only emphasizes the
cultural roots of the modern economic order, but draws attention to the
unique cultural characteristics of modern capitalism as well. Indeed, for We-
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ber, the presence of the spirit of capitalism is precisely what distinguishes
modern capitalism from other forms of capitalism and from other non-capi-
talist economic systems.45

But once the modern capitalist system is up and running, Weber acknowl-
edges, it no longer requires the spiritual ethos that got it off the ground.
Ascetic Protestantism contributes to the rise of western capitalism, but once
the capitalist economic system is “in the saddle,” he says, now sounding a lot
like Marx, it takes on a life of its own, becoming a “tremendous cosmos” to
which everyone, employers and employees alike, must submit. A mature
capitalist system, Weber recognizes, no longer requires the “support of any
religious forces” or the spiritual conformity of the individual. It assumes
rather the form of an objective, machine-like system, “an unalterable order of
things” to which individuals are compelled to adjust. The process of capital-
ist rationalization, once it reaches a certain threshold, forces everyone to
“follow suit” or “go out of business.” While the “Puritan wanted to work in a
calling,” under the circumstances of present-day capitalism “we are forced to
do so.”46

THE RATIONALIZATION OF LEGITIMATE AUTHORITY

The problem of social order, a central theme in Durkheim’s writings, is an
important topic in Weber’s sociology as well. But while Durkheim attributes
social stability to moral integration—shared values in the pre-modern world
and bonds of interdependency in the modern world—for Weber it derives
primarily from configurations of “domination” or “authority”; in other
words, relations of power. Typically, however—with slavery being a notable
exception—the exercise of power produces an enduring social order only if it
manages to “justify itself,” only if it is able to secure a “certain minimum of
consent,” at least on the part of the most “socially important” segments of the
governed. This idea underlies Weber’s concept of “legitimate authority.”
When he speaks of legitimacy, however, he is not making a value judgment
or asserting that a particular relationship of power or structure of domination
is in some normative sense just. Weber treats legitimacy from a strictly
empirical standpoint. Legitimate authority obtains when the power to com-
mand is deemed valid, that is, when persons subject to authority voluntarily
offer their obedience.47

Weber identifies three possible bases of legitimacy and, correspondingly,
three types of legitimate authority, with each of these taking a variety of
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forms. The legitimacy of traditional authority derives from the sanctity of
custom (“Obey me because this is what our people have always done.”); the
legitimacy of charismatic authority rests on the extraordinary qualities of the
leader (“Obey me because I can transform your life.”); and the legitimacy of
rational-legal authority follows from the observance of formally established
rules and procedures (“Obey me because I am your lawfully appointed super-
ior.”). These are ideal types, meant only to serve as a conceptual starting
point for empirical investigation. Real-world systems of legitimate authority
are more complicated, typically taking a mixed form.48

Traditional Authority

Originating from the rule of the father figure or master over his household,
traditional authority is the form of power exercised by the patriarch, the lord,
the prince, or the king. This type of authority is grounded in the venerability
of the “eternal yesterday,” the “sanctity of everyday routines,” the sacred
quality of “age-old rules and powers,” the validity of that “which has always
been.” The authority of traditional rulers stems from their occupancy of
customarily sanctioned positions of power. While traditional leaders encoun-
ter no legal restraints on their authority, they do not possess unlimited discre-
tion. They too are “bound by tradition.” They risk their legitimacy, and may
even provoke a “traditionalist revolt,” if their commands fail to respect the
time-honored ways of the past.49

In systems of traditional authority the person in command, usually assum-
ing power through inheritance, occupies the status of “lord” or “master.”
Those in a subordinate position occupy the status of “subjects.” And the
administrative staff—typically consisting of “personal retainers” recruited
from loyal family members and friends—occupies the status of “servants.”
Predisposed toward keeping things the way they are, traditional authority is
an inherently conservative force, rooted in and reinforcing “traditional atti-
tudes.” It is also “irrational,” meaning in this context not governed by estab-
lished rules, fixed procedures, or legal precedents. Within the limits set by
sacred traditions, leaders are free to command according to their own person-
al inclinations, introducing an element of arbitrariness and unpredictability
into the exercise of power.50
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Charismatic Authority

Charismatic authority, a term Weber uses once again in a purely “value-free
sense,” derives from the extraordinary qualities of the exceptional individual.
Examples include the religious prophet, the military hero, the great orator, or
more specifically a Gandhi or a Martin Luther King Jr. The power to com-
mand possessed by charismatic figures does not come from their occupancy
of official positions, whether attained through inheritance or election. They
are obeyed not because of “tradition or statute,” but because their followers
believe in them. The authority of charismatic leaders, their ability to inspire
people to abandon their normal lives and take up a historic cause, rests
entirely on their own personal “gifts” or deeds: the force of their example, the
potency of their message, the righteousness of their mission. But just as
traditional authorities maintain their legitimacy only if they adhere to sacred
traditions, so too is the validity of charismatic authority contingent on lead-
ers’ continued success in demonstrating their heroism, proving themselves
through victories, and obtaining benefits for their followers.51

In the case of charismatic authority, the person in command occupies the
status of “leader.” Those in a subordinate position occupy the status of “dis-
ciples” or “followers.” And the administrative staff consists of a “charismatic
aristocracy composed of a select group of adherents.” Like traditional author-
ity, charismatic leadership is irrational, and uniquely so. It is not only
“foreign to all rules,” but because it is inherently unstructured and short-
lived, antagonistic to normal routine, charismatic authority is also the “direct
antithesis” of all “everyday forms of domination,” whether traditional or
rational-legal. In addition, while traditional authority is a conservative force,
rooted in the past and committed to the way things are, charismatic authority
is a revolutionary force, an enemy of the status quo. Charismatic figures
typically appear during times of hardship, crisis, and contention. They enter
into the fray, rally converts, and demand change, whether in the internal
values and beliefs of followers or in the external structure of the existing
social order.52

In contrast to the two other types of legitimate domination, charismatic
authority, because it originates from the qualities of persons and their accom-
plishments, is intrinsically unstable and transitory. Leaders may lose their
gifts and the confidence of their followers. They may become victims of their
own success, as their authority becomes institutionalized, embedded in the
everyday practices of a governing organization. Or they may die, raising the
issue of succession—how to replace a remarkable leader and how to keep the
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charisma alive. The typical pattern, Weber argues, is for charismatic author-
ity to undergo a process of “routinization,” gradually shedding its extraordi-
nary qualities and giving way to either traditional authority or rational-legal
authority. The fate of charisma, which appears only as a temporary interrup-
tion of more enduring forms of domination, is “to recede before the powers
of tradition or of rational association.”53

Rational-Legal Authority

Rational-legal authority, typically associated with bureaucratic organization,
is the specifically modern form of legitimate domination. This type of au-
thority rests on “legality,” on a “system of consciously made rational
rules”—the rule of law rather than persons. The commands issued by legal
power holders are justified in the name of impersonal rules enacted according
to “formally correct procedure” rather than “personal authority.” The right to
exercise power is bestowed on individuals as temporary incumbents of an
office, not on persons in themselves; it is sanctioned by legal statutes, not
hallowed traditions; and obedience is owed to “the legally established imper-
sonal order,” not to the individual lord or master. And just as traditional
leaders are expected to abide by the sanctified ways of the past, so too are
legal authorities, no less than ordinary citizens, obliged to comply with the
law and follow prescribed procedures.54

In systems where rational-legal authority predominates, persons in com-
mand, either elected or appointed, are “servants of the state”; they occupy the
status of “superiors.” Those in a subordinate position occupy the status of
“citizens,” or “members” when speaking of organizations (e.g., political par-
ties or trade unions). And the administrative personnel, consisting of salaried
and trained professionals, occupy the status of “officials.” Among the most
significant features of rational-legal authority is an administrative staff orga-
nized in the form of a bureaucratic body with no particular personal loyalty
to ruling authorities. These bureaucratic officials are recruited on the basis of
technical qualifications, they operate within a fixed area of specialization,
and they are expected to fulfill their duties in an impartial and impersonal
manner. Along with the rule of law, the presence of bureaucratic administra-
tion, discussed more fully below, is the primary source of the distinctive
rationality characteristic of legal authority.55
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Legitimate Authority, Modernity, and Rationalization

The three types of legitimate authority, Weber insists, cannot “be placed into
a simple evolutionary line,” nor is this typology meant to be the foundation
of any philosophy of history. Nevertheless, Weber does acknowledge two
historically significant patterns, both relevant to his diagnosis of the modern
condition. First, just as traditional authority is the preeminent form of domi-
nation throughout most of pre-modern history, so too is rational-legal author-
ity a uniquely modern phenomenon. Thus, alongside the rationalization of
action discussed above, we also observe in the modern western world a
corresponding rationalization of legitimate authority. This development rep-
resents a profound reordering of the structure of social power. It signifies a
transition from allegiance to sacred traditions to allegiance to abstract norms,
from the rule of persons to the rule of laws, and from power relationships of a
more personal nature to power relationships of a more impersonal nature.56

Second, unlike traditional and rational-legal authority, charismatic au-
thority is not specific to any particular social context; it “has emerged in all
places and in all historical epochs.” Weber admits, however, that the rational-
legal order characteristic of modern society is less conducive to an “eruption
of charisma” than is the traditional social order. The rational, military-like
discipline embedded in the “capitalist factory” and the “bureaucratic state
machine,” along with other modern institutions, creates a rule-bound orderli-
ness that “more and more restricts the importance of charisma.” “Only ex-
traordinary conditions,” he observes, “can bring about the triumph of charis-
ma over the organization.” While Weber envisions the waning of charisma in
an increasingly rationalized world, as we will see in later chapters, he still
holds out the possibility of a modern-day though perhaps attenuated version
of charismatic leadership.57

BUREAUCRATIC RATIONALIZATION

Bureaucracy, “the purest type of exercise of legal authority,” is the preemi-
nent mode of administration and organization in the modern western world.
The advance of bureaucracy, like the advance of capitalism, is a rationalizing
and revolutionary force, remaking the world while in the process destroying
traditional forms of authority and traditional ways of life. The process of
modernization, for Weber, is a process of bureaucratization. Modern society
is fundamentally and inevitably a bureaucratic society. This is apparent in
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nearly every domain of human association, including the army, religious
institutions, charitable organizations, interest groups, hospitals, and univer-
sities. Even more important is the undeniable presence of bureaucratic ad-
ministration in the economic and political spheres, in the organization and
operation of the two central institutions of modern western society: the state
and the capitalist business enterprise. Neither government nor industry could
conceivably conduct their affairs without the services of a full-time bureau-
cratic body made up of technically trained personnel. The development of
both the modern state and “modern high capitalism” is essentially a story of
increasing bureaucratization. The state, in particular, Weber emphasizes, “is
absolutely dependent upon a bureaucratic basis.” The growth of “bureaucrat-
ic officialdom,” he observes, has been the “unambiguous yardstick for the
modernization of the state.”58

Weber’s concept of bureaucracy is an ideal type, an abstraction con-
structed to underline the rational properties of bureaucratic administration
and highlight the contrast between bureaucratic rule and traditional rule.
Actually existing bureaucratic institutions depart from this ideal type to a
greater or lesser extent. But even if bureaucratic organizations are never
altogether bureaucratic, the fact remains, according to Weber: “the future
belongs to bureaucratization.” Along with the factory, he states, bureaucracy
is the “modern form of organization” that most determines “the character of
the present age and of the foreseeable future.” In what follows, I provide an
overview of Weber’s ideal-type representation of bureaucratic administra-
tion. My objective is to clarify his thinking about bureaucracy and, more
specifically, draw attention to the bases, nature, and consequences of the
particular rationality characteristic of bureaucratic organization. 59

Formalism. Bureaucracy exhibits a high level of formalism insofar as
official business is conducted on the basis of written rules, administrative
regulations, and fixed procedures. These designate what is to be done, by
whom, and how. They specify the duties and responsibilities of the adminis-
trative staff, their obligations and powers, their areas of jurisdiction, and the
distribution of authority and command. The rational formalism of bureaucra-
cy requires that administrative actions be handled in a uniform fashion—by
the book—not on an individual, case-by-case basis and not according to the
personal predilections of bureaucratic officials.60

Impersonality. The formalism of bureaucracy is evident also in its imper-
sonality. Bureaucratic officials, in adherence to their vocational demands,
perform their functions in a purely objective and matter-of-fact manner, in
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accordance with “calculable rules” and “without regard to personal consider-
ations.” Indeed, Weber argues, the more fully developed the bureaucracy,
“the more it is ‘dehumanized,’ the more completely it succeeds in eliminat-
ing from official business love, hatred, and all purely personal, irrational, and
emotional elements which escape calculation.” The impersonality of the mar-
ket economy has its counterpart in the impersonality of bureaucratic adminis-
tration.61

Predictability. Formalism and impersonality ensure that organizational
behavior under bureaucratic auspices is optimally predictable. Bureaucracy,
Weber states, permits a “high degree of calculability of results,” both for
those heading the organization and “for those acting in relation to it.” This
calculability is particularly important in the relationship between the modern
bureaucratic state and the capitalist business enterprise. The efficient opera-
tion of the capitalist economic system requires a state bureaucracy capable of
conducting its administrative affairs with speed and precision. The capitalist
market economy depends on the existence of a stable and predictable govern-
ing system, and this is precisely what bureaucratic administration offers. 62

Knowledge. The rationality of bureaucracy and its superiority as a method
of administration derive also from its reliance on a staff consisting of knowl-
edgeable professionals and technical specialists. The prominence of this type
of person, a product of training and education, is unique to the modern world.
The process of bureaucratization gives rise to a social order characterized by
“the ever-increasing importance of experts and specialized knowledge” and
by an “absolute and complete dependence” on a “specially trained organiza-
tion of officials.” This development alters the structure of social power.
Bureaucratic administration, Weber states, “means fundamentally domina-
tion through knowledge.” As society is bureaucratized, the technical special-
ists employed in bureaucratic offices come to comprise a new “privileged
stratum,” one distinguished by their educational qualifications. The power
possessed by bureaucratic officeholders stems from their training, their expe-
rience, their access to “official information,” and their familiarity with the
rules of the bureaucratic game. They not only have the requisite knowledge,
but as bureaucratic insiders they also know the ropes and they know how to
get things done. This circumstance means that the “political ‘master,’” the
person standing at the head of the bureaucracy, “always finds himself, vis-à-
vis the trained official, in the position of a dilettante facing the expert.”63

Efficiency. Bureaucratic organization is characterized by an office hierar-
chy consisting of well-defined channels of authority and lines of supervision
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and by the presence of a trained staff of career officials with specialized areas
of competence. In a fully developed bureaucracy, the process of administra-
tion, carried out on the basis of expert knowledge and impersonal rules, is
notable for its continuity, stability, reliability, and consistency. By virtue of
these features, Weber argues, bureaucracy—“this human machine”—is tech-
nically superior to any other form of organization. It is the most efficient and
“most rational known means of exercising authority over human beings.”
The “bureaucratic apparatus,” he explains, is to other forms of organization
what the machine is to “non-mechanical modes of production.” Due especial-
ly to this fact—its sheer technical efficiency—bureaucratization is an inexor-
able force, perhaps even the “final destiny of the modern world.”64

Indispensability. Bureaucracy, the purest embodiment of formal rational-
ity, is an indispensable feature of modern society. It is a uniquely efficient
mechanism for administering the collective affairs of society. Bureaucracy’s
unrivaled capacity for “organized action” is the source of its technical super-
iority, power, and permanency. The very existence of modern society de-
pends on bureaucratic organization. Short of sacrificing the achievements of
modernity, there is no other way of running the state or the economy. Bu-
reaucracy, Weber argues, is “escape proof” and “practically indestruct-
ible.”65

Weber’s analysis of bureaucracy adds one more ingredient to his concep-
tion of western rationalism and his theory of modernity. Alongside the ra-
tionalization of capitalism, the rationalization of social action, and the ration-
alization of legitimate authority, we can now include the rationalization of
organization and administration. The bureaucratization of the world, and the
process of rationalization more generally, is reflected in a pattern of increase
in numerous dimensions of social existence: the regulation and organization
of social activities according to formal rules and written procedures, the
impersonality and dehumanization of social relations, the predictability and
calculability of social life, the specialization of functions, the role of training
and education, the reliance on professionals and officials, the importance of
knowledge and expertise, and the overall level of efficiency in the manage-
ment of human beings and social processes. These developmental tendencies,
rooted in the process of bureaucratic rationalization, are among the most
important markers of the transition from traditional society to modern soci-
ety.
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SCIENCE, DISENCHANTMENT, AND THE CRISIS OF MEANING

Modern science is both an outcome and an engine of western rationalism. As
the go-to institution for empirical knowledge and technical expertise, science
joins forces with capitalism and bureaucracy to fashion an orderly and calcu-
lable world. But while it increases humanity’s technical mastery over reality,
Weber argues, science also strips the world of meaning. This is its unique
contribution to the process of rationalization. Science enhances our ability to
understand and control the social and natural environments, but at the same
time it renders the world meaningless.66

As in the case of his analysis of capitalism and bureaucracy, Weber is
primarily interested in the cultural significance of science—what the rise of
science means for the life of the individual and the “fate of our times.” He
pursues this objective by delineating the boundaries of science and by map-
ping (and patrolling) the borderlines between science and religion, science
and ethics, and science and politics. In the process he distinguishes those
issues science can and cannot legitimately address and the purposes it can
and cannot legitimately serve.67

The Circumstances of Science in the Modern World

The philosophers of the French Enlightenment regarded science as an instru-
ment of progress, a vehicle of social and moral betterment. The growth of
empirical knowledge and the application of reason, they believed, by deliver-
ing people from the bondage of ignorance, superstition, and poverty, would
usher in a new era of human freedom and well-being. Weber rejects this
“naïve optimism.” He also criticizes the conventional German view of aca-
demic intellectuals as spiritual leaders, cultural guardians, and modern-day
wise men. Opposing the lofty image of the scholar held by many of his
colleagues, Weber locates the practice of science in the mundane world of
occupations. Science, he maintains, is a “vocation,” a profession like any
other with its own prosaic duties and responsibilities. It is not “the gift of
grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and revelations.”
Though he is among the most ardent defenders of science, Weber, always
deflating one balloon or another, is determined to lower expectations about
what science can achieve, what questions it can answer, and what it can
promise for the future. To gain a deeper understanding of Weber’s concep-
tion of what is, after all, his own chosen vocation, in what follows I discuss
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his view of the circumstances, characteristics, and meaning of science in the
modern rationalized world.68

First, for Weber, like Durkheim, the era of the dilettante, the “cultivated
man,” has given way to the era of the expert, the “‘specialist’ type of man.”
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the academic world. Science, Weber
says, has “entered a phase of specialization previously unknown.” Genuine
intellectual achievement is nowadays possible only through “strict special-
ization” and a workmanlike though passionate commitment to a delimited
field of inquiry. This circumstance is the inevitable condition of any further
intellectual progress. It requires a willingness on the part of would-be schol-
ars to renounce the “Faustian universality of man” and devote themselves
solely to their professional responsibilities and the specific research tasks at
hand. In the modern world, science is a job reserved for full-time special-
ists.69

Second, all scientific work, Weber observes, “is chained to the course of
progress,” destined to be “antiquated in ten, twenty, fifty years.” Unlike a
work of art, a Beethoven symphony or a Shakespeare play, which may con-
tinue to edify and inspire for centuries, the accomplishments of an empirical
scientist will inevitably be surpassed. Individuals with a calling for science
must resign themselves to this fact. They must accept the reality that their
work will eventually cease to have value and will be consigned to the dustbin
of history. No scientific achievement can ever be truly definitive, and no
scientist can ever expect to accomplish anything lasting. 70

Third, the meaningfulness of science is questionable also because the
value of scholarship cannot be proven by scientific methods. There are no
objective criteria for determining what is worth knowing. Nor are the ques-
tions science poses and the problems it addresses dictated by the nature of
reality itself. What becomes an object of empirical investigation, what is
selected for study from the “absolute infinitude” of reality, depends on what
is deemed culturally significant; it is contingent on the “evaluative ideas” and
cognitive interests of scholars themselves. Though it can claim objective
validity for its findings, science rests on an inherently subjective presupposi-
tion, an irrational leap of faith that the striving for empirical knowledge is
worth the effort.71

Fourth, no matter how advanced it may be, science can never reveal the
world as it truly is in all of its “infinite multiplicity.” “All knowledge of
cultural reality,” Weber asserts, “is always knowledge from particular points
of view.” The study of social life requires the selection of a phenomenon of
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interest, a “one-sided” conceptualization that carves out a particular object of
inquiry. Weber’s focus on the rationality of modern capitalism illustrates this
point. He does not presume to set forth an all-encompassing theory, but
rather to shed light on the modern economic order from a selective and
inherently partial vantage point. This underscores yet another limitation of
science. It can produce factual knowledge, but it can never give us a com-
plete picture of reality or an exhaustive account of why things are the way
they are.72

Fifth, the different “points of departure” one might take in approaching
the social world are limitless—at least as long as the intellectual domain does
not become so stagnant as to preclude our “setting new questions to the
eternally inexhaustible flow of life.” The socio-historical sciences, because
there are always new ways of looking at the world and “new ways of formu-
lating problems,” are “eternally youthful.” Science is not only inherently
perspectival; it is also inevitably incomplete, fated never to come to an end. 73

The Disenchantment of the World

The rise to supremacy of empirical science marks a shift from a pre-modern
view of the world as enchanted to a modern view of the world as disen-
chanted. The first conceives the world as consisting of a multitude of magi-
cal, spiritual, and supernatural powers, both good and evil. These paranormal
forces intervene in the world for their own obscure purposes and—through
prayers, potions, incantations, rituals, and the like—are also potentially sus-
ceptible to human manipulation. The enchanted world is a meaningful world,
filled with purpose, significance, and mystery. Science construes the world
differently, perceiving it simply as an object of knowledge, nothing more
than a “causal mechanism.” In the passage from the pre-modern to the mod-
ern era, the “world’s processes become disenchanted,” Weber observes; they
“lose their magical significance, and henceforth simply ‘are’ and ‘happen’
but no longer signify anything.” The disenchantment of the world means
“there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather
that one can, in principle, master all things by calculation.” For Weber, it is
important to recognize, disenchantment or, more literally, demagification is
not necessarily something to be regretted, nor certainly does he look forward
to some re-enchanted future.74

As science develops, as it takes on an increasingly analytic, empirical,
and mathematical cast, it more and more comes into conflict with concep-
tions of the world as “God-ordained” or as somehow constituting a “mean-
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ingful and ethically oriented cosmos.” The view of the world as operating
according to the principle of cause and effect and the view of the world as
inherently meaningful, as exhibiting some grand purpose or design, stand in
“irreconcilable opposition.” The process of intellectualization and disen-
chantment relegates religion to the realm of the subjective and the irrational
and, by transforming the world into a neutral object of empirical science, it
divests it of any cosmic significance. But while science dethrones religion, it
cannot perform the same function the latter once served: it cannot give mean-
ing to the world or to people’s lives. Nor can scientists legitimately adopt the
role of secular prophets or priests. “The fate of an epoch which has eaten of
the tree of knowledge is that it must know that we cannot learn the meaning
of the world from the results of its analysis, be it ever so perfect.” In the
modern era, as a consequence, individuals in search of meaning are thrown
back on their own resources. This is the existential predicament of the mod-
ern individual: those who aspire to a meaningful life must somehow create it
themselves.75

Empirical Judgments and Value Judgments

Weber’s seemingly bleak view of the role of science rests on his understand-
ing of the logical distinction between empirical judgments, statements about
what “is,” and evaluative judgments, statements about what “ought to be.”
Empirical or factual propositions fall within the domain of science and can
claim universal validity. Evaluative or normative propositions fall within the
domain of ethics or politics and are matters of individual conscience and
personal conviction. Where empirical issues are at stake, conflicts of opinion
can in principle be settled through scientific investigation. But science cannot
resolve evaluative issues, it cannot prove the relative validity of competing
ideals, and it cannot distinguish between what is desirable from what is
undesirable. Economists, for example, are able to calculate the rate of unem-
ployment, document its causes and consequences, and assess the costs and
benefits of alternative policy responses. But in the final analysis they cannot
tell us what, if anything, we should do about the problem. This is a value
judgment. It depends on our ethical feelings and political beliefs, our sense of
what is fair, and our vision of the kind of society we wish to live in. Because
these are evaluative issues rather than factual issues, the scientific expert is
no more suited to propose a course of action than is the ordinary citizen. “It
can never be the task of an empirical science,” Weber declares, “to provide
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binding norms and ideals from which directives for immediate practical ac-
tivity can be derived.”76

For Weber the “ought” cannot be derived from the “is,” values cannot be
deduced from facts, and political or ethical decisions cannot be inferred from
the results of empirical analysis. Science can tell us what is true and false, but
not what is right and wrong or what is just and unjust. “A choice among
ultimate commitments,” Weber says, “cannot be made with the tools of sci-
ence.” Refusing to shy away from the unhappy implications of his own
argument, Weber, citing Tolstoy, acknowledges that science is “meaning-
less.” “It gives no answers to our question, the only question important for
us: ‘What shall we do and how shall we live?’” Science cannot give us
guidance on those matters that matter most. This responsibility falls to “the
acting, willing person.”77

In calling for the separation of factual judgments and evaluative judg-
ments, Weber’s primary interest is not the issue of scholarly objectivity. His
concern is less to protect the practice of science from the biasing effect of
values than it is to shield the realm of values from the dispiriting influence of
science. The problem he worries about, in other words, is not the politiciza-
tion of science but the scientization of politics. In espousing “value free-
dom,” Weber’s hope is to preserve a space for individual autonomy, to en-
sure that ethical standpoints, political commitments, and philosophies of
life—precisely the realm of value-rational choice where people are able to
define and give meaning to their existence—are not reduced to technical
issues or handed over to experts. Weber offers this clarification of his posi-
tion:

The reason why I take every opportunity . . . to attack in such extremely
emphatic terms the jumbling of what ought to be with what exists is not that I
underestimate the question of what ought to be. On the contrary, it is because I
cannot bear it if problems of world-shaking importance—in a certain sense the
most exalted problems that can move a human heart—are here changed into a
technical-economic problem of production and made the subject of a scholarly
discussion. We know of no scientifically demonstrable ideals.

He argues similarly in another context, “One does not wish to see the ulti-
mate and highest personal decisions which a person must make regarding his
life confounded with specialized training.”78
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Cultural Differentiation and Value Pluralism

The process of intellectualization and disenchantment undermines the unify-
ing authority of religion and its power to endow the world with certitude and
meaning. But while science displaces religion, it cannot function as a substi-
tute. Science cannot give direction to people’s lives or help them make sense
of their existence. Nor can science alleviate the “experience of the irrational-
ity of the world,” explain why bad things happen to good people, or promise
compensation or solace for “undeserved suffering,” “unpunished injustice,”
and senseless death.79

The rise of science and the marginalization of religion leave a world
bereft of meaning. The resulting vacuum is filled by a multitude of compet-
ing worldviews. The monotheism of the past gives way to the “absolute
polytheism” of the present. The culture of the modern era, as a result, be-
comes increasingly differentiated and fragmented, with conflict arising not
only “between ‘class interests’ but between general views on life and the
universe as well.” With a unitary culture no longer possible, the modern
world is an irrevocably divided world, as “irreconcilably antagonistic” politi-
cal ideologies, ethical doctrines, and attitudes toward life enter into constant
conflict with one another. In this context, the individual cannot help but “feel
himself subject to the struggle between multiple sets of values.” He is forced
“to choose which of these gods he will and should serve, or when he should
serve the one and when the other.” But “at all times,” Weber states, “he will
find himself engaged in a fight against one or another of the gods of this
world.”80

At the same time, intensifying this conflict and amplifying the process of
cultural differentiation, the transition to modern society gives rise to several
distinct and autonomous “value spheres” or “life orders.” Alongside the re-
ligious sphere, Weber singles out the economic, the political, the aesthetic,
the erotic, and the intellectual (science). These spheres represent more or less
institutionalized ways of life, different avenues through which individuals
might respond to or escape from the conditions of the modern world. Each is
bound to its own norms, driven by its own imperatives, and subject to its own
“immanent laws.” These value spheres, furthermore, as he illustrates in his
essays on politics and science as vocations, impose rules and place demands
on the individuals who choose to enter them. Calling attention to the difficul-
ty of submitting to more than one “god” at a time, Weber also underlines the
tension that exists among these spheres, their “mutual strangeness.” This is
particularly evident, as we have already seen, in the relationship between
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science and religion and between science and politics. But consider also the
conflict between the religious ethic of universal “brotherliness” and the vio-
lence inherent to the sphere of politics. Or consider the mixture of incompre-
hension and disdain with which the practically minded businessperson looks
upon pointy-headed intellectuals and freethinking artists; or the reverse, the
disrepute with which intellectuals and artists view the profane and corrupting
world of commerce.81

For Weber, the antagonism among competing worldviews and among
incommensurable value spheres is irresolvable. Modern culture, inevitably,
is a domain of value pluralism and never-ending conflict. The “ultimate
possible attitudes toward life are irreconcilable,” he says, and “hence their
struggle can never be brought to a final conclusion.” Science can neither
arbitrate nor resolve this conflict, nor can it relieve individuals of the respon-
sibility to decide which among the “warring gods” they will serve. In the face
of value pluralism, the only recourse left for the individual is to take a stand,
to make an ultimately “irrational” choice, to find and obey “the demon who
holds the fibers of his very life.” As a result of the disenchantment of the
world, individuals are left without any fixed meanings or moral absolutes,
but what they gain in return is a certain freedom. They are, depending on
one’s perspective, either compelled or liberated to make their own decisions
about which ultimate values they will follow.82

The Value of Science

Though he is relentless in exposing the limitations of science in the modern
world, Weber does believe there is much it can offer. In the first place,
science contributes to the development of cognitive skills, intellectual tools,
and “methods of thought.” It also enhances our ability to control and master
the external world, the natural world as well as the social world, and it assists
us in resolving technical questions and achieving practical purposes. The
expertise science provides is indispensable if we wish to travel to other
planets, eliminate hunger, or combat global warming. Whether any of these
things are worth doing, of course, is not a question science can answer. How
we should allocate our resources, prioritize our goals, and choose among
competing policy objectives are political matters, inherently evaluative is-
sues. But once we have chosen a goal, science can tell us how best to
accomplish it.83

Science can play another and far more fundamental role. Both in the
classroom and in the larger public arena, it can be put to work in the service
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of moral and political education. It cannot authorize judgments of value, of
course, but by means of its empirical, logical, and analytic tools, science can
inform those judgments. It can help individuals evaluate their options, think
through their views of the world, achieve a better understanding of what they
truly believe, and assess the logical coherence and empirical implications of
their political positions and moral beliefs. Despite his insistence on the abso-
lute disjunction between the realm of facts and the realm of values, Weber
argues that science, in the form of “technical criticism,” can nevertheless
play a constructive role in ethical and political decision making. Within the
limits imposed by the current state of knowledge, science can provoke reflec-
tion and rethinking by raising certain kinds of issues about the values or ends
to which individuals may subscribe. For example: (1) It can assess the fea-
sibility of a particular end, for example, direct democracy, by ascertaining
whether the means necessary to achieve it are available or whether its real-
ization is possible given existing circumstances. (2) If an aim is feasible,
scientific investigation can estimate the costs required to achieve it and can
raise the question of whether the end truly justifies the means. (3) It can also
determine empirically the negative as well as positive repercussions of pursu-
ing a particular end and once again ask whether the realization of that end is
worth all the “subsidiary consequences.” (4) It can also serve the interest of
clarity by identifying the often hidden trade-offs and ethical implications
entailed by adhering to certain principles, and it can bring to light through
logical analysis those values that, implicitly, one either accepts or rejects. (5)
The same kind of analytic operation can elucidate an individual’s tacit hierar-
chy of ideals and principles, helping a person to see which of their potentially
competing values they rank more highly, for example, social justice or indi-
vidual liberty. Ultimately, however, Weber cautions, technical criticism,
while performing an invaluable clarifying function, cannot generate any de-
finitive moral or political decisions, and it cannot “save the individual the
difficulty of making a choice.”84

As a strictly empirical and analytic enterprise, science is thus not without
value, even where moral and political questions are at issue. By making
explicit what otherwise remains implicit, science, Weber observes, is in a
position to help individuals become more fully conscious of their own “ulti-
mate standards of value.” It is also capable of informing individuals about the
meaning of their choices and actions, for example by revealing what the
pursuit or attainment of a desired end will cost “in terms of the predictable
loss of other values” or the sacrifice of other ends. Science can perform
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another important educational service as well—Weber in fact refers to this as
the “primary task of a useful teacher”—it can confront individuals with “in-
convenient facts,” facts that challenge their political identities, and it can
force individuals to see “the realities of life in all their starkness.” Through
the application of this kind of “technical criticism,” the scientist as educator
promotes “self-clarification and a sense of responsibility.” The fulfillment of
this duty, Weber states—now drawing attention to the value of science—
might even be considered a genuine “moral achievement.”85

MODERNITY AND RATIONALIZATION

As the pre-modern traditional world gives way to the modern rationalized
world, things change. Science supersedes religion as the source of authorita-
tive knowledge, the credentialed specialist prevails over the cultured dilet-
tante, the bureaucratic official replaces the village elder, technical expertise
supplants ancient wisdom, precise calculation displaces rule-of-thumb guess-
work, and the predictability of explicit rules and formal procedures triumphs
over the caprice of personal judgment. What was once haphazard and casual
becomes codified and routinized. Individual behavior takes an increasingly
instrumental turn, guided by cost-benefit estimates rather than customary
norms. With the expansion of bureaucracy and the market, furthermore, so-
cial relations that were once personal and affective, imbued with sentiment
and feelings of moral obligation, become increasingly impersonal and de-
tached, pervaded by a spirit of “rational matter-of-factness.” In even the most
private spheres, including marital relations and child rearing, social practices
once governed by long-standing traditions are nowadays regulated by legal
precepts, the findings of scientific research, and the scrutiny of trained pro-
fessionals. In the larger public arena too, with the rationalization of economic
and political institutions, the everyday lives of individuals—so different from
their traditional counterparts—are increasingly dominated by the “inani-
mate” machinery of the capitalist factory and the “animate” machinery of the
bureaucratic organization. What we see with the process of rationalization, in
sum, as Rogers Brubaker explains, is “the depersonalization of social rela-
tionships, the refinement of techniques of calculation, the enhancement of the
social importance of specialized knowledge, and the extension of technically
rational control over both natural and social processes.”86

While Weber uses the various permutations of the term “rational” in a
purely neutral, descriptive sense, he nevertheless implies three normatively
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tinged conclusions about the process of rationalization. First, it is not alto-
gether a bad thing. Rationalization enhances efficiency, control, and predict-
ability, and it endows individuals with the capacity to live a self-conscious
and meaningful life. Second, it is not altogether a good thing. Rationalization
intensifies the constraining qualities of modern society and the regimentation
of social life, posing a threat to the freedom of the individual. Third, for good
and bad, it is an inescapable thing. Whether we like it or not, rationalization
is the inevitable condition of modern existence, the “fate of our times.” The
issue for Weber, therefore, as we will see more fully in later chapters, is not
how we might collectively revolutionize the modern rationalized and bureau-
cratized world, but how we might as individuals find a way within this world
to preserve some measure of autonomy and meaning.87
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Chapter Five

The Modern Condition

This chapter and the three other thematic chapters to follow focus on four
topics central to Marx, Durkheim, and Weber’s theories of modern society:
the perils of the modern condition (chapter 5), the fate of the individual
(chapter 6), the prospects for democracy (chapter 7), and the question of
socialism (chapter 8). With these four thematic chapters, building on the
preceding overview chapters, we will attain a more comprehensive picture of
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber—as sociologists, as theorists of modernity, and
as politically engaged public intellectuals. I also identify and explore key
intellectual and political differences among the three in these four chapters,
thus giving readers an opportunity to wrestle with the conflicting ideas of
preeminent sociological theorists concerning modern society’s present and
future.

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber witnessed revolutionary changes in the cul-
tural, political, and economic landscape of the western world. In opposition
to the backward-looking traditionalists of their day, they welcomed the rise
of modern industrial civilization. At the same time, however, they spent
much of their lives documenting and interrogating the contradictions and
irrationalities of the modern era. Indeed, among their most enduring contri-
butions to the sociological tradition are their penetrating examinations of
modern society’s pathologies. The objective of this chapter is to explain the
thinking of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber on the problems of modern life and
compare their diagnoses of the modern condition.

The present chapter sets the stage for the three other thematic chapters.
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in what they perceive as the chief ail-
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ments of modern society, in how they interpret those ailments, in the reme-
dies they propose, and in what they envision for the future. These differ-
ences, in turn, underlie their contrasting perspectives on the predicament of
the modern individual (chapter 6)—in what they regard as the chief threats to
a worthy individualism and in what they believe is required to promote
individual freedom, dignity, and self-realization. Their contrasting analyses
of the pathologies of modern life also go a long way toward explaining the
divergence among the three in their views of democracy (chapter 7) and in
their assessments of socialism (chapter 8). And just as we cannot fully under-
stand their arguments on the issues of individualism, democracy, and social-
ism apart from their diagnoses of the modern condition, so too we cannot
fully understand Marx, Durkheim, and Weber’s diagnoses of the modern
condition without working through their arguments on the issues of individu-
alism, democracy, and socialism. These four thematic chapters, in sum, com-
bine to give us a reasonably thorough overview of Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber’s theories of modernity, and they provide us with an account of how
and why these three classical sociologists arrived at such different views of
the modern world.

KARL MARX: THE FATE OF THE WORKING CLASS

Marx was a “man of science,” his longtime collaborator Friedrich Engels
said at his graveside, but more than anything else he was a “revolutionist.”
His life’s mission was to promote the “overthrow of capitalist society” and
the “liberation of the modern proletariat.” Motivated by this revolutionary
mission, Marx’s diagnosis of the modern condition—carried out from the
standpoint of the working class—takes the form of a critique of capitalism.
He approaches the modern world through an eye-opening examination of
how the dynamics of the capitalist economy affect the lives of workers,
especially their lives as workers, toiling from day to day within the harsh
industrial workplace. In his writings on capitalism’s origins, inner workings,
and developmental tendencies, the central question Marx pursues is this:
What does the capitalist mode of production mean for the “fate of the work-
ing class”? By adopting this class perspective, he is able to unveil certain
“inconvenient facts” (to use Max Weber’s expression) and raise issues typi-
cally neglected in the conventional thinking about the free enterprise system.
What he discovers, ultimately, is an economic order that is not only crisis
prone, but also fundamentally irrational and inhumane. The normal function-
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ing of the capitalist system, Marx maintains, as I explain below, is premised
on the exploitation, immiseration, and alienation of the working class. 1

The objective of Marx’s critical diagnosis is to separate reality from
illusion, unearth the “scientific truth” concealed by “the delusive appearance
of things,” and shatter the ideological mystifications justifying capitalism’s
existence. Instead of a harmonious relationship between the classes, Marx
perceives an inherent antagonism of interests, with the capitalist class and the
working class standing in opposition to each other as “oppressor and op-
pressed.” Instead of an economic utopia where market forces ensure individ-
ual freedom, Marx uncovers a system of forced labor, with propertyless
workers compelled to sell their labor power to the wealthy owners of the
means of production. Instead of a society enabling individuals to develop
freely and fully their potential as human beings, Marx finds an exploitive
social order, with one class living off the unpaid labor of another. Instead of
an economy designed to satisfy the needs of the population, Marx reveals a
system where the sole object of production is the maximization of profit. And
instead of accepting the assumption that capitalism is “an eternal natural
necessity,” the final destiny of humanity, Marx envisions a better society on
the horizon, a post-capitalist society where class domination and wage slav-
ery have been eradicated.2

The Developmental Tendencies of Capitalism

While both Durkheim and Weber show great interest in the passage from
pre-modern to modern society, neither examines in much detail how the
modern economic system evolves over time. For Marx, however, this issue is
central to his diagnosis of the modern condition. We cannot properly under-
stand the problems and prospects of present-day society, he believes, without
taking into account the characteristic of capitalism as “an organism constant-
ly engaged in a process of change.”3

Propelled onward by its “unlimited mania for wealth,” capitalism, Marx
emphasizes, is a uniquely revolutionary and self-transformative mode of pro-
duction. The “essential locomotive force” of the system—the proximate
cause of its tendency toward ceaseless expansion—is the competition among
capitalists and between capital and labor. In response to the “coercive laws of
competition,” each capitalist must be more ruthless than the next or be driven
out of business. The capitalist class is thus continuously compelled to mod-
ernize the instruments of production, speed up the work process, and lower
the costs of labor. The result of capitalism’s competitive dynamic for the
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system as a whole is a progressive increase in the application of machinery,
the division of labor, the scale of production, and the concentration and
centralization of capital. For workers, however, the inexorable escalation of
capitalism’s productive power only heightens their exploitation and depen-
dence. “Accumulation of wealth at one pole,” Marx says, “is at the same time
accumulation of misery, the torment of labour, slavery, ignorance, brutaliza-
tion and moral degradation at the opposite pole.”4

In the following pages I explore Marx’s analysis of the dynamics of
capitalism more fully, first by discussing the process of “valorization,” the
motivating force of the capitalist mode of production, and second by sum-
marizing his historical account of the transition from manufacture (making
by hand) to modern industry (making by machine). Against this backdrop, I
then turn to the heart of Marx’s diagnosis of the modern condition: how the
development of capitalism affects the lives of workers.5

The Process of Valorization

Labor—a process in which humans appropriate and transform nature through
work—is a necessary condition of human existence. Regardless of the type
of society in which people live, they need to find some way to produce the
necessities of life. With the rise of the capitalist mode of production, where
profit making is the “absolute law,” the labor process attains a new form and
a new reason for existence. It becomes an instrument of what Marx calls
“valorization,” the process through which capitalists—“vampire-like”—ex-
tract surplus value by devouring the “labour-power of the worker.” The
history of the modern economy, from this standpoint, is a tale of how capital-
ists, in their determination to maximize the production of surplus value, are
compelled to introduce increasingly efficient methods for the extraction of
unpaid labor from the working class. Marx thus presents a picture of capital-
ism in which its “civilizing” side, the growth of society’s productive forces,
is inseparable from its dominant characteristic as an exploitative economic
system, one in which the creation of wealth comes at the expense of the
humanity of the worker.6

From Manufacture to Modern Industry

Capitalist production first appears when owners of capital take over the hand-
icraft trades, bringing formerly independent artisans under the same roof and
transforming them into wage laborers. Instead of working on their own,
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tailors or carpenters, for example, are gathered together within a single work-
place and made subject to the “directing authority” of their newfound em-
ployer. This transformation in the social relations of production, with the
labor power of the workforce placed under the “despotic” command of the
capitalist, is, according to Marx, the starting point of capitalism. The ensuing
reorganization of the labor process augments the creation of surplus value,
but it does not initially entail any significant alteration in the methods of
production. The technical conditions of labor, including the tools and skills
employed in the production process, remain the same. What changes is the
social status of workers. As wage-dependent laborers, they now find them-
selves in a “coercive relation,” assembled together as propertyless employ-
ees, subordinated to “the powerful will of a being outside them” and forced
to labor according to “a plan drawn up by the capitalist.”7

The period of manufacture proper, lasting in England from the middle of
the sixteenth century to the last part of the eighteenth century, begins with a
profound economic innovation—the introduction of the detailed division of
labor within the workplace. In their effort to increase productivity and
strengthen their control over the workforce, capitalists gradually begin divid-
ing up the labor process. The skilled watchmaker, for example, is displaced
by numerous specialized workers, each manufacturing a separate component
part—the casing, the hands, the mainspring, the glass. The finished commod-
ity, previously the “individual product of an independent craftsman,” be-
comes the collective product of a combination of “one-sidedly specialized
workers.” This detailed division of labor is the defining characteristic of the
manufacturing period. As this new system of production takes hold, the labor
process is fundamentally restructured. Workers, who previously exercised a
variety of different skills, are increasingly confined to one exclusive sphere
of activity, repeating the same movements over and over again with “the
regularity of a machine.” And while this benefits the capitalist by increasing
productivity, it does so “by crippling the individual worker.”8

The introduction of the division of labor in the era of capitalist manufac-
ture furthers the objective of valorization by means of a more efficient organ-
ization of the production process. The rise of modern industry, embodying
the “principle of machine production,” carries the exploitation of labor even
further. During this period, the age of the Industrial Revolution, advances in
science and technology are employed to automate the process of production.
The emergence of the “machine system” transforms the labor process into an
“industrial form of perpetual motion.” Machines replace tools as the primary
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instruments of production. For workers, the “lifelong speciality of handling
the same tool now becomes the lifelong speciality of serving the same ma-
chine.” As manufacture gives way to modern industry, furthermore, a new
mechanism of labor control is put into place. The “formal subsumption of
labor under capital” is replaced by the “real subsumption of labor under
capital.” While the manufacturing worker is subordinated to the personal
authority of the capitalist, the industrial worker, “regulated on all sides by the
movement of the machinery,” is subordinated to the objective power of the
mechanized labor process itself. Formerly the worker made use of tools, but
in the automated factory the machine makes use of the worker. And with the
wage laborer now functioning as a mere “appendage of the machine,” work
is thoroughly deprived of its “individual character” and “all charm for the
workman.”9

The Immiseration of the Working Class

As explained in chapter 2, the concept of exploitation, because it unlocks the
secret of profit making, is the centerpiece of Marx’s analysis of the capitalist
mode of production. The lifeblood of capitalism, he contends, is the unpaid
labor siphoned from the working class. But beyond showing that workers are
forced to perform surplus labor for the benefit of the capitalist, he also
documents in graphic and indignant detail many other adverse effects of
capitalist production on the well-being of the proletariat. Alongside his theo-
ry of exploitation, Marx proposes a theory of immiseration.

The concept of immiseration is typically understood as implying a ten-
dency, as capitalism matures, for workers’ wages to decline, whether in
absolute terms or relative to the capitalist class. In either case, the result is
increasing class polarization, with a widening divide separating wealthy cap-
italists on the one side from impoverished workers on the other. In a pamph-
let published in 1864, Marx, taking note of this tendency, cites the contradic-
tory “fact that the misery of the working masses has not diminished from
1848 to 1864, and yet this period is unrivalled for the development of its
industry and the growth of its commerce.” And even when wage levels do
rise above the norm, he remarks, the “enjoyments of the worker” still tend to
fall “in comparison with the increased enjoyments of the capitalist.” As
workers’ living standard in the United States and the rest of the advanced
capitalist world improved during the post–World War II era, many observers
concluded that Marx’s thesis had been proven wrong. Since the 1970s, how-
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ever, with widespread wage stagnation and the dramatic surge in economic
inequality, the idea of immiseration has acquired a new life. 10

As Joseph Fracchia argues, however, it is mistaken to interpret Marx as
equating immiseration with “wage impoverishment.” He draws attention to
the “corporeal” dimension of Marx’s critique. The development of capitalist
industry causes suffering on the part of workers not only because they are
poorly paid, but also, and more importantly, because they are poorly treated.
The damage resulting from the exploitation of labor is felt not only in the
pocketbook of workers, but in their bodies and minds as well. Marx con-
demns capitalism not just because workers are divested of their labor time,
but also because the relentless production of surplus value inflicts physical
and psychological harm.11

Profit making for the capitalist “is an end in itself” and workers a “mere
means of production,” and once they are no longer useful in the process of
valorization, they are “thrown onto the street.” In the capitalist system, where
workers are used up and then discarded, the accumulation of wealth is
“brought about in contradiction to and at the expense of the individual human
being.” The power of capital, Marx declares, is “enriched through the impov-
erishment of the worker.” And as capitalism develops, he states, drawing
attention to an issue that clearly goes beyond “wage immiseration,” the “situ-
ation of the worker, be his payment high or low, must grow worse.” This
concept of immiseration is meant to capture the reality that while workers’
earnings may sometimes go up, the relentless dynamics of capitalist produc-
tion take an increasing toll on their humanity.12

The unrestrained growth of modern industry, Marx observes, alluding to
the corporeal dimension of immiseration, requires “ceaseless human sacri-
fices” from the working class. In the “mitigated jails” of the factory, he
declares, citing Charles Fourier, workers are robbed of the very necessities of
life, including light and air. Limited to a narrowly specialized function in the
detailed division of labor, the worker is mutilated, turned “into a fragment of
himself,” a “crippled monstrosity.” The introduction of machinery only
makes matters worse, “confiscating every atom” of the worker’s freedom,
“both in bodily and intellectual activity.” Forced to work long hours, further-
more, workers are also deprived of “time for education, for intellectual devel-
opment, for the fulfillment of social functions, for social intercourse, for the
free play of the vital forces of his body and mind, even the rest time of
Sunday.” And as the scale of production increases, continually reproducing
the capital–labor relationship, the “perpetual dependence” of the working
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class is “constantly renewed,” forcing them to return day after day to the
capitalist workplace. For Marx, in sum, capitalism is characterized by a
“dialectical inversion” where “all means for the development of production”
become instruments of domination and exploitation and where “the whole
lifetime of the worker and his family” is turned into “labour-time at capital’s
disposal for its own valorization.” In the capitalist economic system, Marx
argues, the human individual is sacrificed at the altar of profit maximiza-
tion.13

The Alienation of Labor

Workers are exploited, Marx claims, insofar as their unpaid labor is appropri-
ated by the capitalist in the form of profit. Workers are immiserated insofar
as the system of capitalist production causes them physical and mental harm.
And insofar as they are condemned to live a less than truly human life,
workers are also alienated. These three concepts are among the central ingre-
dients of Marx’s critique of the capitalist mode of production, each opening a
somewhat different window on the inner workings of the capitalist system
and the oppressive circumstances of the working class.

Marx’s theory of alienation, set forth most explicitly in his early writings
of 1844, elucidates the pathologies of capitalist society from the vantage
point of a philosophical conception of human nature, human capacities, and
human needs. We can distinguish four distinct, though interrelated, aspects
of the phenomenon of alienation. Each of these illustrates the detrimental
effects of capitalism on the lives of the working class.14

First, workers under capitalism are alienated from the products of their
labor. The wealth they create is not theirs to possess, consume, or enjoy. The
objects they produce are the property of the capitalist, and workers have no
say over what becomes of them. They put their lives into their work, but the
goods they make, including the productive power of capital itself, now con-
front them “as something alien, as a power independent of the producer.”
This facet of alienated labor attests to the perversely inverted world of capi-
talist society: “It is true that labor produces for the rich wonderful things—
but for the worker it produces privation. It produces palaces—but for the
worker, hovels. It produces beauty—but for the worker, deformity.”15

Second, workers under capitalism are alienated from their productive
activity, from work itself. Labor is compulsory, not voluntary, a means of
subsistence, not an end in itself, and a source of hardship, not a channel for
self-realization. Rather than being a “free manifestation of life,” work is a
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“forced activity,” a “torment” imposed on workers by the need to earn a
living. Rather than contributing to the cultivation of the physical and mental
energies of the individual, work under capitalism mortifies both the body and
the mind. The alienation of the worker from his or her own productive
activity means that real life begins only at the point work ceases. As a result,
Marx says, the worker “only feels himself freely active in his animal func-
tions”—“eating, drinking, procreating, etc.” And in his labor, this uniquely
human function, “he no longer feels himself to be anything but an animal.”16

Third, workers under capitalism are alienated from their essential nature,
their “species-being.” The distinguishing quality of human beings, according
to Marx, is the capacity for free and self-actualizing labor. He describes this
“exclusively human characteristic” in a famous passage from Capital:

A spider conducts operations which resemble those of the weaver, and a bee
would put many a human architects to shame by the construction of its honey-
comb cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is
that the architect builds the cell in his mind before he constructs it in wax.

This human essence—the ability of individuals to conceive a purpose and
realize it through their laboring activity—is corrupted under capitalism
where work serves an external need and is performed under the dictatorial
control of the capitalist. Because wage laborers as sentient beings are treated
as mere instruments of production, no better than non-human animals, work
under capitalism is contrary to human nature, quite literally dehumanizing. 17

Fourth, individuals under capitalism are alienated from their fellow hu-
man beings. Capitalism transforms all social relationships into competitive
economic relationships, resulting in the “estrangement of man from man.”
Rather than each of us being the condition for the self-realization of the
other, as in a “true community,” we each regard the other as a means or
obstacle to the achievement of our own egoistic interests. In the dog-eat-dog
world of capitalist society, people are brought together only through “the
selfishness, the gain and the private interests of each.” Every individual
“looks only to his own advantage. . . . Each pays heed to himself only, and no
one worries about the other.”18

Workers in capitalist society, Marx argues, are not only exploited and
immiserated; they are alienated as well. They are deprived of the fruits of
their labor, unable to take pleasure or affirm themselves in the objects they
produce. They are forced to relinquish control over their own laboring activ-
ity, with their work lives subservient to and under the command of the “alien
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will” of the capitalist. Because their work is involuntary, a mere means to an
end, they are precluded from expressing their individuality through labor.
And finally, as capitalist norms of behavior cause people to become increas-
ingly egoistic and asocial, they experience an “estranged form of social
intercourse,” contrary to any genuine “human community.”19

Alienation is a condition of society, Marx contends, not a state of mind or
an inescapable concomitant of human existence. It is not a psychological
malady that can be cured through drugs or therapy; it is not an ontological
fact that must be endured; and it is not a problem that can be remedied within
the framework of capitalism. The alienation of labor, for Marx, originates
from the inner workings of the capitalist system of production and cannot be
overcome except through the abolition of that system.

The Irrationality of Capitalism

For the defenders of the free market economy, capitalism is an eminently
rational way of organizing the production and distribution of goods. It pro-
motes the efficient allocation of resources, fosters economic growth, pro-
vides opportunities for ambitious individuals to get rich, and offers consu-
mers a vast array of products to choose from. Marx presents a far more
critical view of capitalism, partly because he employs a different yardstick in
his evaluation of the system. First, instead of assessing capitalism from the
standpoint of the capitalist, mainly concerned about making a profit, or the
consumer, mainly concerned about the price of goods and services, Marx
asks what the operation of the system means for the well-being of the direct
producers, for workers themselves. Second, instead of focusing exclusively
on the market, the locus of individual freedom in mainstream economic
theory, Marx draws back the curtain on the largely invisible world of work.
He asks what the labor process, configured as a process of valorization,
means for the millions of people who spend the bulk of their waking hours
trapped within the confines of the capitalist workplace. And third, instead of
taking a snapshot picture, Marx draws attention to the contradictory dynam-
ics of the capitalist economic system, to its crisis-prone, injurious, and ulti-
mately self-destructive pattern of development. Marx sees capitalism differ-
ently in sum because he looks at it from the viewpoint of the working class,
from inside the “hidden abode of production,” and as a “historically transient
stage of development.”20
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EMILE DURKHEIM: THE MALAISE OF MODERN SOCIETY

The modern world, Durkheim says, suffers from a “condition of profound
unrest,” an “alarming moral destitution,” a “wave of sadness and discourage-
ment,” a “state of mental confusion,” a “moral mediocrity.” Among the most
visible symptoms are these: unrestrained egoistic individualism, an abnor-
mally high and rising rate of suicide, industrial crises and commercial break-
downs, exploitive labor contracts and unjust economic relations, class con-
flict and political turmoil, and the disorganization and demoralization of the
entirety of economic life. Durkheim’s central project is to diagnose the na-
ture of this uniquely modern illness. What are its underlying causes, what
does it imply about the modern condition, and how might the malaise of
modern society be alleviated?21

Durkheim’s assessment of the modern era sets him apart from both the
“reactionary school” to his right, calling for the restoration of the old regime,
and from the socialist movement to his left, agitating for a “complete remold-
ing of the social order.” In opposition to both its traditionalist and socialist
critics, Durkheim offers a defense of modern society. The state of crisis in
which the European societies of his day find themselves, he insists, does not
discredit modernity itself, which after all is still only in its infancy. The
illness afflicting the modern era rather is temporary and remedial, due to
certain abnormal circumstances. We need to take a longer view, he advises,
looking beyond the present and admittedly pathological state of society to
consider its future potential, what it is destined to become. Indeed, far from
being doomed to dissolution, the modern world, Durkheim suggests, contains
within itself the seeds of its own perfection.22

A State of Transition

For Marx, as we have seen, the pathologies of modern society—the exploita-
tion, immiseration, and alienation of the working class, along with the crisis-
prone pattern of economic growth—are inherent features of the capitalist
mode of production, and as capitalism matures its contradictions are bound
only to worsen. For Durkheim, in contrast, the current state of crisis is not
due to any intrinsic characteristics of modernity, nor is it an inevitable out-
growth of the system of private ownership. It is, instead, an aberrant product
of a tumultuous passage from the pre-modern period to the modern period.
This transition is an ongoing source of instability, he argues, because it is at
once profound, rapid, uneven, incomplete, and contradictory. Profound inso-
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far as it altered the fundamental structure of people’s lives, giving rise to an
entirely new social type, a “mainly industrial” society. Rapid insofar as the
passage from the old world to the new world occurred at an extraordinary
velocity, too quickly to be anything other than disruptive. Uneven insofar as
the speed of economic change outpaced the development of corresponding
cultural adaptations, leaving the new economic system without an appropri-
ate moral framework. Incomplete insofar as archaic sentiments and practices
from the past, including the institution of inheritance, continue to linger on
into the present, hindering modern society’s maturation. Contradictory inso-
far as the new industrial economy in its currently unregulated state excites
egoistic motives and extravagant aspirations, freeing desires and appetites
from all authoritative restraints. In sum, Durkheim concludes, modern soci-
ety is in a state of crisis because the “new life that all of a sudden has arisen
has not been able to organise itself thoroughly.”23

The malaise of the modern era is a transitional problem. The old world is
not yet altogether dead, and the new world is not yet fully born. European
societies persevere as unstable mixtures of two antagonistic social systems—
one in the process of decline, the other in the process of emergence. The
institutions of the pre-modern world have become anachronistic, but not
enough time has passed for new institutions to take their place. The resulting
state of upheaval, Durkheim emphasizes, constitutes a crisis of integration
and solidarity—in short, a moral crisis. Though originating from a sweeping
economic transformation, the problem does not stem from any failings of
modern industry, but is due instead to the absence of a moral order sufficient
to regulate the emerging economic order.24

The Crisis of Modern Society

Durkheim’s diagnosis of the modern condition pinpoints three key problems:
egoism, “the anomic division of labor” (more simply, anomie), and “the
forced division of labor” (more simply, injustice). These three—egoism, ano-
mie, and injustice—are the chief pathologies of modern society. In the fol-
lowing subsections, I discuss each of these in turn. I then examine Durk-
heim’s conception of the “corporative system,” one aspect of his thinking
about how modern society might be reformed to more closely approximate
its ideal or normal state.25
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Egoism: The Absence of Group Life

The rise of modern society, by opening up new economic vistas, liberates the
individual from the sometimes stifling influence of family ties, ascribed
groups, and communal associations. While this transformation overcomes
one abnormal state, where the individual is excessively absorbed into the
collective, it threatens to cause another: egoism. As Durkheim explains in
Suicide, egoism exists where society is insufficiently present in the life of the
individual. In this egoistic state, people are isolated in their own personal
worlds, unencumbered by social ties, and detached from the influence of
collective forces. Caught up entirely in their own individual lives, they pur-
sue personal inclinations rather than societal goals, they are guided by self-
interest rather than collective codes of conduct, and their own egoistic calcu-
lations take precedence over higher social ideals. This “excessive individua-
tion,” Durkheim observes, is a common problem in the modern era where the
ethos of individual freedom is exceptionally strong and a stable group life
appropriate to an industrial society has yet to form.26

This “state of affairs,” Durkheim says, where a “fierce individualism” is
the norm and the “spirit of association” is weak—referring specifically to the
France of his day—“constitutes a serious crisis.” No lasting social and politi-
cal order is possible if individuals serve only their own personal ends, if they
are not joined together by collective aims and ideals. Where individuals lack
this commitment to a common project, where they succumb to the pathology
of egoism, society is reduced to “a pile of sand that the least jolt or the
slightest puff will suffice to scatter.” A society is “devoid of moral charac-
ter,” no real society at all, if it consists only of an aggregate of solitary and
self-interested individuals each looking out for number one. In response to
this pathology, Durkheim calls for the subordination of “individual and self-
ish ends” to “ends that are truly social and consequently moral.” To stem the
tide of egoism, what is needed, he proposes, is a unifying “faith in a common
ideal.”27

Anomie: The Absence of Moral Regulation

Durkheim singles out three notable features of the process of economic mod-
ernization: the expansion of the market, the rise of large-scale industry, and
the growth of workplace specialization. These developments, occurring with
little planning or regulation, cause widespread economic turmoil and social
disorder. First, as the market for goods and services extends beyond the local
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community, becoming national and even global, the balance between supply
and demand is disrupted. Manufacturers are unable to gauge accurately the
needs of consumers, sometimes producing too much and sometimes too little.
This market anarchy underlies the ruinous ups and downs of the business
cycle, destructive competition, business bankruptcies, and the recurrence of
“industrial or commercial crises.”28

Second, in the small workshops of the pre-industrial era, Durkheim says,
employers and employees worked alongside each other as equals, sharing a
common life. The rise of large-scale manufacturing fundamentally alters this
more or less intimate and cooperative relationship. Employers, now industri-
alists, and employees, now wage laborers, reside in separate worlds, occupy
unequal class positions, and encounter one another in a “state of permanent
hostility.” With this hardening of the class system, strikes, boycotts, and even
violent conflict become common features of the industrial landscape. 29

Third, the development of large-scale industry is accompanied by increas-
ing workplace specialization. Tied to the new factory regimen, workers be-
come isolated in their tasks, disconnected from co-workers, and confined to a
monotonous routine with little sense of purpose. Recalling Marx’s theory of
alienation, Durkheim describes the industrial worker as a “lifeless cog” set in
motion by an “external force,” impelled “always in the same direction and in
the same fashion.” “Plainly,” he observes, this is nothing less than a “debase-
ment of human nature.”30

Durkheim’s concerns about the modern economic system—economic cri-
ses, antagonistic class relations, the dehumanization of labor—are strikingly
similar to those raised by Marx. For Durkheim, however, while the current
functioning of market forces, big industry, and factory workplaces is patho-
logical, these economic institutions themselves are not to blame. The real
culprit, he asserts, is the anomic state of industrial relations—that is, the
absence of legal and moral regulation. The problem is not the modern eco-
nomic system per se, but a disorganized modern economic system. So how
and why did the currently chaotic condition of economic life come about?31

Durkheim pursues this question by first briefly surveying what he consid-
ers the normal course of modernization. With the advance of the division of
labor, he observes, it is natural for occupational or professional associations
to proliferate. People typically come together and form relationships around
their shared economic pursuits and work experiences, creating an enduring
group life. As these group structures multiply and stabilize, they each devel-
op their own system of “professional ethics,” moral rules specific to the
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varied occupational spheres. These serve two functions vital to the preserva-
tion of social stability: they regulate occupational practices, engendering an
orderly professional world, and they provide a moral life for individual mem-
bers. Durkheim mentions several professions where moral codes and regula-
tive institutions are already in place, including the army, law, medicine,
government, and education.32

In the world of industry, however, because it materialized so suddenly, no
such moral organization, no system of professional ethics, has yet emerged.
The entire domain of economic life thus exists “in a state of legal and moral
anomie.” Business activities are carried out in a moral vacuum, with no
clear-cut precepts distinguishing between “the permissible and the prohibit-
ed, between what is just and what is unjust.” There are, for example, no
authoritative rules of conduct regulating market transactions, setting prices
and wages, moderating competition among rival business firms, or specify-
ing the respective rights and duties of employers and employees. In denounc-
ing this economic anarchy, Durkheim, notably, takes a stand against the
classical economists for whom all rules and regulations are considered a
tyrannical infringement of the natural workings of the free market. From a
laissez-faire standpoint, industrial anomie is a desirable condition, the ideal
state of economic life. For Durkheim, it is a recipe for disaster. “Economic
functions,” he says, cannot operate “harmoniously nor be maintained in a
state of equilibrium unless subjected to moral forces which surpass, contain,
and regulate them.”33

The problem of anomie is a particularly serious threat, Durkheim empha-
sizes, because of the preeminence of economic activity in the lives of modern
individuals. Pre-modern people pass the bulk of their time in the close em-
brace of families, churches, and communities. The advent of modernity,
however, causes a shift in society’s center of gravity. The economic realm
becomes the principal locus of social existence, with people spending “their
lives almost entirely in an industrial and commercial environment.” This
combination of an increasingly industrial society and the persistently “amoral
character of economic life” is inevitably a “source of moral deterioration.” In
the anomic state of the modern world, where economic pursuits predominate,
the “greater part” of people’s lives, Durkheim warns, is “divorced from any
moral influence.”34
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Injustice: The Absence of Economic Equality

The disorganized and demoralized state of modern society causes egoism and
anomie with all their attendant problems. It also causes injustice, yet another
source of discontent and instability. For Durkheim, injustice in economic
relations is a pathological phenomenon, inconsistent with modern moral
principles and public sentiments which demand that individuals be treated
equally and fairly.35

A just social order exists only when there is “absolute equality in the
external conditions” under which individuals develop their abilities, compete
for jobs, and stipulate to a contract. Justice, according to Durkheim, requires
both equality of opportunity, so that individuals are free to cultivate their
capabilities to their fullest, and equality of exchange, so that individuals are
remunerated fairly for their economic contributions. Because of the persis-
tence of “sharp class differences” and the institution of inheritance, the divi-
sion of labor in modern industrial society currently fulfills neither of these
conditions.36

A normal and just division of labor takes the form of a meritocracy, with
individuals allocated to positions in the occupational system according to
their aptitudes. In a just society there is a “harmony between individual
natures and social functions,” a close fit between the abilities and skills of
individuals on the one hand and the roles and positions they occupy on the
other. Everyone has a job suited to their talents, everyone rises to their level
of competence, and everyone is rewarded according to their performance. A
just social order, Durkheim asserts, is one in which the distribution of “social
inequalities” corresponds to the distribution of “natural inequalities.”37

This happy outcome is possible only if the competition for employment is
“spontaneous,” meaning unconstrained, equally open to all eligible candi-
dates. Justice requires that the process through which individuals are
matched to jobs be merit based, leaving no one either unduly advantaged or
unduly disadvantaged. Where this condition is not realized, where equality of
opportunity is lacking, we have what Durkheim calls a “forced” division of
labor, the opposite of a just division of labor. In this pathological state—the
current state of modern society—free and equal access to opportunities is
undermined by barriers of caste and class; by inequalities deriving from “the
accident of birth” and “family status”; by lingering prejudices and favoritism;
by outdated customs, conventions, and laws that restrict admittance to certain
occupations; and, perhaps most importantly, by the hereditary transmission
of wealth, which confers benefits unrelated to “personal value.” This forced
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division of labor is a violation of the principle of justice, it renders existing
inequalities illegitimate, and it yields dissatisfaction and disintegration rather
than solidarity and social order.38

For justice to prevail, it is not enough that individuals enter the market as
equals; they must also bargain in the market as equals. This takes us to the
second form of economic injustice: unfair contracts. A contract is formed
when two parties consent to the terms of an agreement. But this amounts to a
just contract, Durkheim insists, only if consent is truly free. If one party
acquiesces to an agreement “under duress,” if he or she lacks options or is
otherwise in a weak position, then the outcome is not a morally valid contract
but a “case of extortion.” A just contract exists only where the parties nego-
tiate from a position of equality, where the one faces no more pressure to
settle than the other. According to Durkheim, therefore, to be counted as
truly just, a contract must fulfill two conditions: first, contracting parties
must negotiate under equal circumstances, with the “weapons” of each side
matched “as nearly as possible”; and second, the terms of the contract must
be objectively equitable, with the services exchanged being “equivalent in
social value.” A just contract requires equality from start to finish, from the
commencement of the bargaining process to the completion of the final ex-
change.39

Economic injustice, with unfair labor contracts being the prime example,
is—as with inequality of opportunity—due primarily to inequitable class
divisions. Because of class differences in resources and power, employers
and employees confront one another under greatly unequal bargaining posi-
tions, enabling the first to exploit the second. According to Durkheim, “if one
class in society is obliged, in order to live, to secure the acceptance by others
of its services, whilst another class can do without them, because of the
resources already at its disposal,” then “the latter group can lord it over the
former.” Durkheim draws a radical conclusion from this: “there can be no
rich and poor by birth without their being unjust contracts.” This reasoning
leads him to single out the institution of inheritance for special criticism,
describing it as an “archaic survival” that has “no part in our present-day
ethics.” The “inherited fortune,” he says, because it “loads the scale and
upsets the balance,” undermines fairness in economic relations and contra-
dicts the modern spirit of egalitarianism. For Durkheim, in sum, as long as
“sharp class differences exist in society,” and as long as these differences are
kept sharp by the inheritance of wealth, then “the system operates in condi-
tions which do not allow of justice.”40
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This pathological system cannot endure, Durkheim claims. The destabi-
lizing social and economic abnormalities of the present are destined to wither
away as modern society matures. The driving force of this progressive evolu-
tionary process is the powerful “thirst for justice” embodied in the aspira-
tions and passions of the modern individual. With its reverence for egalitar-
ian principles and the rights of the individual, modern society, Durkheim
says, is on a “mission for justice.” This mission is bound to be successful, he
suggests, because injustice is “not founded in the nature of things,” not based
on reason, and not consistent with modern moral notions. Inequality and
injustice are repugnant to the “public consciousness.” The heightened “moral
sensitivity” of the modern individual is aroused when undeserved suffering is
inflicted, when the strong take advantage of the weak, and when some claim
“the lion’s share” and others receive less than their due. Through the pressure
exerted by this egalitarian cultural imperative, Durkheim suggests, the basic
institutions and practices of society will gradually be reshaped and realigned
to ensure the realization of social justice.41

Corporate Organizations

Durkheim’s diagnosis of the modern condition exemplifies his conception of
sociology as serving practical as well as theoretical purposes. He intends not
only to explain the pathologies of the modern world, but also to “put our-
selves in a position where we can better resolve them.” His research thus
leads him to propose certain recommendations for reorganizing society. The
key to alleviating the malaise of the modern era, Durkheim concludes, is to
discover a collective force capable of regulating the burgeoning sphere of
economic activity and introducing a new moral order appropriate to an indus-
trial society. The family, because the scope of its influence is too limited and
because it occupies a progressively smaller place in modern people’s lives, is
not up to the task of providing an encompassing moral environment. Tradi-
tional religious institutions are not sufficient either. In the modern “free-
thinking” milieu, they cannot possibly regain the authority they once had in
the past. The state, because its powers are certain to expand as society pro-
gresses, is a more likely contender for the job. And though Durkheim fore-
sees it playing an essential role, he does not believe the state is equipped to
solve the problems of economic anarchy and moral anomie. First, it is too
distant from the workings of the economic system to monitor and regulate
business practices, employer-employee relations, and other day-to-day eco-
nomic activities. Second, the state is also too far removed from people’s
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everyday lives, and its connections with them too irregular, for it to exert a
“sufficiently effective and continuous” moral influence. As far as the provi-
sion of economic and moral regulation is concerned, the state, Durkheim
believes, is a blunt instrument, a “clumsy machine.”42

Rejecting alternative solutions to the crisis of modern society, Durkheim
pins his hopes on the formation of occupational associations, what he typical-
ly calls “professional groupings” or “corporate bodies.” Already more or less
present in some non-industrial spheres, for example, medicine and law, these
intermediate organizations, as he conceives them, would be situated between
the state and the individual, filling the vacuum created by the destruction of
the guilds during the era of the French Revolution. Occupational groups, for
Durkheim, hold out the promise of creating an authoritative collective pres-
ence in addition to the state, and one much more closely tied to the everyday
lives of individuals. He envisions these groupings as public institutions,
bringing together people working in the same industries. Unlike labor unions
or business associations which function as private interest groups, these oc-
cupational organizations would include both employers and employees, forg-
ing closer ties between two often antagonistic camps. To accord with the
expansion of the market and the growing reach of the economy, these would
be organized nationally, but with regional centers as well to accommodate
the varied circumstances and needs of different localities. In addition, while
remaining separate and autonomous, occupational groups, to prevent them
from falling victim to “professional selfishness” or “corporate egotism,”
would also be subject to the “general supervision” of the state.43

The corporate organization, Durkheim maintains, because of its capacity
to exercise a moral influence, is uniquely suited to remedy the pathologies of
the modern era—egoism, anomie, and injustice. It has “everything necessary
to give a framework to the life of the individual, to remove him from his state
of moral isolation; and, given the present inadequacy of other groups, it alone
can fill this essential role.” First, professional organizations, as envisioned by
Durkheim, would reinvigorate group life, enliven the currently impoverished
“spirit of association,” and thereby rein in the rule of self-interest. They
would serve as an antidote to egoism by creating within the economic world
a multiplicity of “moral milieux” and by fostering “ideas and needs other
than individual ideas and needs”—ideas pertaining to duty, obligation, and
fairness. Second, occupational groups, by regulating business activities, in-
dustrial relations, and market forces, would also alleviate the anomic state of
modern economic life and help prevent economic crises. In addition, by
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including employers and employees in the same organizations, by placing
these often warring parties in regular contact with each other, and by specify-
ing their respective rights and duties, occupational groups would help relieve
industrial society of its “sad class conflict.” Third, corporate organizations
would help combat injustice by protecting the weak against the strong, re-
minding people of their “mutual duties” and “the general interest,” and en-
forcing the “law of distributive justice.” In sum, “what we particularly see in
the professional grouping,” Durkheim says, “is a moral force capable of
curbing individual egoism, nurturing among workers a more invigorated
feeling of their common solidarity, and preventing the law of the strongest
from being applied too brutally in industrial and commercial relationships.”44

Occupational groups, or something akin to these, have a long history,
Durkheim states. Their endurance over time implies they are neither archaic
institutions having little relevance to modern times nor the arbitrary construc-
tions of utopian theorists. Indeed, Durkheim argues, the historical ubiquity of
occupational groups suggests they serve a vital social function and “corre-
spond to deep and lasting needs.” Given the predominantly industrial and
occupational nature of modern life, these would seem to be even more clearly
necessary in the current era. The occupational group, Durkheim suggests, is a
“normal” feature of modern industrial society. To say then that he proposes
or recommends the establishment of occupational organizations is not quite
accurate. He is not setting forth an abstract ideal or “inventing a new sys-
tem,” at least not to his own way of thinking, as much as he is projecting into
the future from the facts of the past and the present. His preferred solution to
the crisis of the modern era, reflecting a certain “evolutionary optimism,” is
found within the logic of modernity itself. In calling for the establishment of
occupational associations, he is rallying the forces of his society to a winning
cause, one already in motion and perhaps even destined for success.45

MAX WEBER: THE IRON CAGE

If Marx is a the theorist of revolutionary aspirations and Durkheim a theorist
of liberal hopes, then Weber is a theorist of disillusionment. Neither revolu-
tion nor evolution, he argues, will bring about a future of peace, happiness,
and equality. For Weber, there is no prospect of achieving human emancipa-
tion or social harmony. Moreover, he claims, the truly fundamental problems
afflicting modern society are neither abnormal nor temporary, nor are they
rooted in the historically contingent dynamics of the capitalist mode of pro-
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duction. They derive instead from the very nature of modern social life. What
is history for Marx and Durkheim is destiny for Weber, the “fate of our
times.”46

Marx’s critique of the industrial society of his era calls attention to the
crisis-prone nature of the capitalist economic system and the exploitation,
immiseration, and alienation of the working class. Durkheim highlights the
problems of egoism, anomie, and injustice, attributing these to the absence of
an appropriate moral framework. Weber’s perspective is grounded in his
analysis of the rationalization, bureaucratization, and disenchantment of the
world. He warns about individuals being imprisoned in an “iron cage” arising
from the uniquely modern machinery of rational capitalism and bureaucratic
administration. He worries about the loss of meaning, the routinization and
petrification of everyday life, and the erosion of individual liberty and auton-
omy. He also underscores the impersonal and ethically indifferent quality of
contemporary social institutions, including the capitalist system itself. For
Weber, however, in contrast to Marx and Durkheim, there is no resolution to
the dilemmas of the modern age. We can, though, respond to the demands of
the present in more or less sensible ways. And within the constraints imposed
by the conditions of modernity, Weber argues, as I explain more fully in the
next chapter, it is possible for the individual (or at least some individuals) to
live a meaningful life and find a measure of personal freedom.

The Iron Cage

On several occasions Weber uses the expression “iron cage” or some equiva-
lent to characterize a particular feature of modern society or to warn of a
possible future. Though often cited in the secondary literature as the center-
piece of his diagnosis of the modern condition, the precise meaning of this
metaphor and what it is intended to imply are not perfectly clear, and its
usage also varies from one context to another. To further muddy the waters,
the primary referent of this concept appears to shift from capitalism in We-
ber’s earlier writings to bureaucracy in his later writings. In addition, as Peter
Baehr, among others, has observed, the term “iron cage” is not the best
rendering of the German phrase (stahlhartes Gehäuse), which might be more
accurately though less vividly translated as “shell as hard as steel.”47

Weber employs the concept of the iron cage to evoke the coercive
circumstances of life in the modern rationalized world. Though only occa-
sionally using the specific term, he frequently discusses how individuals are
constrained by the dominant institutions of modern society—forced to com-
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ply with the dictates of formally rational procedures, the imperatives of the
market economy, the demands of the industrial workplace, and the regimen-
tation of the bureaucratic order. People in the modern age, he suggests, are by
no means altogether free to shape the conditions of their own lives or exer-
cise their capacity for autonomous action. To cite just a few examples, indi-
viduals today, Weber states, are bound “with irresistible force” to the “tech-
nical and economic conditions of machine production,” obliged to accommo-
date to an industrial system they did not will. They are subject to a regime of
“rational discipline,” particularly in their role as employees, expected to
carry out orders without question, like soldiers in the military. They inhabit a
social world inevitably circumscribed by “structures of dominancy” and “the
inequality of the outward circumstances of life,” with a permanent divide
separating a “positively privileged” minority from a “negatively privileged”
mass. And just as the working class is deprived of means of production and
relegated to a subservient position in society, so too is nearly everyone else—
including university professors, civil servants, technical personnel, and ad-
ministrative employees—condemned to a state of dependency by virtue of
their not having command over the instruments, equipment, and resources
necessary to earn a living.48

Capitalism: The Most Fateful Force in Our Modern Life

Weber borrows the term “masterless slavery” to characterize the functioning
of the modern economy. Capitalism, he says, echoing Marx, embodies a
uniquely impersonal form of domination, a “special kind of coercive situa-
tion,” one resulting from the “purely economic ‘laws’ of the market.” The
merciless operation of the capitalist system cannot be ascribed to the depre-
dations of any “concrete master” or the villainy of any particular individual.
Consider for example the state of the working class. While it is true, Weber
acknowledges, that employees often receive only a subsistence wage, are
subject to an inhumane workplace discipline, and are perpetually vulnerable
to unemployment, this unhappy circumstance is not due to the moral blind-
ness of the capitalist, but to the requirements of the system itself—to “the
need for competitive survival and the conditions of the labor, money and
commodity markets.” The behavior of actors in the modern economy—em-
ployers and employees, as well as bankers, shareholders, and mortgage hold-
ers, all of whom are locked in the competitive struggle for existence—is
determined not by personal motivations for which they might be held ethical-
ly accountable, but by “impersonal forces.” And for those who refuse to
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abide by these forces, the result is “extinction.” The capitalist who fails to
make a profit will be driven out of business, and the worker who is unwilling
to adjust to the status of wage laborer will starve. For Weber, as Wolfgang
Mommsen points out, underlining the similarity to Marx, the modern capital-
ist system is an “irresistible social force” which compels everyone to “quasi-
voluntarily” submit to its demands “regardless of whether they like them or
not.”49

When Weber introduces the iron cage metaphor in the Protestant Ethic, it
is meant in just this way—to signal the coercive nature of modern, mature
capitalism. While in an earlier era, the Puritans fulfilled their occupational
duties as autonomous agents acting out of the “highest spiritual and cultural
values,” the individual today, with the capitalist system firmly “in the sad-
dle,” experiences the modern economic order not as a “locus of freedom” but
as a “compulsive apparatus.”

The capitalist economy of the present-day is an immense cosmos into which
the individual is born, and which presents itself to him, at least as an individu-
al, as an unalterable order of things in which he must live. It forces the individ-
ual, in so far as he is involved in the system of market relationships, to con-
form to capitalist rules of action. The manufacturer who in the long run acts
counter to these norms, will just as inevitably be eliminated from the economic
scene as the worker who cannot or will not adapt himself to them will be
thrown into the streets without a job.

Under the “domination of capitalism,” Weber says, “any sober observer
would have to say that all economic indicators point in the direction of
growing ‘unfreedom.’” As capitalism matures, as economic life is more and
more circumscribed by the impersonal demands of the market, the individual
is increasingly held captive in an iron cage of economic necessity. 50

If the concept of the iron cage is meant to signify a loss of freedom, then
for the modern industrial working class this is no mere nightmarish possibil-
ity but a palpable reality. The freedom of the free wage labor, for Weber no
less than for Marx, is largely illusory. In principle workers have the right to
accept or refuse a labor contract. But lacking access to their own means of
production, they are in fact at the mercy of employers, who, by virtue of their
stronger market position, are typically able to “set the terms, to offer the job
‘take it or leave it.’” Constrained by the “threat of joblessness” and the
prospect of an “empty pocketbook” and a “hungry family,” workers have
little choice but to accede to the dictates of the property-owning class. And
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once they hire themselves out to an employer, they are denied even the
“slightest freedom” in determining the conditions of their work. Upon enter-
ing the capitalist workplace, they are subject to a rationalized “military disci-
pline,” tied to the rhythms fixed by a process of “scientific management,”
and placed in the service of the machinery of the modern factory which
thoroughly dominates “their everyday working life.” Work under capitalism
is thus deprived of its “worldly attractiveness” and characterized by a “joy-
less lack of meaning.” In the capitalist economic system, Weber concludes,
workers are inevitably subordinated to the authority of the capitalist class and
its representatives. This, he says, is the “fate of the entire working class.” For
Weber, in contrast to Marx, there is no alternative. The subjugation of the
working class, he insists, is an inevitable condition of modern industry,
whether organized on a capitalist basis or a socialist basis.51

Bureaucracy: A Structure of Domination

When Weber employs the metaphor of the iron cage in reference to capital-
ism, he is portraying what he sees as the existing reality of an economic
system where market imperatives and workplace discipline restrict the free-
dom of the individual. But when he uses this concept in reference to bureau-
cracy, he is issuing a warning about the future as much as he is describing a
current state of affairs. The specter of a bureaucratic “shell of bondage” is a
worrisome possibility for Weber, something “which men will perhaps be
forced to inhabit some day,” not an inescapable destiny. How far the process
of bureaucratization progresses is an “open question,” he observes, thus hold-
ing out hope that the movement toward bureaucratic domination might still
be held in check.52

Bureaucracy, Weber argues, is the supreme instrument for the organiza-
tion and mobilization of collective action, but it is also a “structure of domi-
nation.” It is a uniquely efficient system for managing the affairs of society,
but it is also a potent “means of exercising authority over human beings,”
both those employed within the bureaucratic machinery and those subject to
it. Bureaucracy thus exhibits a dual quality: it is technically indispensable
and dangerously powerful. Because it is such a formidable system of domi-
nation and prone to spread like a virus, bureaucracy, Weber believes, is
hazardous to both the autonomy of the individual and the dynamism of
society.53

Increasing bureaucratization jeopardizes the freedom of the individual,
but it is not entirely clear whose freedom is at stake, what this imperiled
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freedom entails, how it is put at risk by bureaucratic administration, or what
other negative consequences result from “the irresistible advance of bureau-
cratization.” In some passages, Weber’s critique addresses the plight of indi-
viduals employed within bureaucratic organizations, caught up in the soul-
sapping shallowness of the bureaucratic rat race. The professional bureau-
crat, he says, “is chained to his activity,” reduced to “a small cog in a
ceaselessly moving mechanism which prescribes to him an essentially fixed
route of march.” With more disdain than empathy, he elsewhere describes
bureaucratic officials as “little cogs, little men clinging to little jobs and
striving towards bigger ones.” Harnessed to the bureaucratic order, these
“little men,” incapable of independent action, are trapped in an apparatus
they cannot “squirm out of.” But they also share a common interest in the
perpetuation of that apparatus—the cause of their impotence but also the
source of their social status—and in “the persistence of its rationally orga-
nized domination.” As more or less willing participants in their own servi-
tude, bureaucratic office workers, Weber suggests, are no less alienated than
the industrial proletariat.54

But while he sometimes describes bureaucratic functionaries as “little
cogs,” at other times he envisions them forming a privileged social stratum.
As members of a professionally trained elite, bureaucratic officials possess a
“tremendous influence,” Weber asserts, referring specifically to the occu-
pants of the state bureaucracy. They not only enjoy a “distinctly elevated
social esteem vis-à-vis the governed,” but the dominant position they derive
from their unrivaled expertise within the system of administration also puts
at risk the freedom of those subject to their authority. This circumstance is all
the more troubling, Weber states, because the power exercised by bureaucrat-
ic officeholders—by virtue of their technical proficiency, experience as ca-
reer administrators, and access to “official secrets”—is “practically inde-
structible.”55

The rise of bureaucracy and the ascendancy of the bureaucratic official,
according to Weber, have deeper cultural ramifications as well, creating not
only a pervasive and omnipotent system of authority, but a unique type of
human being, a modern “bureaucratic self.” This new breed of men and
women, marked by a rule-bound bureaucratic mentality, are the carriers of a
submissive ethic of “adaptation.” Trained in the observance of procedure and
predisposed toward a regulated way of life, the modern bureaucratic self, he
says, needs “‘order’ and nothing but order.” Weber fears a future where the
world is populated by “no men but these.” This problem is particularly sali-
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ent in his own country because the bureaucratic ethos aggravates what in his
view is already the great weakness of the German nation—its inclination
toward security, docility, and obedience.56

Bureaucracy makes “little cogs” of ordinary people, but for Weber the
growing power of bureaucratic officialdom is even more harmful for another
reason. As it penetrates the spheres of government and business, bureaucracy
suppresses innovative political and economic leadership. The advance of
bureaucracy infringes on the struggle for political power and the give-and-
take of market competition—two dynamic, counter-bureaucratic arenas
which Weber regards as invaluable testing grounds for the training and selec-
tion of leaders. The more the “spirit of bureaucracy” and the “civil-service
mentality” prevail, the less space there is for the cultivation of visionary
politicians and risk-taking entrepreneurs. Only these social types, Weber
contends, possess the ambition, the sense of responsibility, and the capacity
for independent action required of genuine leaders. By contrast, the bureau-
cratic official, accustomed to working “according to rules and instruction,” is
singularly unequipped to fulfill the role of the “directing mind” or the “mov-
ing spirit.” The qualities of a competent leader, Weber insists, diverge sharp-
ly from those of a competent bureaucrat.57

By inhibiting the development of effective leadership and promoting the
value of order above all else, the process of bureaucratization contributes to
political and economic stagnation. As David Beetham explains, bureaucracy
for Weber threatens individual freedom, but more to the point, reflecting the
rather elitist tone of his diagnosis, it narrows “the scope for exceptional
individuals to exercise a socially creative role in both economy and state.”
Such individuals are an energizing force. Only they are capable of setting
forth new goals and aspirations, new values and ideals. The ceding of power
to the bureaucrat at the expense of the politician and the entrepreneur tight-
ens the bars of the iron cage—stifling private enterprise, hardening the al-
ready “rigid casing” of capitalism, and leaving the nation-state without vital-
ity and direction. The encroachment of bureaucracy constrains the decision-
making authority of economic and political leaders, limiting the potential for
rejuvenating social change and the periodic disruption of “rational rule.” The
tendency toward stagnation in modern society can be combated, according to
Weber, only if the leaders of government and industry—the counterweights
to bureaucratic power—have the leeway to intervene in an otherwise routin-
ized world and interject an element of charisma into an increasingly ossified
bureaucratic structure.58
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Bureaucracy for Weber is a realm of order whose advance threatens to
erode the realm of freedom. If left unchecked, the expansion of bureaucracy
is certain to exacerbate the coercive and enervating qualities of modern social
life, strengthening the present-day “iron cage” or “shell of bondage.” How
can we moderate this tendency? Weber wonders. How can we resist the
“supreme mastery of the bureaucratic way of life,” and how can we “possibly
save any remnants of ‘individualistic’ freedom” in the modern rationalized
world? I explore Weber’s response to these questions more fully in the fol-
lowing chapters.59

Formal and Substantive Rationality

Weber’s diagnosis of the modern condition, besides exposing the coercive
features of rational capitalism and bureaucratic organization, also draws at-
tention to the ethical indifference of modernity’s defining institutions. Distin-
guishing between two conflicting forms of rationality—formal and substan-
tive—Weber discloses an apparent paradox: the irrationality of the modern
rationalized world.

Formal and substantive rationality are similar insofar as both contribute to
making social action more orderly, consistent, and coherent, but they do so in
different and often contradictory ways. The first promotes orderliness by
submitting social practices to a technical criterion, for example, profitability
(in the case of economic activity) or procedural legality (in the case of law
and bureaucratic administration). Where formal rationality prevails, social
life is organized through the application of established protocols, set proce-
dures, and fixed rules, making the workings of society more calculable and
predictable. The second promotes orderliness by submitting social practices
to a value criterion, an ultimate end of one kind or another. Where substan-
tive rationality prevails, social life is organized by reshaping the workings of
society so they are more in harmony with some ethical or political ideal, for
example, fairness or equality.60

These two forms of rationality, Weber believes, are typically at odds with
each other. For example, the greater the formal rationality of an economic
system, the more it is governed by money prices and market calculations, and
the less it serves substantive normative goals. The greater the substantive
rationality of an economic system, the more it is designed to fulfill ethical
aims and the less it is able to achieve the productivity of a market economy.
From the viewpoint of formal rationality, what matters most is long-term
profitability. From the viewpoint of substantive rationality, what matters
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most is whether the organization of economic activity and the ends it serves
are consistent with ethical principles.61

Weber employs this distinction to explore the moral ambiguity of the
modern condition. The formally rational quality of modern-day social institu-
tions, he argues, engenders numerous substantive irrationalities, as the fol-
lowing examples illustrate.

The Capitalist Business Enterprise. The formal rationality of the capitalist
economy, made possible by the technique of capital accounting, depends on
economic activity being based exclusively on money prices. Business opera-
tions, focused on the monetary bottom line and free of any ethical infringe-
ments, are guided solely by market opportunities. This exemplifies the antag-
onism between formal rationality, oriented toward the calculable goal of
continuous profitability, and substantive rationality, oriented toward specific
ultimate ends. “The more the world of the modern capitalist economy fol-
lows its own immanent laws,” Weber asserts, reflecting on this conflict of
principles, “the less accessible it is to any imaginable relationship with a
religious ethic of brotherliness.” More generally, what we observe is an
irresolvable tension between the rational, profit-minded functioning of the
capitalist economic system and commonly held normative, religious, and
political values.62

The Free Market. The same antagonism between formal and substantive
rationality is evident in the operation of the free market, the “most imperson-
al” sphere of action “into which humans can enter with one another.” In the
market arena, Weber states, the norm of business “matter-of-factness” pre-
dominates. There is no room for moral considerations, for “obligations of
brotherliness.” People are treated not as ends in themselves, but as means in
an exchange relationship or as combatants in the struggle for existence. The
“economically rationalized” and impersonal world of commercial transac-
tions precludes “any caritative [or charitable] regulation of relations.” The
formally rational free market is substantively irrational, Weber says, “an
abomination to every system of fraternal ethics.”63

The Industrial Workplace. The formal rationality of modern capitalism
also demands that workers, at the cost of their very humanity, submit to the
harsh discipline of the industrial workplace. For Weber, as we have already
seen, the rationality of capitalism requires a rigidly organized labor process
where workers are compelled to obey the commands of the capitalist. This
state of affairs, he recognizes, is an insult to common notions of human
decency. “The fact that the maximum of formal rationality in capital account-
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ing is possible only where the workers are subjected to domination by entre-
preneurs is,” Weber asserts, “a further specific element of the substantive
irrationality in the modern economic order.”64

Bureaucratic Administration. Bureaucratic administration achieves the
highest degree of formal rationality where officials conduct their business
“according to purely objective considerations” and “without regard for per-
sons.” A rational bureaucratic organization functions with the efficiency and
impersonality of a machine, with people processed according to “calculable
rules,” regardless of their personal needs or individual circumstances. “Bu-
reaucracy develops the more perfectly, the more it is ‘dehumanized,’” Weber
says, “the more completely it succeeds in eliminating from official business
love, hatred, and all purely personal, irrational, and emotional elements
which escape calculation.” This formally rational quality of bureaucratic
administration—the cause of its often being disparaged as heartless—is pre-
cisely what makes it substantively irrational.65

The Modern Legal System. According to Weber, the formal rationality of
the modern legal system, where rulings are derived from abstract legal con-
cepts and procedural logic, enables the system to operate in a highly predict-
able manner, “like a technically rational machine.” This legal formalism,
however, with law kept separate from ethics, is incompatible with the “ideals
of substantive justice.” Indeed, Weber declares, the conflict between these
two principles is “insoluble.” What is just from a purely legal standpoint—
corporate tax avoidance strategies, to take a modern example—is not neces-
sarily just from an ethical point of view.66

As the process of rationalization plays out in the capitalist business enter-
prise, the free market, the industrial factory, the bureaucratic organization,
the legal system, and other institutional realms, social relationships become
increasingly divorced from ethical considerations. The rationalized world is
one in which people, who from a moral outlook might be conceived as
unique individuals deserving kindness, sympathy, and respect, are treated
instead in an impersonal, objective, and matter-of-fact manner—as cases in a
courtroom, clients in a bureaucracy, competitors in a market, or employees in
a workplace.

Formal rationality is a systematizing and regulative force, making the
world more calculable, orderly, and predictable, but at the same time it is an
ethically irrational force, undermining the motivating power of value-laden
religious beliefs, moral ideals, and political principles. The presence of this
contradiction is, for Weber, the price we pay for living in a modern society.
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In offering this diagnosis of the modern condition, therefore, Weber’s inten-
tion, in contrast to Marx and Durkheim, is not to provoke social change or set
forth an agenda for social reform but rather to alert us to certain “uncomfort-
able facts” and compel us to see “the realities of life in all their starkness.”67

MARX, DURKHEIM, AND WEBER
ON THE MODERN CONDITION

What are the defining characteristics of the modern era? What new econom-
ic, political, cultural, and social forces are at play? What are the chief ail-
ments of the modern world, what are their causes, and how might they be
remedied? What is the trajectory of modern society, where are we headed,
and on what grounds might we be either optimistic or pessimistic about the
future? These are among the key questions raised by Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber. But as we have seen in this chapter, and as we will see further in the
chapters to follow, they differ in their analyses of the modern condition and
in their beliefs about what we can and should do to make the world a better
place. These differences give us the opportunity to compare three provoca-
tive yet conflicting perspectives on the problems and possibilities of modern
life. Setting Marx, Durkheim, and Weber against one another in this manner
also provides us with an abundance of ideas and insights that we can draw
upon to deepen our own thinking about the modern world and reexamine our
own intellectual assumptions and political identities.

The Diagnosis of Modernity

Marx’s diagnosis of the modern condition calls attention to the exploitation,
immiseration, and alienation of the working class. These problems derive
from the inner logic of capitalism and the inherently antagonistic relationship
between the capitalist class and the working class. Durkheim’s diagnosis
underlines the pathologies of egoism, anomie, and injustice. These problems
arise from the absence of a regulative framework appropriate to the industrial
era. Weber’s diagnosis singles out the process of rationalization, the threat of
bureaucratic domination, and the impersonality and ethical indifference of
modern social institutions. These problems originate from realities of modern
life that are largely inescapable.

Marx adopts a distinct vantage point in his diagnosis of the modern condi-
tion. First, more so than either Durkheim or Weber, he conceives the modern
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society of his day as foremost a capitalist society, and he puts forward a
theory of modernity that takes the form of a theory of capitalism. For Marx,
there is virtually no quality of modern life that can be adequately compre-
hended in isolation from the workings of the capitalist economic system.
Second, his perspective is unique also for its focus on the “fate of the work-
ing class.” He urges us to consider an often neglected phenomenon—how the
functioning of the capitalist mode of production specifically affects the lives
of workers, the millions of people who perform society’s labor. Third, his
analysis of the dynamics of capitalism and the circumstances of the working
class is notable as well for the light it sheds on the “hidden abode of produc-
tion.” Marx’s thinking about the modern condition stands out for directing
our attention to the innermost recesses of the capitalist system and the daily
experiences of wage laborers inside the capitalist workplace. Fourth, his view
of modern society differs also because he perceives capitalism not as the
endpoint of human history, but as a passing stage in the process of social
evolution. Marx foresees the future development of a higher form of modern
society, a modern socialist society.

Durkheim conceives the modern society of his day as an industrial soci-
ety. The defining characteristic of this society is the division of labor. People
in the modern world, unlike their pre-modern counterparts, occupy special-
ized roles and perform specialized tasks. Despite his perception of its essen-
tially industrial nature, however, what most distinguishes the modern era for
Durkheim is not the presence of a new mode of production or increasing
technological innovation or growth in the productivity of labor. The advent
of modernity gives rise to a new economic order to be sure, but it is not the
narrowly economic dimension of this order that attracts Durkheim’s atten-
tion. What most interests him, rather, is the quality of the social relationships
and social bonds that characterize a modern industrial society. With the
expansion of the specialized division of labor, people more and more relate
to one another through exchanges and contracts, they become dependent on
one another, they forge a multitude of cooperative ties, and they come to see
that they are part of something larger than themselves. As individuals join
together in this new way, they are compelled to develop a set of moral rules
to regulate their interactions—to define what is right and wrong, lawful and
unlawful, just and unjust. Typically regarded only in its economic aspect, the
real significance of the division of labor, according to Durkheim, is that it
gives rise to a new moral and legal order and a new set of collective beliefs
and sentiments. While Marx analyzes modern industry with the aim of dis-
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closing the dynamics of the capitalist economic system, Durkheim’s purpose,
by contrast, is to reveal the foundations of a new and uniquely modern moral
framework.

Durkheim acknowledges, however, that the establishment of such a
framework takes time. At the present, he observes, the old world has not yet
completely died out, and the new world has not yet been fully born. Modern
society is an industrial society, but it is still an immature industrial society.
More specifically, he argues, while the industrial economy has experienced
explosive growth, the development of a suitable system of moral rules lags
behind, leaving modern economic life in a state of moral anarchy. For Durk-
heim, this moral impoverishment is modern society’s central problem, not
the private ownership of the means of production. The crisis of modernity, he
argues, is ultimately moral rather than economic in nature. It is not due to the
contradictions of an aging capitalism, but to the moral disorganization of a
still youthful industrial society. Nor is this pathological state an inherent
outgrowth of modern industry. It is rather a temporary and abnormal by-
product of a difficult period of transition. Durkheim is confident that with the
passage of time and the implementation of modernizing reforms, including
particularly the creation of corporate organizations, the malaise of modern
society will be resolved, and without the need for violent revolution. 68

For Weber the modern society of his day is characterized by the preva-
lence of formal rationality. Social practices and arrangements are formally
rational to the extent that they operate according to standardized rules, writ-
ten regulations, and established protocols. Formal rationality is a systematiz-
ing and organizing force; it contributes to making modern life more orderly,
calculable, and predictable. We see this kind of rationality on display in the
operation of the modern state and the private business enterprise, in the
factory and the market, in the military and the legal system, in science and
education, and nearly everywhere else we might look. For Weber, in contrast
to both Marx and Durkheim, what most distinguishes the modern western
world is the ubiquity of this peculiar rationality.

Although he shares with Marx an understanding of the coercive dynamics
of the capitalist mode of production, Weber’s diagnosis of the modern condi-
tion attributes greater importance to the bureaucratic nature of modern soci-
ety than to its capitalist nature, and he attributes greater importance also to
the danger of bureaucratic domination than he does to the danger of class
domination. Bureaucracy, according to Weber, is the epitome of formal ra-
tionality. Evident especially in government and industry, bureaucratic admin-
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istration is also a pervasive phenomenon. We might even say that for Weber
modern society is essentially a bureaucratic society. In any case, this is
certainly the characteristic of the modern world that draws his attention.
Because of its technical efficiency, Weber asserts, bureaucracy is indispens-
able to the functioning of modern social institutions, but it is also a worrying
system of power. The expansion of bureaucracy, he argues, imperils the
freedom of the individual, limits the scope for effective and creative leader-
ship, gives birth to a timidly bureaucratic self, fashions an increasingly order-
ly and regimented world, and exacerbates the tendency toward social and
cultural stagnation.

The process of rationalization according to Weber not only shapes the
functioning of modern social institutions; it also engenders social relation-
ships of a uniquely modern form. In the modern rationalized world, he ob-
serves, people’s relations with one another take on an increasing impersonal
and matter-of-fact quality, as in the case of market transactions and legal
processes. Such relations are not only bereft of emotion, but they are also
free of ethical considerations. The affairs of the modern business enterprise
and the modern bureaucratic organization, for example, are not governed by
ethical norms or moral principles. They are instead carried out according to
monetary calculations, standardized procedures, or legal precepts. Social re-
lations in the modern rationalized world, Weber finds, are characterized by
impersonality and ethical indifference.

The contrast on this issue between Weber and Durkheim is striking.
While Weber sees the rise of modern society as resulting in the de-moraliza-
tion of human relationships, Durkheim envisions a process of re-moraliza-
tion. The division of labor, he argues, establishes ties between people that are
bound to produce empathic feelings of interdependence, an increase in sym-
pathy and compassion, and a growing recognition that every individual is
deserving of dignity and respect. For Weber, on the other hand, the predomi-
nant tendency in modern society is toward the depersonalization and dehu-
manization of interpersonal relationships. Modern individuals relate to one
another according to rules and regulations, as in bureaucratic organizations
and the legal system, or in a purely calculative and instrumental manner, as
in the workplace and the market. While Durkheim anticipates a future in
which collective moral principles and ideals play a larger and larger role in
modern life, Weber denies that a unifying moral framework is conceivable in
the modern disenchanted and pluralistic world. Moral ideals might survive
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the process of rationalization, he acknowledges, but they can exist only in the
form of antagonistic individual value commitments.

In his writings on the pathologies of the modern era, “Marx proposes a
therapy,” Karl Löwith observes, as does Durkheim, I would add. Weber,
however, “has only a ‘diagnosis’ to offer.” As a judgment of Weber, this is
not altogether true, but Löwith certainly has a point. Weber does not propose
any grand solutions to the problems of humanity. He presents himself instead
as a gloomy realist, warning against the refusal “to see uncomfortable facts
and the realities of life in all their starkness.” Many of the most disturbing
features of the modern era, including those cited by Marx and Durkheim, are,
according to Weber, simply unavoidable. Inequality, domination, injustice,
coercion, alienation, conflict—these “realities of life” can only be endured;
they cannot be overcome. They are among the ineradicable conditions of
human existence. Though Weber seems naturally inclined toward the view
that things are likely to get worse, he nevertheless holds out the promise that
things might instead get better. Change is possible, he recognizes, but any
conceivable change is possible only within rather narrow limits. This somber
vision of human history places him in opposition to Marx and Durkheim,
both of whom foresee a much brighter future on the horizon.69

Progress and Social Change

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in how they view both the present and the
future. They differ also in how they imagine the present giving way to the
future, with each assuming a different developmental logic and each perceiv-
ing a different pattern of social change. For Marx, the process of economic
development plays the pivotal role in shaping the course of history. He
highlights in particular the tendency, greatly accelerated with the rise of
capitalism, for the forces of production to accumulate over time. The result is
a more or less continuous growth in human productive power. This wealth-
producing potential in turn, by making it possible for individuals to be liber-
ated from the oppression of alienated labor, creates the economic underpin-
nings for a future socialist society. Marx’s theory of history thus implies a
concept of progress.

The same is true for Durkheim. But while Marx gives primacy to eco-
nomic forces, Durkheim gives primacy to cultural forces. Just as the advent
of modernity for Marx unleashes society’s productive power, so too for
Durkheim does it unleash certain irresistible collective sentiments and ideals.
Modern society, he argues, is impelled forward by a collective need for
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justice and a collective belief in the sanctity of the individual. Firmly rooted
in the conditions of modern life, these powerful moral impulses, he suggests,
push society in the direction of a more rational and humane social order.
Both Marx and Durkheim are optimistic about the course of social change.
They both see dynamics at work in modern society—economic dynamics for
Marx and cultural dynamics for Durkheim—that portend a better future.

The same cannot be said for Weber. As Jeffrey Alexander observes, We-
ber “did not see hopeful and progressive signs in the empirical development
of Western society either in the short or in the long run.” Indeed, Weber
rejects the “ideology of progress” altogether, partly because he denies that
there is any scientific or objective metric according to which one can assess
whether things are getting better or worse. In any case, Weber suggests, the
evolution of modern society, understood as a process of rationalization, does
not unequivocally imply human progress, however this might be defined. It
does not bring us moral certainty, or peace, or justice, or happiness; nor does
it free us from the uncomfortable realities of modern life. The modern world
for Weber is a new world certainly, qualitatively different from the pre-
modern world. But it cannot be conceived as a stage in the inevitable ad-
vancement of humankind. One can identify achievements associated with
modernity, particularly in the areas of science and technology, but whether
these necessarily translate into an improvement in the well-being of society
or in the circumstances of the individual is questionable.70

The End of History?

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber agree that the rise of the modern industrial
economy constitutes a fundamental break from the pre-modern past. For
Marx, this transition represents the triumph of capitalist exploitation over
feudal exploitation; for Durkheim, organic solidarity over mechanical soli-
darity; and for Weber, economic rationalism and rational authority over eco-
nomic traditionalism and traditional authority. On one key point, however,
Marx’s analysis of the transition from the past to the present differs from that
of Durkheim and Weber. Despite his recognition of capitalism’s profoundly
unique and revolutionary nature, Marx perceives more continuity in the pas-
sage from the pre-modern world to the modern world than does either Durk-
heim or Weber. Like slavery and feudalism before it, Marx notes, capitalism
too is an exploitative class society. It is an economic system, similar to
preceding modes of production, in which a dominant class appropriates the
surplus or unpaid labor of a subordinate class. In “its limited bourgeois form”



164 Chapter 5

and with its antagonistic class relations, the modern epoch, Marx argues, is
still part of the “prehistory of human society.” The victory of capitalism, he
suggests, is not so much the beginning of a new era as it is the final stage of
an old era.71

In contrast to Marx, both Durkheim and Weber leave the impression that
the modern world as they perceive it—whether capitalist or socialist—will
remain essentially the same into the foreseeable future. Neither views the
society of their day as set in stone, of course, but neither do they anticipate
anything fundamentally different. For Durkheim, modern society is still in its
infancy, neither completely formed nor fully separated from the past. The
world of the future, he believes, will take the form of a more mature and
“normal” extension of the world that currently exists. He does not imagine a
radical departure, but rather a working out and refinement of ideals and
institutions already inscribed within the present. For Durkheim, in agreement
with Marx, the society of the future will be a qualitatively better society. It
will not be a qualitatively different society, however, unlike Marx’s social-
ism, but rather an improved version of what is already in place.

Weber’s conception of modernity allows for less wiggle room than is true
for either Marx or Durkheim. With the appearance of the modern world,
Weber argues, certain inexorable forces are set in motion—rationalization,
bureaucratization, industrialization, and disenchantment. These forces estab-
lish the parameters of any possible future. In agreement with Durkheim,
accordingly, Weber does not anticipate a world that will be qualitatively
different from the present. But in contrast to both Durkheim and Marx, he
also does not anticipate a world that will be qualitatively better than the
present. Indeed, to the extent that his fears of an iron cage are realized, the
future might even be worse. The question for Weber is not how we might
create a more perfect society, but how we might contain the threat of bureau-
cratic domination and respond intelligently to the harsh realities of modern
life. His diagnosis of the modern condition, as Stephen Kahlberg reminds us,
leaves room for alternative paths of societal development. But any future,
Weber suggests, throwing cold water on utopian dreams, will certainly be a
recognizable variation on what currently exists.72

Weber envisions neither a qualitatively different society in the future nor
a qualitatively better society. Durkheim envisions a qualitatively better soci-
ety, but not one that is qualitatively different. Marx envisions a qualitatively
different society, and one that is also qualitatively better—a “higher form of
society in which the full and free development of every individual forms the
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ruling principle.” Though he attributes profound significance to the passage
from feudalism to capitalism, Marx foresees another stage of historical de-
velopment, a transition still to come from a modern capitalist society to a
modern socialist society. For Marx, in contrast to Durkheim and Weber, the
story of modernity has yet another chapter.73





Chapter Six

The Fate of the Individual

The individual and individualism—as philosophical constructs, normative
ideals, and objects of empirical inquiry—have been among the most endur-
ing interests of sociology and social theory. When first introduced into the
public discourse in nineteenth-century Europe, the term “individualism”
evoked two different sets of ideas. On the one hand, it signified a political
creed exalting the “Rights of Man” and the sovereignty of the individual. On
the other hand, it signified an economic creed extolling free market econom-
ics and the unfettered pursuit of self-interest. Both conceptions were modern
in origin, the first growing out of the Enlightenment and the French Revolu-
tion, and the second accompanying the rise of laissez-faire capitalism.
Whether political or economic, the phenomenon of individualism initially
aroused fears of anarchy and dissolution, with conservative defenders of the
old regime first sounding the warning bell. But over the course of the nine-
teenth century, individualism acquired a more positive connotation. It still
had its dark side in the form of unrestrained egoism, but when understood as
referring to the sanctity of the person, individualism ultimately attained
membership—along with freedom and equality, liberty and democracy, rea-
son and autonomy—in the pantheon of modernity’s cherished ideals.1

Here lies the paradox. While modern culture consecrated the principles of
freedom, autonomy, and individualism, modern institutions threatened to
undermine those ideals at their very inception. What modernity gave with
one hand, it took away with the other. How can individual rights and liberties
thrive in the shadow of the modern bureaucratic state? How can individuals
develop fully their human qualities when confined to a tiny niche in the
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specialized division of labor? How is human dignity possible in a world
populated by self-interested competitors, each perpetually at war with the
other? What remains of equality and autonomy when people are trapped in
the impersonal market economy and the despotic capitalist workplace?

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each attribute great value to personal free-
dom and individual dignity. And while well aware of the perilous circum-
stances of the individual, they each believe that modern society contains
within itself the means through which an authentic and worthy form of indi-
vidualism might yet be realized. For Marx, the logic of capitalism demands
the exploitation, immiseration, and alienation of the working class. But the
dynamics of capitalist development also prepare the way for a socialist future
in which “the full and free development of every individual forms the ruling
principle.” For Durkheim, the rapid emergence of the modern industrial
economy gives rise to egoism, anomie, and injustice. But within the womb of
modern society a new moral order is being born, with the individual destined
to become the sacred object of a secular “religion of humanity.” For Weber,
the process of rationalization threatens to leave the individual imprisoned in
the iron cage of the “modern economic order.” But that same process endows
individuals with a capacity for self-empowerment and the inner resources
necessary for constructing a meaningful life.2

KARL MARX: FREE INDIVIDUALITY

Capitalism is often presumed to be the only economic system consistent with
the values of individualism and freedom. By comparison, communism (or
socialism) is thought to be a vastly inferior alternative. Marx offers a diamet-
rically opposed opinion. Capitalism, he claims, frustrates the full develop-
ment of human individuality and the full flourishing of human freedom.
These ideals, he insists, can be truly realized only in a communist society. In
the United States, certainly, this assessment is likely to be greeted by eye-
rolling skepticism if not worse. But it is precisely because his perspective is
so contrary to today’s conventional wisdom that Marx is still interesting, and
worth taking seriously. He challenges us to reflect on our usage of the terms
“individualism” and “freedom,” consider what social conditions are neces-
sary to fulfill these ideals, think critically about how well capitalism serves
the higher needs of the individual, and ponder what a communist future
might mean for the quality of human life.
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Capitalism, Communism, and Individuality

Ian Forbes describes Marx as a “theorist of individuality.” The object of
Marx’s interest, however, is not the individual in the abstract conceived apart
from history, but “real living individuals” situated within historically specific
conditions of production. As material beings living in a material world, hu-
mans satisfy their subsistence needs by utilizing their collective labor to
appropriate the fruits of nature, everything from food to fuel. A requisite of
social existence, this labor process, Marx argues, is the primary medium
through which humans develop their individuality and fashion a way of life.
As they enter into the struggle with nature, individuals exercise and refine
their species’ powers and capacities, in the process creating new qualities,
new abilities, and new forms of association. What individuals are and how
they relate to one another, Marx says, coincide “with what they produce and
with how they produce.”3

On the basis of this materialist perspective, Marx examines the formation
and expression of individuality in different historical periods and under dif-
ferent modes of production. More specifically, he posits a three-stage process
of development, with each stage corresponding to a particular economic
epoch: (1) pre-capitalist society, (2) capitalist society, and (3) communist
society. With the passage from one epoch to the next, individuals become
increasingly autonomous and more fully capable of self-directed agency. His
conception of the individual parallels his conception of the forces of produc-
tion: over the long course of history, both are progressively liberated from
constraining social conditions.4

The Individual in Pre-Modern, Pre-Capitalist Society

Individuals in the pre-capitalist world, Marx states, are bound by “relations
of personal dependence.” Absorbed in the group, they belong “to a greater
whole”—the family, the clan, or the simple self-sufficient community. Nei-
ther free nor equal, pre-modern people are imprisoned within a fixed and
seemingly natural social order, with their rights, duties, and obligations origi-
nating from their place within the hierarchy of traditional social relations.
Submerged within their inherited roles, their personal identities are insepara-
ble from their predetermined social identities. They exist not so much as
differentiated individuals but as occupants of socially defined positions, for
example, landlord and serf. And while they relate to one another personally,
they do so, as Carol Gould explains, not as individuals per se, but “in accor-
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dance with their status, role, and function within the community.” In this pre-
modern stage of human development, for Marx as for Durkheim, the individ-
ual as a person in his or her own right barely exists.5

The Individual in Capitalist Society

The capitalist revolution inaugurates a world-changing transformation,
undermining the communal existence of the pre-modern era. It eradicates the
“motley feudal ties that bound man to his ‘natural’ superiors” and sweeps
away “all traditional, confined, complacent, encrusted satisfactions of
present needs.” The spread of the market economy releases the individual
from the parochialism of “old ways of life” and stimulates constant change in
methods of production and patterns of consumption. New human capacities
and needs arise, setting the stage for the “cultivation of all the qualities of the
social human being.” Capitalism, for Marx, is a “civilizing influence,” not
only because it accelerates the growth of productive forces, but also because
it rescues the individual from archaic relations of “personal dependence” and
creates the material conditions for the appearance of an “all-sided” and “rich
individuality.”6

In the transition from pre-capitalist to capitalist society, the circumstance
of the individual undergoes a corresponding change, from “personal depen-
dence” to “personal independence.” But within the framework of capitalism,
this newfound individuality is both greatly limited and partially illusory.
Despite the abolition of feudal bonds, relations of domination persist, but in a
disguised form. The personal independence of the individual, manifest espe-
cially in the freedom to engage in market transactions, is “founded on objec-
tive dependence.” While in the pre-capitalist stage the dependence of the
individual “appears as a personal restriction” of one individual by another—
the serf by the lord, for example—in the capitalist stage this dependence
takes the form of “an objective restriction of the individual” by abstract
socioeconomic forces. Marx’s usage of the term “objective dependence” is
meant to capture the unique nature of modern forms of power—their imper-
sonal, autonomous, and even invisible quality. To put it simply, while indi-
viduals in the pre-capitalist period are subordinated to their social superiors,
individuals in the era of capitalism are subordinated to the system itself
whose presence they experience as an objective reality, an “external neces-
sity.” As independent participants in relations of exchange, beholden to no
one, individuals imagine themselves to be freer than ever, but they are in fact
less free, Marx says, “because they are to a greater extent governed by
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material forces . . . over which they, as separate individuals, have no con-
trol.”7

The Individual in Communist Society

The evolution of the individual is limited by “relations of personal depen-
dence” in the pre-capitalist stage, with individuality sacrificed to community,
and by “personal independence founded on objective dependence” in the
capitalist stage, with community sacrificed to a stunted, egoistic individual-
ity. In the third stage, the communist stage, relations of class domination give
way to a “real community” of freely associating individuals, a synthesis of
individuality and community. The defining characteristic of this culminating
stage, Marx says, is “free individuality.”8

Just as capitalism represents an advance over pre-capitalist society, so
too, Marx argues, does communism represent an advance over capitalist
society. Communism makes possible what capitalism precludes: the opportu-
nity for every individual to achieve their potential and develop their human
capacities to their fullest. Most people under capitalism, forced to sell their
labor power to earn a living, enjoy a limited freedom at best. Though no
longer subject to the authority of the feudal lord, they nevertheless remain
subservient to a system of production they encounter as an alien power
“existing outside them as their fate.” With communism, Marx maintains, the
situation is reversed. The system of production is subordinated to the “power
of the united individuals,” to their collective will, “manageable by them as
their common wealth.” While capitalism compels the individual to serve the
goal of production, under communism by contrast, production, now under
“communal control,” is organized to serve the needs of the individual. With
this transformation in the social relations of production, according to Marx,
the era of human servitude, the “prehistory of human society,” comes to an
end.9

Capitalism, Communism, and Freedom

Marx’s perspective on individuality rests on his concept of freedom. What he
means by freedom will become clearer as we go on, but for a start it is fair to
say that for Marx freedom implies self-determination, “the positive power”
of individuals to assert their “true individuality.” The freedom of the individ-
ual in this sense, in contrast to a nowadays fashionable view, requires much
more than simply limiting the scope of government. “Real freedom,” Marx
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argues, exists only where individuals have control over their own labor,
where as workers they have the right to choose their own goals and realize
their own aims. By this criterion, he suggests, the capitalist mode of produc-
tion is anything but a free economy.10

Marx distinguishes between capitalism on the one hand and slavery and
serfdom on the other. All three are class societies, each with a dominant class
living off the unpaid labor of a subordinate class. But the status of the “direct
producers” in these three modes of production differs. While the slave be-
longs to the slave owner and the serf belongs to the land, the wage laborer is
a free person. For Marx, however, a closer look reveals that the free worker
has more in common with the slave and the serf than the defenders of capital-
ism would care to admit. He sometimes even refers to the “slavery” or
“enslavement” or “servitude” of the supposedly free worker. What makes
capitalism different, however, is that wage laborers appear to be free. Unlike
slaves or serfs, they are not coerced to perform unpaid labor by custom, law,
or any other “direct extra-economic force.” They are legally free, but they are
constrained by their “objective dependence,” by their economic standing as a
propertyless mass. The working class is forced to labor not by the dictates of
any particular authority, hence the illusion of freedom, but by the “silent
compulsion of economic relations.”11

In the following pages I explain Marx’s thinking about the conflict be-
tween capitalism and freedom more fully, focusing in turn on (1) the limited
freedom of the free market, (2) the absence of freedom in the capitalist
workplace, (3) the confiscation of workers’ free time, and (4) workers’ lack
of opportunity to develop their human potential.

The Illusory Freedom of the Market

In the market, the sphere of exchange, “free persons” gather as independent
individuals, “equal before the law,” obeying nothing other than their own
“free will.” When the commodity labor power is in play, capitalists appear in
the market as buyers, looking to hire, and workers appear as sellers, looking
for a job. They each need the other, a perfectly free and reciprocal relation-
ship. Mutual self-interest, so it seems, is the “only force bringing them to-
gether.”12

The illusion that capitalists and workers meet in the market under condi-
tions of “equality and freedom” is sustained only by viewing them as abstract
individuals, ignoring their class circumstances. In reality, Marx asserts,
workers, needing to earn a living and possessing only their bodies and minds,
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have little choice but to sell their labor power to the capitalist owners of the
means of production. Unlike slaves or serfs, he observes, workers are “for-
mally” free. They are not compelled to sell themselves to any capitalist in
particular, and are periodically at liberty to change “masters,” but they cannot
survive for long without selling themselves to one capitalist or another.13

Some workers, Marx admits, will find a way to escape the system or even
join the ranks of the bourgeoisie, but for the working class as a whole,
freedom from wage labor is not an option. What makes work compulsory in
the capitalist system is that individuals who choose not to work will starve.
The wage laborer, unlike the slave, is not “held in chains,” but he is tied to
“his owner by invisible threads,” “compelled to sell himself of his own free
will.” Workers are imprisoned by the system itself, which produces and
reproduces their “perpetual dependence,” ensuring their ongoing subservi-
ence to the capitalist class. For Marx, in sum, because workers are forced to
sell their labor power to capitalists, they experience only the semblance of
freedom, not the real thing.14

The Despotism of the Workplace

While in the marketplace the two classes meet as buyers and sellers of labor
power, in the workplace they confront one another formally as capitalists and
workers. Here even the semblance of freedom vanishes. Once workers cross
the threshold into the factory, they are unequivocally subject to the rule of the
capitalist class. When workers agree to a labor contract, they effectively
relinquish their freedom, ceding control over their labor power to their em-
ployer, who thereby gains “command over the use of workers’ bodies and
their persons.” Within the workplace, wage laborers are subject to capitalist
authority, tethered to the predetermined routine of the labor process, relegat-
ed to a “one-sided vocation” within the detailed division of labor, and sub-
sumed under the mechanized system of machine production. Workers re-
ceive a wage in return for the alienation of their labor. But to earn this “mess
of pottage,” as Marx calls it, they pay a heavy price. Their essential life
activity, their capacity for labor, is reduced to a mere instrument of produc-
tion.15

The Appropriation of Time

Disposable time is an essential element of freedom for Marx and a precondi-
tion for individual self-realization. Free time, he says, including both “idle
time” and “time for higher activity,” is a prerequisite for human develop-
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ment. It is “real wealth,” the leeway to act “according to one’s inclinations”
and the opportunity “for enjoyment, for leisure.” Indicative of their impover-
ishment, however, workers in capitalist society suffer from a shortage of free
time. “Apart from the mere physical interruptions by sleep, meals, and so
forth,” their lives serve only one purpose: to feed capitalism’s voracious
appetite for surplus value. Bound to the wage-labor system and deprived of
free time, the worker, Marx declares, is “less than a beast of burden.”16

Besides extracting unpaid labor from the working class, capitalists also
usurp workers’ time. In capitalist society, Marx says, “free time is produced
for one class by the conversion of the whole lifetime of the masses into
labour-time.” In short, the labor expended by workers begets the leisure
enjoyed by capitalists. The “free development” of the capitalist class, Marx
states, “is based on the overwork, the surplus labour time,” of the working
class, which is left with no time for its own “free development.” When
capitalists exploit workers, therefore, they not only appropriate their labor
power; they also appropriate the time workers might otherwise use freely to
cultivate their human faculties.17

Capitalism is deeply inhumane, according to Marx, but as he stresses, it is
also a historically progressive system, preparing the way for a better society
in the future. The issue surrounding the use and distribution of time brings
the contradictory nature of capitalism into full view. When capitalists seek to
boost productivity by introducing more and more efficient machinery, their
aim is not to shorten the workday but to increase profitability by economiz-
ing on labor and cheapening the costs of production. This dynamic results in
the growth of society’s productive power and a reduction in the human
energy required in the labor process, in the total number of labor hours it
takes to make a car, for example. In this manner, capitalism, “despite itself,”
is an emancipatory force. By exploiting advances in science and technology,
it creates the possibility for reducing labor time “for the whole society to a
diminishing minimum, and thus to free everyone’s time for their own devel-
opment.” Within the framework of capitalism, however, this opportunity is
squandered, as gains from increasing productivity are instead pocketed by
the capitalist in the form of profit. But in a socialist society, Marx argues,
where machinery is freed to serve the needs of the individual, the develop-
ment of the forces of production will “rebound” to the benefit of the working
class in the form of free time.18

Under capitalism, time is money; it is a “dominating, alien force.” Under
communism, time is freedom; it is a “‘space’ for the development of human
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capacities.” The emancipation of the individual, as conceived by Marx, is a
matter of unleashing society’s productive power for the purpose of extending
free time as far as possible. In a well-known passage, Marx draws the con-
nection between free time and “free individuality.” Freedom, he states,

can consist only in this, that socialized man, the associated producers, govern
the human metabolism with nature in a rational way, bringing it under their
collective control instead of being dominated by it as a blind power; accom-
plishing it with the least expenditure of energy and in conditions most worthy
and appropriate for their human nature. The true realm of freedom, the devel-
opment of human powers as an end in itself, begins beyond it, though it can
only flourish with this realm of necessity as its basis. The reduction of the
working-day is the basic prerequisite.

The productive potential created by capitalism can in a future society be
rationally utilized to reduce the “realm of necessity,” the period of time
people must devote to producing their means of subsistence, and increase the
“realm of freedom,” the free time people have at their disposal to develop
their human nature.19

The distinction between the realm of freedom and the realm of necessity,
as James Klagge observes, is a distinction between productive activity that is
an end in itself and productive activity that is a means to an end. Marx
recognizes that in no society can necessary labor be entirely eliminated, but it
need not be forced or alienating. Productive activity, even when necessary, is
free to the extent that (1) it is subject to the rational and democratic control of
the “associated producers”; (2) it is voluntary, the expression of free choice,
not imposed on the individual by an external force; (3) it is agreeable, carried
out under conditions “worthy” of and “appropriate” to human nature; (4) it is
organized so that no worker is confined to “one exclusive sphere of activity,”
thus preventing the one-sided crippling of the individual; and (5) it is a
communal activity where work is fairly divided among able-bodied persons,
ensuring that “one section of society” does not benefit at the expense of
another.20

Real human freedom, in this vision, requires reducing the realm of neces-
sity to a minimum, thus enabling individuals to spend the bulk of their time
engaged in pursuits of their own choosing. Real human freedom also requires
restructuring the realm of necessity, thus liberating individuals from exploi-
tation, immiseration, and alienation even in the performance of necessary
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labor. The abolition of capitalism, for Marx, is an essential precondition for
achieving this real freedom.

Freedom, Self-Realization, and Human Flourishing

Marx criticizes the capitalist system not primarily because it is wasteful or
because it widens the gap between the rich and the poor, but because it
restricts individual self-development and human freedom. The problem with
capitalism, he suggests, is not that it is too individualistic, but that it is not
individualistic enough. It allows for a limited individualism only, a selfish
and paltry form of individualism. With the rise of capitalism, the individual
is set loose, released from the constraints of the feudal order, but not set free.
The predicament in capitalist society is that individuals have little real con-
trol over their own lives. They are personally independent but utterly power-
less, effectively enslaved by an economic system where profit making is the
prime directive. What capitalism elicits is a form of individualism distorted
by the absence of freedom.

The concept of “self-realization” or “free individuality” is the underpin-
ning of Marx’s condemnation of capitalism and his commitment to social-
ism. A good society for Marx is one that promotes the all-around cultivation
of human qualities, the full realization of the individual’s capacities and
needs, and the “absolute working out of his creative potentialities.” The
primary avenue for individuals to pursue their self-realization, according to
Marx, is labor broadly speaking, including work in the narrow sense but also
activities ranging from gardening to cooking, from playing a musical instru-
ment to writing a book. Free labor in this sense is not merely “fun” and
“amusement,” Marx insists, but “damned serious, the most intense exertion.”
In fact, he suggests, work is most liberating when it is demanding, when it
requires the “overcoming of obstacles.”21

Though he attributes great importance to individual freedom and individ-
ual self-realization, Marx does not perceive any necessary opposition be-
tween “free individuality” and “true community.” A social or communal life,
he believes, is essential for individuals to flourish. We affirm ourselves
through our work by satisfying the needs of others and by winning their
recognition for our accomplishments. The human animal, furthermore, as a
“social being,” is capable of individuation, “personal freedom,” and the culti-
vation of “his gifts” only in a communal context. In the “real community” of
the future, he declares, “individuals obtain their freedom in and through their
association.” While in capitalist society the individual achievement of one
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person comes at the expense of another, in the communist society pictured by
Marx, the “free development of each is the condition for the free develop-
ment of all.”22

EMILE DURKHEIM: MORAL INDIVIDUALISM

Durkheim is famous for proclaiming the priority of society over the individu-
al. The job of sociology, as he conceives it, is precisely to establish the
superiority of society and cultivate a “collective spirit.” Among the most
important practical services sociology can perform, he asserts, is to promote
respect for society, to “make the individual understand what society is, how
it completes him, and how little he really is when reduced to his own forces
alone.” The educational system too has a role to play in combating excessive
individualism and nurturing a social consciousness. The chief imperative for
schools, he argues, is to make children aware of society’s transcendent reality
and instill in them an “inclination toward collective life” and a “spirit of
association.”23

Given his seeming deification of society, one might think that Durkheim
is an anti-liberal antagonist of individualism. This is far from true. While he
rails against individualism of a certain type, he is also a fervent defender of
the rights and dignity of the individual and the principles of free thought, free
inquiry, and free discussion. He even singles out as an essential purpose of
the modern educational system “to make of the individual an autonomous
personality.” Though he regards some of its forms as unworthy and harmful,
he is anything but an unconditional enemy of individualism.24

For Durkheim, there is no contradiction in affirming both the divinity of
society and the sacredness of the individual, in part because “individualism
itself is a social product,” a gift from society. Under normal conditions, the
individual and society are not in conflict with one another, and in the modern
era, he contends, social solidarity and individual autonomy are mutually
reinforcing. One does not have to choose between valuing society and valu-
ing the individual. Far from being an adversary, society is the cradle of
individualism and the protector of the individual. The presence of a healthy
society is a requirement for the flourishing of individuality. Only “on the
condition that he is involved in society,” Durkheim maintains, echoing Marx,
can the individual “fully realize his own nature.”25
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The Road to Individualism

There are two consciousnesses within the individual, Durkheim declares, a
collective consciousness, the set of beliefs and values we share with other
members of society, and an individual consciousness, our personal thoughts
and feelings. In the early stages of human evolution, where “the individual
personality is lost in the depths of the social mass,” the collective conscious-
ness predominates, resulting in everyone being like everyone else, leaving
little room for diversity. In the pre-modern world, Durkheim says, “society is
all, the individual nothing.”26

But “little by little,” as the history of humanity unfolds, “things change.”
The individual comes to occupy an increasingly prominent place in society.
This process of individuation is fueled by the expansion of the division of
labor. Roles and occupations become more and more specialized, with each
person gravitating toward his or her own particular “sphere of action.” Peo-
ple’s life conditions become more varied, the power of the collective con-
sciousness diminishes, and the “individual personality grows stronger.” In
today’s world, rather than being steered in an exclusively “collective direc-
tion,” everyone is “oriented to a different point on the horizon,” each seeking
their own place within the occupational system. As the power of the group
mind decreases, undermining the “old conformism of former times,” the
individual consciousness attains a measure of independence.27

The historical narrative Durkheim constructs—“the road to individual-
ism”—is not one in which individuals emancipate themselves from society,
but one in which the evolution of society induces the liberation of the indi-
vidual. Indeed, he argues, in the pre-modern world, individuality is not sup-
pressed; it simply does not exist. Individualism is not a natural or primordial
phenomenon. It is the “fruit of historical development,” the product of soci-
ety itself. Individuals come into their own not in opposition to societal de-
mands, but in response to societal demands. First, individuals as distinct
personalities with diverse aptitudes and aspirations are necessary to fill the
varied occupational slots in the division of labor. Second, individuals as
autonomous agents capable of reflective thinking are also necessary because
in today’s society, a premium is placed on reasoning. As traditional beliefs
are “swept away,” Durkheim explains, people are reliant on their own inde-
pendent thought processes to navigate their way in the world. Individualism
is essential to the existence of modern society because of the need for people
able to perform specialized functions and to think for themselves.28
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As the pre-modern era gives way to the modern era, the moral rules
governing people’s conduct undergo a corresponding change. In traditional
society, the moral duty of the person is to “resemble everyone else,” to
conform to the “collective type.” In modern society, the moral duty of the
person is to specialize, to equip oneself “to fulfill usefully a specific func-
tion.” In both cases, however, the rules of conduct that people follow serve
social needs and foster social cohesion. The individualism of the modern era
is no less a moral obligation than is the conformism of the traditional era. The
emancipation of the individual, Durkheim insists, “does not imply a weaken-
ing but a transformation of the social bonds. The individual does not tear
himself away from society but is joined to it in a new manner.”29

Individualism as Pathology

Individualism is a requirement for the functioning of modern society. But in
the Europe of his day, Durkheim acknowledges, individualism—like the di-
vision of labor itself—exists in an abnormal form. Instead of engendering
social harmony, it is a disintegrative force. Because of the still incomplete
transition from the pre-modern world to the modern world, the inhabitants of
today’s industrial society live an impoverished collective existence. The rap-
id pace of social change has left people lacking the two central elements of a
moral life: “the spirit of discipline,” the absence of which causes anomie, and
“attachment to social groups,” the absence of which causes egoism. The
spirit of discipline is necessary to regulate individuals’ desires, limit their
otherwise unquenchable aspirations, and orient them toward realizable goals.
By ensuring that people pursue achievable ends, moral discipline enables
individuals to live happy and balanced lives. The attachment to social groups
is necessary to inhibit individuals’ egoistic inclinations and orient them to-
ward the “richer reality” of collective interests. By ensuring that people
devote themselves to shared ideals, group attachments enable individuals to
live meaningful and moral lives. In the distressed state of modern society,
however, individuals neither are subject to adequate moral regulation nor
possess an adequate group life. Deprived of moral discipline, they are at the
mercy of voracious appetites and infinite ambitions, perpetually dissatisfied
and frustrated. Deprived of social bonds, they are guided only by considera-
tions of self-interest, inwardly directed, isolated, and socially disengaged.
The dilemma for Durkheim is how to remedy the predicament of the individ-
ual and resolve the larger crisis of modern society without abandoning the
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achievements of modernity or sacrificing the benefits of individuality. He
takes up this issue in the context of the Dreyfus affair of the late 1890s.30

Moral Individualism

In 1894, Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army, was falsely
convicted of treason and served five years of a lifetime sentence before being
exonerated. The politically charged controversy surrounding this case, be-
sides bringing the issue of anti-Semitism to the surface, split the nation. It
pitted the right against the left, the protagonists of a religious authoritarian-
ism against the supporters of a democratic Third Republic, and the military
and the church against liberal-minded intellectuals and academics. In 1898,
in the midst of this divisive conflict, Durkheim, an outspoken supporter of
Dreyfus, published an essay entitled “Individualism and the Intellectuals.” In
this defense of modernity, Durkheim offers a powerful response to the anti-
liberal, anti-intellectual, and anti-individualistic standpoint of the partisans of
the old regime.31

For traditionalist critics, the egoistic individualism unleashed by the rise
of modern society is an altogether destructive force. On this particular point
Durkheim agrees. The unbridled pursuit of self-interest, with people given
unlimited license to act on their personal desires, is an undeniable threat to
social stability. A “communal life is impossible,” he emphasizes, “without
the existence of interests superior to those of the individual.” But the solution
is not to renounce modern society, rescind the rights of the individual, or
reestablish the oppressive traditions of the past. “It is a matter of completing,
extending, and organizing individualism,” he argues, “not restraining and
combating it.” If individualism of one kind is the disease, an individualism of
another kind is the cure. Durkheim envisions the possibility of a new and
distinctly modern social order where the insatiable desires of individuals are
contained and their egoistic urges curbed, but where at the same time the
ideal of individualism is strengthened. His argument hinges on the distinc-
tion between moral individualism and egoistic individualism.32

Moral Individualism and Egoistic Individualism

In their rush to condemn egoistic individualism, the opponents of modernity,
Durkheim argues, fail to perceive the presence of “another sort of individual-
ism.” This is moral individualism, the very antithesis of egoistic (or utilitar-
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ian) individualism. The contrast between these two opposing types, described
below, is the centerpiece of Durkheim’s analysis.33

First, egoistic individualism and moral individualism differ in their intel-
lectual and socio-historical origins. The former, celebrated in the writings of
orthodox economists, is an outgrowth of a “crass commercialism” and the
spread of the market economy. The latter, moral individualism, with its con-
ception of the individual as a being “preeminently worthy of respect,” has its
roots in the French Revolution, the Declaration of the Rights of Man, and the
philosophies of Kant and Rousseau.34

Second, for egoistic individualism, the individual in question is the “tan-
gible, empirical” person. For moral individualism, the individual “offered for
collective love and respect” is not this or that person but “mankind in gener-
al, idealized humanity.” Egoistic individualism glorifies the private interests
of the particular self, while moral individualism reveres “humanity in the
abstract.” The first gives priority to the value of personal liberty, the freedom
of individuals to act on their own wishes. The second gives priority to the
value of human dignity, respect for persons as ends in themselves.35

Third, egoistic and moral individualism grow out of different, though
equally natural, psychological impulses: desire or egotism on the one hand
and sympathy or altruism on the other. Desire is a “centripetal” force. A
handmaiden of the self, it looks out for the needs of the individual only.
Sympathy is a “centrifugal” force. Directed toward an ideal outside the self,
it reaches toward supra-individual ends. Unlike its self-interested opposite,
moral individualism embodies a sensitivity “for all that is human, a broader
pity for all sufferings, for all human miseries.” The motivations underlying
egoistic individualism are essentially selfish, while those associated with
moral individualism, Durkheim explains, extend our self-regard to concern
for others. In the modern world, he proclaims, precisely because each of us is
an individual ourselves, “we take sentiments protecting human dignity per-
sonally to heart.”36

Fourth, with egoistic individualism, the actions of the individual are
oriented toward the achievement of purely personal or amoral objectives. We
strive to satisfy our passions, fulfill our needs, and realize our private ambi-
tions. With moral individualism, the actions of the individual are oriented
toward the achievement of impersonal or moral objectives. We aspire to
create a more perfect society and advance the cause of justice. While egoistic
individualism “flatters our instincts” and furthers our personal interests, mo-
ral individualism “fixes before us an ideal.” It offers up a set of shared
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values, beliefs, and practices that—in sharp contrast to any notion of self-
interest—forces “the individual to rise above himself.”37

Finally, while egoistic individualism is bound up with the development of
the modern industrial economy, moral individualism, with scholars and art-
ists among its most vocal champions, emerges in alliance with the growth of
reason and science. This sort of individualism, Durkheim says, “implies a
certain intellectualism.” It “has as its primary dogma the autonomy of reason
and as its primary rite the doctrine of free inquiry.” It values reflection,
freedom of thought, and intellectual independence. The defense of intellectu-
alism is inseparable from the defense of individualism.38

For Durkheim, moral individualism arises from the essential conditions of
existence of the modern world, and as modern society matures, it is destined
to become more and more firmly established. With the advance of civiliza-
tion, the individual, “originally nothing at all,” becomes a sacred object of
respect, and individualism becomes a unifying moral ideal, the “rallying-
point” of humanity. “Everything indicates,” he declares, “that we are becom-
ing more alive to what touches on the human personality.”39

Moral Individualism as the Religion of Humanity

In the passage from the pre-modern era to the modern era, an essentially
religious worldview is replaced by an essentially secular worldview. But if
religion is “nothing other than a body of collective beliefs and practices
endowed with a certain authority,” if it is separated from the idea of a super-
natural being, then a religion of a new kind is present even in modern society.
The influence of traditional religious beliefs has waned, Durkheim observes,
but in their place the individual has become the object of a uniquely modern
secular religion. Like its predecessors, this “religion of humanity” has a
common faith, a conception of the sacred, and a collection of moral com-
mandments. In this new religion, “man has become a god for men.” We no
longer pray to the old gods, whose time has now passed, but we do nowadays
“worship the dignity of the human person.” We perceive the individual as
invested with a “sacrosanct character,” and we thus regard any harm or
injustice inflicted on human beings as “sacrilegious.” This new concept of
the individual as a “sacred thing par excellence,” Durkheim states, is perhaps
the “fundamental axiom” of our modern morality. Moral individualism—the
“cult of the individual”—takes center stage as the religion of the modern era,
“a religion in which man is at once the worshiper and the God.”40
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Because it places before us something we can all believe in, moral indi-
vidualism is not only the antithesis of egoistic individualism, according to
Durkheim, it is also the solution to the social disintegration that egoism
causes. The individual pursuit of self-interest pulls us apart, but the ideal of a
shared humanity brings us together. “Far from detaching individuals from
society and every goal beyond themselves,” moral individualism, unlike ego-
istic individualism, joins “them in a single thought and makes them servants
of a single task.” The religious quality of moral individualism is manifest in
precisely this capacity to forge a “communion of minds and wills” united
around a sacred principle and a collective aspiration. This individualistic
ethic, Durkheim argues, is in fact “the only system of beliefs which can
ensure the moral unity of the country.” So while the critics of modernity
attack individualism because of its putatively anarchic consequences, Durk-
heim supports individualism (of a different sort) precisely because it is a
source of social solidarity, indeed, “the only tie which binds us all to each
other.” In defending the “rights of the individual” therefore, he proclaims,
one is also defending “the vital interests of society.”41

Moral Individualism, Moral Education, and Collective Rituals

The ideal of human dignity derives from collective sentiments that are inher-
ent to the modern condition. Moral individualism is an ascendant ethic. But,
Durkheim recognizes, it is not yet fully or securely embodied in society’s
practices and institutions, and it cannot yet claim universal support. He cites,
for example, “the extreme ease with which we have accepted an authoritarian
regime several times in the course of this century—regimes which in reality
rest on principles that are a long way from individualism.” To fight “old
habits,” he emphasizes, it is not enough to enunciate a new doctrine. Society
itself must be restructured to make “an individualistic moral code” truly
“feasible and durable.” As I explain below, the new religion of humanity,
Durkheim argues, needs to be nurtured in the minds of each succeeding
generation, and it needs to be continuously enlivened in the public conscious-
ness. To achieve the first he proposes a system of moral education, and to
achieve the second he calls for periodic collective rituals.42

Moral Education. The modern world, Durkheim observes, is in a period
of profound transformation, and this in turn demands an equally profound
transformation of the educational system. Despite the industrial nature of
modern society, what is most needed today is not vocational education but
moral and civic education, not the perfection of technical skills but the re-
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shaping of people’s ideas, beliefs, and feelings. “It is not a matter of training
workers for the factory or clerks for the warehouse,” he states, “but citizens
for society.” This requires, above all else, “moral instruction.” The foremost
objective of such citizenship education is “to sever minds from selfish views
and material interests, to replace a vanishing religious piety by a kind of
social piety.” In the modern world accordingly, Durkheim explains, the
teacher displaces the priest as the “interpreter of the great moral ideas” of the
day.43

The primary aim of the educational system in the present era, according to
Durkheim, is to create the kind of person required by the conditions of
modern life. This necessitates two complementary tasks. The first respon-
sibility of the educator is to disseminate the ideals associated with moral
individualism—to encourage among students a respect for reason and sci-
ence, nurture the “sense of the dignity of man,” and foster a “greater thirst for
justice.” The second responsibility of the educator is to transform students
into autonomous beings, to ensure they possess a critical mind and a capacity
for moral reasoning. The mission of the teacher is not to indoctrinate but to
explain, not to instill an unreflective “parrot-like morality” but to promote an
“enlightened allegiance” to modern values and ideals. The goal of moral
education is to produce intelligent assent not unthinking acquiescence; to
motivate individuals to observe moral rules; and to ensure that they do so
“consciously and knowing why.” For Durkheim, in sum, moral education
serves a twofold purpose: to spread the gospel of moral individualism and at
the same time contribute to the formation of an autonomous, reflective, and
rational individual—in other words, precisely an individual of the sort that is
deserving of dignity and respect.44

Collective Rituals. It is not enough to educate citizens in the ideals of
moral individualism, Durkheim argues. It is also necessary, through “mo-
ments of collective ferment,” to keep those ideals alive in the hearts and
minds of the populace. Public gatherings are essential for stirring people’s
passions and emotions, breathing life into society’s sacred principles, and
renewing the common faith in the individual as an “exalted object of moral
respect.” By inciting enthusiasm and exhilaration, collective rituals tempo-
rarily increase the intensity of social existence; they generate a collective
energy or vitality, what Durkheim calls “effervescence.” Under normal con-
ditions, people are preoccupied by their own private affairs; they retreat into
themselves. This weakens the power of social ideals and threatens “moral
stagnation.” But through ceremonies, parades, celebrations, and other public



The Fate of the Individual 185

assemblies—periodic breaks from the ordinary and the routine—individuals,
“pressing close to one another,” are transported to a higher plane. Reminded
of “social things,” they reexperience the enrichment of being part of some-
thing larger than themselves. Public rites, according to Durkheim, play a key
role in reaffirming the “moral identity” of the group, recharging society’s
commitment to the ethic of individualism and reinforcing the belief in the
ideal of humanity.45

Moral individualism for Durkheim is a uniquely modern phenomenon, at
once an ethical ideal, a collective aspiration, and a cultural imperative. It is
embodied in modern society’s common consciousness, sentiments, and feel-
ings. No less than industrialization itself, it is a modernizing force, remaking
the world. Durkheim envisions a future state where the regulative power of
this individualistic ethic helps keep people’s otherwise unlimited desires in
check; where the presence of this social ideal orients individuals to common
ends outside themselves, thus restraining their egoistic instincts; and where
the collective need for justice and the belief in the dignity of the individual
prohibit the strong from exploiting the weak and the rich from taking advan-
tage of the poor.

MAX WEBER: THE ETHIC OF PERSONALITY

The fate of the individual in the modern era was among Weber’s central
preoccupations. This concern led him to ask some fundamental questions,
both sociological and existential. How can individuals respond in a dignified
and responsible manner to the stark realities of modern life? What leeway do
they have within the confines of the iron cage to exercise their uniquely
human capacity for autonomous agency? What opportunities exist for people
to create meaningful lives for themselves in an age of moral uncertainty? In
addressing these issues, Weber presents a scholarly diagnosis of the modern
condition. But at the same time he sets forth an ethic for the conduct of life, a
morally charged statement of how the individual in the modern rationalized
world might salvage a measure of freedom and forge an independent “per-
sonality.”

Unlike the philosophes of the Enlightenment, and in contrast to Marx and
Durkheim as well, Weber is skeptical about the idea of progress. He certainly
does not believe that the course of history is leaning toward the liberation of
the individual. Nor does he anticipate that through some radical social trans-
formation humanity will be delivered into a state of peace and happiness.
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Though he is not a doomsayer, he does not foresee a particularly bright future
either. He is even sometimes said to have a “tragic vision of history.” This is
not to say, however, that Weber preaches resignation. Just the opposite, in
fact. He calls upon individuals to face up to the uncomfortable realities of
everyday existence and embrace the world—but on their own terms, guided
by their own self-consciously chosen values and principles. Even within the
iron cage of modern industrial society, Weber claims, individuals have the
resources to carve out a free and meaningful life.46

Weber’s Concept of Freedom

It is generally agreed that the problem of freedom is a central theme in
Weber’s work. But his usage of the term is sometimes vague, and its mean-
ing varies from one context to another. Donald Levine clarifies matters by
distinguishing between two concepts of freedom in Weber’s writings: “situa-
tional freedom” and “subjective freedom.” The lack of situational freedom
refers to an objective state of affairs, a circumstance in which there are
material constraints on the alternatives available to individuals and the op-
portunities they have for acting on their ideals and interests. According to
Weber, as we saw in the previous chapter, the two major threats to the
situational freedom of the individual just happen to be the two institutional
pillars of modern society: capitalism and bureaucracy. The first imperils the
freedom of the individual by compelling economic actors to abide by “capi-
talistic rules of action.” The second limits the space for “individually differ-
entiated conduct” by imposing a uniform orderliness on the world. These two
fateful forces profoundly shape the options available to us and the lives we
lead.47

While the concept of situational freedom draws attention to the con-
straints on the choices people make, the concept of subjective freedom has to
do with the quality of those choices. The contrast here is between being free,
in the sense that alternative lines of action are available to us, and acting free,
in the sense that our life decisions are reflective rather than reactive, inten-
tional rather than impulsive. We are free in the subjective sense to the extent
our actions are rational, and they are rational to the extent they cease to be
merely emotional or habitual and originate instead from the agency of
thoughtful deliberation. As Weber states,

We associate the highest measure of an empirical “feeling of freedom” with
those actions which we are conscious of performing rationally—i.e., in the
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absence of physical and psychic “coercion,” emotional “affects” and “acci-
dental” disturbances of the clarity of judgment, in which we pursue a clearly
perceived end by “means” which are the most adequate in accordance with the
extent of our knowledge.

While situational freedom varies according to the presence of structural ob-
stacles, subjective freedom varies according to the rational mindfulness of
the acting individual. I addressed the problem of situational freedom in We-
ber’s writings in the previous chapter and will continue to explore this theme
in the next two chapters. In the following pages, I focus primarily on the
issue of subjective freedom.48

The Routinization of Everyday Life

Weber calls attention to the coercive conditions of a mature capitalist society
and the ever-present threat of bureaucratic domination. Individual freedom,
however, is endangered by another, more subtle source as well: the “enslave-
ment to the lifeless routine of everyday existence.” Rather than living alert
and purposeful lives, individuals instead—in a “state of inarticulate half-
consciousness”—may simply give in to the mundane requirements of the
daily grind. Narrowing their horizons and focusing on immediate and practi-
cal objectives, these “fully-adjusted men of a bureaucratic age” passively
adapt to the commonplace exigencies of the everyday world. They go
through the motions, fulfilling their daily duties, but they lack any strongly
held values or personal convictions to give their lives direction and mean-
ing.49

Weber sometimes uses the expression “practical rationalism” to describe
this way of being in the world. Individuals exhibit this type of rationalism
when they orient themselves toward immediate goals in a pragmatic and
utilitarian manner, methodically setting out to attain ends through “an in-
creasingly precise calculation of adequate means.” A practical rationalism of
this sort is evident in the mind-set that “sees and judges the world conscious-
ly in terms of the worldly interests of the individual ego” and, from this
standpoint, seeks an expedient accommodation to existing circumstances.
Instead of being motivated by deeply felt commitments of a religious or
political nature, for example, a practical rational life entails a narrowly self-
interested and un-heroic adaptation to things as they are. According to Ste-
phen Kalberg, Weber feared that the “looming onset” of this way of life
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“would eventually call forth a stagnant society populated by highly conform-
ing persons lacking high ideals, individualism, and a ‘devotion to a cause.’”50

Practical rationalism originates from worldly pressures that tempt individ-
uals onto the path of least resistance, inducing them to live orderly and
ordinary lives. Underlining the issue of subjective freedom, Weber claims
that this practical rationalism results also from a failure of individual will.
People get so caught up in the “shallowness” of their “routinized daily exis-
tence,” he states, that they “do not become aware, and above all do not wish
to become aware” of their potential for autonomous action.

The fruit of the tree of knowledge, which is distasteful to the complacent but
which is, nonetheless, inescapable, consists in the insight that every single
important activity and ultimately life as a whole, if it is not to be permitted to
run on as an event in nature but is instead to be consciously guided, is a series
of ultimate decisions through which the soul—as in Plato—chooses its own
fate, i.e., the meaning of its activity and existence.

For Weber, the modern world is characterized by a plurality of “irreconcil-
ably antagonistic values.” Science cannot tell us which of these competing
values we should serve; it cannot tell us how we should live our lives. This
responsibility falls on the shoulders of the “acting willing person.” But by
allowing themselves to become habituated to their daily routine, individuals
evade this responsibility. They effectively relinquish the freedom to find
their own causes and choose their own destiny, thus denying themselves the
possibility of living a genuinely meaningful life.51

The routinization of modern life and the triumph of an “ethic of ‘adapta-
tion’” are indicative of another development: the suppression of value-ration-
al action in favor of instrumentally rational action. These two types of social
action correspond to conflicting “forms of life conduct.” The first involves
the “deliberate formulation of ultimate values,” and the second involves the
“deliberate adaptation to situations in terms of self-interest.” When individu-
als orient their lives in an instrumentally rational manner, they follow the
dictates of immediate self-interest rather than striving to realize ultimate
values, they adjust to prevailing circumstances rather than seeking to
transcend them, and they accommodate to the world as it is rather than
struggling against it. The tendency in modern society is for instrumentally
rational action to crowd out value-rational action. This development, Weber
suggests, represents the victory of acquiescence over innovation, the ordinary
over the extraordinary. It implies the “waning of charisma” and the “dimin-
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ishing importance of individual action.” By this, he means action that is
subjectively free, motivated by self-chosen value commitments. Instrumental
rationality, of course—with its matching of means and ends and weighing of
costs and benefits—is an essential element of social action, not something we
can do without. But Weber worries about a future in which value-rational
action and personal conviction recede into the background, with individuals
conducting their lives based exclusively on calculations of advantage. 52

The Concept of Personality

In reflecting on how individuals might live a dignified and meaningful exis-
tence in modern society, Weber, following in the footsteps of Immanuel
Kant, arrives at the concept of “personality” (or personhood) as a moral
ideal. To the extent the individual achieves personality, his or her life ceases
to be an “event in nature,” like a leaf floating down a stream, and becomes
instead a unified “whole placed methodically under a transcendental goal.”
The life of a personality, rather than being a mere “series of occurrences,” is
organized around self-selected values that give it coherence and purpose.
These might include personal virtues, like honesty or loyalty, or political
causes such as democracy, equality, or nationalism. Regardless of the guid-
ing values one chooses, to possess personality is to be a fully conscious
individual, to have a fully integrated identity and to live a fully rational life,
one that is subject to willful and rigorous self-discipline. The ethic of person-
ality affirms a way of being in the world that is the antithesis of both an
unthinking routinized existence and a practical rational life of adaptation. In
what follows, to further clarify Weber’s moral vision, I discuss four qualities
associated with the idea of personality: (1) the deliberate choice of an ulti-
mate value, (2) the systematic organization of life conduct, (3) vocational
specialization, and (4) subjective freedom.53

A Commitment to Ultimate Values

The achievement of personality requires a “deliberate formulation of ultimate
values.” These values make up the “innermost elements” of personality. Like
an anchor, they secure the individual’s identity, functioning as an “autono-
mous counterweight” to external pressures. The stabilizing force of these
values helps individuals maintain a certain distance from the world, ensuring
they do not passively surrender to the circumstances of everyday life. Em-
powered by strong value commitments, the personality—like the charismatic
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figure—stands apart from the world and, as Harvey Goldman explains, has
“leverage over the world” through the tension that is created “between the
believer and the world.”54

To aspire to personality, individuals, through a value-rational act of self-
determination, must make a “decisive choice.” They need to decide which of
the “warring gods” they will serve and which they will oppose. They need to
make clear to themselves what they are for and what they are against. Weber
implies that this is perhaps less a choice than a discovery. Since there are no
scientifically objective grounds for favoring one value over another, all we
can do is search within our own conscience and find and obey “the demon
who holds the fibers” of our very existence. Through this process of self-
reflection, we reveal to ourselves those values, beliefs, and principles we
regard most highly. In so doing, we disclose who we are and where we stand.
The hallmark of personality is thus the ideal of the individual who, in “con-
stant thought” and with “constant motives,” is dedicated to a purpose or
committed to a cause. The “dignity of the ‘personality,’” Weber says, “lies in
the fact that for it there exist values about which it organizes its life.” These
values, which supply us with moral imperatives and binding norms for be-
havior, are what give life “meaning and significance.”55

A Systematic Ordering of Life Conduct

For individuals to approach the ideal of personality, it is not enough that they
make a choice among rival values. They also need to live up to the values
they choose. Their actions, their entire life conduct, must consistently reflect
their beliefs. The concept of personality, Weber says, “entails a constant and
intrinsic relation to certain ultimate ‘values’ and ‘meanings’ of life.” True
personalities—whether their ultimate allegiance is to work or family, to the
principle of non-violence or the ideal of feminism—live demanding and
methodical lives of devotion. To stay on the path one has chosen requires a
vigilant regimen through which the purposeful will of the individual, by
repressing the instinctive urges of the self, brings a rational order to one’s
life. “Whatever the value or object or law one adopts,” Harvey Goldman
explains, “personality lies in subjecting the self to it and taming desire,
feelings, inclination, vanity, and the natural self.” For Weber, it is precisely
this ceaseless effort to adhere to one’s ideals that invests life with integrity,
transforming it into something more than a mere string of events.56
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Vocational Specialization

In the modern industrial era, according to Weber, the vocational sphere is the
primary arena in which individuals can aspire to personality. Just as their
Protestant ancestors sought salvation through methodical and systematic la-
bor in a calling, so too is vocational specialization the main route for modern
individuals to forge a dignified self and prove their worth. A specialized
vocation presents individuals with a “definite field” in which they can exert
themselves and accomplish something valuable.57

The fulfillment of the obligations of one’s “professional activity” is an
ethical imperative, Weber suggests, a point he underlines in his famous es-
says on the vocations of politics and science. “Every professional task has its
own ‘inherent norms’ and should be fulfilled accordingly,” he states. This
demands “self-restraint,” the disciplined subordination of one’s self to the
duties of the job. “In the execution of his professional responsibilities,” he
continues, “a man should confine himself to it alone and should exclude
whatever is not strictly proper to it—particularly his own loves and hates.”
To be a personality, Weber declares, requires “the whole-hearted devotion”
to occupational demands. The paradox, as Harvey Goldman notes, is that for
Weber the “elevation of the self” to personhood requires the subordination of
the self to vocational duties. Individuals achieve personality only by becom-
ing servants to their values, causes, or professional obligations. Self-abnega-
tion is a pre-requisite for self-realization.58

Subjective Freedom

The actions of individuals are free, according to Weber, the less they have
the character of an “event in nature” and the more they are distinctly human,
and they are distinctly human the more they derive from rational judgment—
that is, purposive and thoughtful deliberation. Freedom is embodied in ac-
tions guided by the autonomous will of the individual. By contrast, freedom
is lacking where actions are unthinking responses to external or internal
stimuli or are influenced by moods, affects, and other irrational psychologi-
cal factors. The difference here, as Rogers Brubaker states, is between human
actions that are “rational, free and meaningful” and natural events that are
“non-rational, unfree and devoid of meaning.”59

As Stephen Turner observes, Weber proposes an “ascetic notion of free-
dom.” He locates individual freedom in the “inner quality” of self-control, in
the will to reason and choose. Individuals are free when they are unimpeded
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by impulse or habit and when they self-consciously select their courses of
action by reference to their ultimate values and the availability of means
necessary to achieve their ends. To accomplish one’s purposes “within the
world but against it”—this, Karl Löwith explains, “is the positive meaning of
the ‘freedom of movement’ with which Weber was concerned.” Freedom in
this sense has to do with the ability of individuals, within the limits imposed
by situational constraints, to act on their own values and determine their own
destinies. The freedom of the individual, fully realized in the ideal of person-
ality, is dependent foremost on self-clarity, self-mastery, and rational judg-
ment. This is the essence of Weber’s concept of subjective freedom.60

Personality, Individual Freedom, and the Iron Cage

Unless we are prepared to relinquish the benefits of modernity—not even a
remotely realistic option in Weber’s judgment—we cannot do away with
large-scale industry or bureaucratic organization. There is no escape from the
essential conditions of modern society, no way out of the iron cage. Howev-
er, it is possible, he believes, to protect at least some space for individuality
through policies that might moderate a maturing capitalism’s tendency to-
ward stagnation, restrain the march of bureaucratization, and preserve demo-
cratic institutions and civil liberties. Beyond these measures, though, not
much else can be done to increase the situational freedom of the individual.
The course of history is not set in stone, but one thing is certain: there is no
future in which the mass of humanity will be liberated from the coercive
conditions of the modern rationalized world.

Nevertheless, Weber insists, individuals do have it within their power to
lead free and meaningful lives. Even if there is little latitude for altering the
objective circumstances of modern society, how people conduct themselves
within those circumstances matters. While they may have limited situational
freedom, if individuals possess the necessary inner strength and self-disci-
pline, they can endow their lives with a meaningful purpose. This is where
the ethic of personality and subjective freedom come into play. People have
no choice but to accommodate to the conditions of modern life, but they do
not have to accommodate thoughtlessly or submissively. They can engage
the world on their own terms. They can self-consciously organize their lives
around ultimate values, devote themselves to a chosen vocation, and commit
themselves to fulfilling the “demands of the day.” Being trapped within the
iron cage does not prevent us from leading attentive, purposeful, and ethical
lives. This is Weber’s message.61
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Weber’s ethic of personality proposes a response to the modern condition
that is individual and existential rather than structural and political, a re-
sponse that calls for self-transformation rather than societal transformation.
Indeed, he contends, there are no viable collective solutions to the predica-
ment of the individual, no prospect for advancing the cause of human free-
dom through large-scale social change. The only recourse is for individuals
themselves to take responsibility for their life outcomes. They are not entire-
ly on their own, however. The formation of personality is a matter of self-
examination, but in this process individuals may benefit from a particularly
important kind of social support—education, moral education specifically.

First, as we saw in chapter 4, Weber argues that teachers can perform a
valuable moral service. They can compel students to recognize the necessity
of moral choice, enable them to gain clarity about their own ultimate values,
and provide instruction on how to reason logically about ethical matters. A
competent teacher can encourage a student to give “an account of the ulti-
mate meaning of his own conduct,” thus helping that student to develop an
independent personality.62

Second, Weber also suggests that voluntary organizations can play an
important educational and socializing role, shaping the inner life and person-
ality of the individual. He attributes particular significance to “associations
of every kind based on selective choice of members.” Unlike “churches,” for
example, where membership essentially derives from birth, in selective asso-
ciations—what Weber calls “sects”—individuals gain admission only by ex-
hibiting high moral standards. They must earn membership, and to maintain
good standing within the group, with each person keeping a close eye on the
other, they must also continuously demonstrate their moral qualifications.
These sect-like associations ensure the good character of their members by
constantly monitoring behavior and testing moral worth. Both through their
exclusivity and their intense supervision, selective associations mold the eth-
ical qualities of members and call upon them to adopt a rationally disciplined
organization of life conduct. As with the formal education students receive in
the classroom, the informal education acquired from participation in volun-
tary organizations may also contribute to the moral development of individu-
als, pushing them to live up to higher ideals.63

By adhering to the ethic of personality, the individual can achieve a
degree of subjective freedom and create a meaningful life. This is, of course,
a purely personal response to the problems posed by the modern condition. It
is also a solution possible only for the exceptionally resolute person. The
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ethic of personality, because of the extraordinary demands it puts on the
individual, is what Weber calls a “heroic” ethic as opposed to an “average”
ethic. He appears to believe that most people do not have the inner resources
necessary to exercise the arduous self-discipline and unceasing devotion re-
quired to live a truly purposeful life. The ethic of personality, as Rogers
Brubaker observes, implies a “radical bifurcation of humanity”: the “mass of
men are condemned to the meaninglessness of a merely natural existence;
only the ethical virtuosi are privileged to lead a truly human existence.”
Weber’s pessimist analysis of the modern condition leaves him with a solu-
tion to the predicament of the individual that is, on the one hand, a purely
individual solution and, on the other hand, one available only to the most
strong-willed segment of the population.64

THE INDIVIDUAL, INDIVIDUALISM, AND MODERNITY

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber demonstrate a shared “moral problematic”—an
abiding concern for the freedom and dignity of the individual. They agree
also that the real state of the individual falls well short of the ideal state. The
current circumstances of modern society, they find, hinder the ability of
individuals to live truly human lives. Their interpretations of this problem
reveal significant points of disagreement, however. These in turn are indica-
tive of deeper differences among the three in their conceptions of modern
society, their basic sociological assumptions, and their personal political con-
victions.65

Common Ground

There is considerable common ground in the thinking of Marx, Durkheim,
and Weber on the individual and individualism. I touch on other commonal-
ities below, but for now I briefly discuss three broad areas of agreement.
First, they each repudiate what Steven Lukes calls the idea of the “abstract
individual.” According to this image, humans are equipped with a fixed
human nature, an invariant set of characteristics that exists independently of
history and society. While not necessarily denying that human beings are
characterized by certain essential qualities, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber at-
tribute far more importance to how individuals are constituted by socio-
historical forces. Marx, for example, describes the individual as an “histori-
cal result,” “something evolving in the course of history.” Durkheim says
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almost exactly the same thing. It is only through “historical analysis,” he
writes, that we can “discover what makes up man, since it is only in the
course of history that he is formed.” Weber argues similarly. The most fun-
damental character traits of individuals, he claims, are shaped by the “life
orders” or institutional environments in which they are located. The kinds of
people that come to prevail at any point, according to Weber, are determined
by the cultural and organizational characteristics of society. 66

Second, while all three see the rise of the modern era as creating a pro-
foundly new economic order, they see it as creating a new kind of person as
well, a modern individual. Marx calls attention to the “new-fangled” industri-
al workers of the present day, insisting that they “are as much the invention
of modern time as machinery itself.” For Durkheim, too, the individual as a
being with an autonomous personality exists only in the era of modern indus-
try—thanks primarily to the development of the division of labor. Weber also
perceives the emergence of a new “type of human being” in the western
world, a vocational person, peculiarly devoted to a life of disciplined service
in an occupational calling. For all three, in short, modern individuals are
something of a unique species of humanity, fundamentally different from
their pre-modern counterparts.67

Third, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber are in agreement also in rejecting the
equation of individualism with the unfettered pursuit of self-interest. Indeed,
the vision of individuality they each defend is explicitly conceived in opposi-
tion to the egoistic individualism lauded by the mainstream economists of
their day. For Marx, the individual of the present era, acting only on “naked
self-interest,” is a deformed product of a capitalist system that transforms all
personal relations into monetary relations. He puts forward instead an ideal
in which “free individuality” is achieved not at the expense of others, but
only through mutual association in a “real community.” Durkheim too de-
nounces egoistic individualism, attributing this “sickness” to the “crass com-
mercialism” of the modern age “which reduces society to nothing more than
a vast apparatus of production and exchange.” He calls for a moral individu-
alism, an ideal predicated on a representation of the human person as a sacred
being inherently deserving of dignity and respect. Weber also worries that
modern individuals, lacking firm convictions, are increasingly inclined to-
ward the mere self-interested adaptation to circumstances. As an alternative
to this shallow and uninspiring way of life, he proposes an ethic of personal-
ity. Individuals, he believes, can achieve a truly meaningful and virtuous
existence only by living in devotion to certain self-chosen values or causes.
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Despite their differences, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber are united in their
refusal to regard the example of the self-interested actor as the embodiment
of the ideal of individualism.68

Modern Society and Individual Freedom

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each presuppose what might be called a two-
dimensional view of freedom. They each imply that freedom has both an
outer dimension and an inner dimension—that it pertains to both action and
thought. Individual freedom is dependent on both the characteristics of one’s
social environment and the qualities of one’s state of consciousness. For
convenience’s sake, I call the first “objective freedom” and the second “sub-
jective freedom.” We can say that people are objectively free to the extent
their life trajectories are not unduly restricted by external constraints, and
they are subjectively free to the extent they possess the autonomy necessary
for rational reflection and self-direction. Individuals lack freedom if their
choices are unreasonably limited by social forces beyond their control or if
their thought processes are impaired by ideological blinders, traditional prej-
udices, or irrational psychological influences. Marx, Durkheim, and Weber
each rely on some dualistic idea of freedom conceived along these lines, and
they each suggest that the attainment of human freedom requires both the
reform of society and the reform of consciousness.

Objective Freedom and the Reform of Society

People are objectively free, as Steven Lukes explains, if they are masters of
their own fate—able to determine their own “life course,” realize their “hu-
man potentialities,” and exercise their “capacity for self-development.” This
requires that individuals have real alternatives to choose from and real op-
portunities to pursue their plans and act on their preferences. Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber, as we have seen in this and the previous chapter, each
single out certain features of modern society that limit the objective freedom
of the individual. The lives of people in the modern era, they agree, are
constrained by institutional forces, coercive pressures, and barriers to the
formation and expression of human individuality.69

For Marx, the capitalist mode of production is the foremost obstruction to
individual freedom in the modern world. Only by abolishing capitalism and
creating a socialist society can the promise of human freedom and true indi-
viduality be realized. By its very nature, he insists, capitalism offers workers
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neither real alternatives to the exploitative system of wage labor nor real
opportunities to affirm their individuality. Due to their economic dependence
within the capitalist system, workers, as individuals, are denied the uniquely
human capacity for self-determination. Capitalism, Marx concludes, is the
enemy of freedom.70

In Suicide, Durkheim introduces the concept of “fatalistic suicide.” This
type of suicide arises in circumstances where the lives of individuals are
“excessively regulated and pitilessly confined.” In a brief footnote he denies
that such circumstances can be found in the modern era. Elsewhere in his
writings, however, and often, he acknowledges that blocked opportunities,
undue constraints, and other oppressive conditions are continuing problems
in modern society. This concern is evident, for example, in his objection to
restrictions on free speech and free inquiry, his dismay over the monotony
and purposelessness of factory labor, and his worries about the persistence of
economic inequities. For Durkheim, objective freedom is imperiled when
individual rights are violated, when opportunities are wrongly limited, when
labor is not fairly compensated, and when external obstacles hamper “the
free unfolding of the social force each individual contains within himself.” In
Durkheim’s writings, social and economic injustice is the main impediment
to objective freedom.71

For Weber, in agreement with Marx, the coercive imperatives of the
capitalist economic system restrict the freedom of the individual. But the
phenomenon of bureaucratization, he suggests, is an even more serious
threat, portending the formation of an indestructible “shell of bondage.” The
formally rational system of bureaucratic administration, with its vast appara-
tus of rules, regulations, and procedures, fashions a regimented social order
that leaves little room for the free play of individual initiative. Weber worries
that the suffocating effects of a bureaucratically imposed orderliness jeopard-
ize the autonomy of the individual. Given the “irresistible advance of bureau-
cratization,” he asks, how is it possible to “save any remnants of ‘individual-
istic’ freedom in any sense”? This, in Weber’s view, as Wolfgang Mommsen
states, is “the most pressing problem of our time.”72

If we want freedom according to Marx, we need to abolish capitalism and
create a classless society where each and every individual has the opportunity
to develop his or her creative powers. If we want freedom according to
Durkheim, we need to establish just economic relations, meaning, specifical-
ly, equal opportunity and fair contracts. Marx and Durkheim, at least on the
surface, are not dramatically far apart in what they deem desirable. They are
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alike also in their optimistic belief that individuals will be far freer in the
future than they are in the present. They disagree, however, about whether
the overthrow of capitalism is necessary for the achievement of individual
freedom, with Marx saying yes and Durkheim saying no. While Durkheim
suggests that economic injustice is bound to give way naturally and peaceful-
ly to the cultural imperative of moral individualism, Marx insists that a free
society can be achieved only through political agitation and, ultimately, so-
cialist revolution. On the issue of objective freedom, Weber offers a more
pessimistic picture. He believes that the advance of bureaucracy might be
restrained, thus preserving some room for individuality. But he rejects the
possibility of a future in which individuals will achieve anything approximat-
ing complete liberation from the oppressive and constraining realities of
modern industrial society.

Subjective Freedom and the Reform of Consciousness

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each claim that individuals in some sense have
been psychologically debilitated by pathological social conditions and, if
they are to live free and meaningful lives, they need to undergo what we
might call a reform of consciousness. Freedom requires that individuals have
alternatives and opportunities, but it also requires that their thought processes
are unburdened by external social forces and internal barriers to rationality
and autonomy. To attain subjective freedom, individuals, in effect, need to
get their heads right, and this requires some process of political or moral
education.

For Marx, the working class—exploited, immiserated, and alienated—is a
product of the capitalist mode of production, and it “looks upon the require-
ments of that mode of production as self-evident natural laws.” Given the
unrelenting hardships they endure and their inclination to accept the capitalist
system as a given, how can Marx possibly imagine workers becoming sub-
jectively free or acquiring a true consciousness of their class circumstances?
He answers this question by pointing to the educational value and liberating
experience of political activism. As people endeavor collectively to make
their lives better, they change themselves in the process, extricating them-
selves from the psychological and ideological baggage of the capitalist sys-
tem. In their struggles to achieve objective freedom, individuals achieve
subjective freedom as well. In “revolutionary activity,” Marx says, “the
changing of oneself coincides with the changing of circumstances.” Else-
where he declares that a revolution is necessary “not only because the ruling
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class cannot be overthrown in any other way, but also because the class
overthrowing it can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the
muck of ages and become fitted to found society anew.”73

While Marx maintains that subjective freedom is won in the course of
political struggle, Durkheim and Weber, offering remarkably similar argu-
ments, emphasize the necessity for moral restraint. More specifically, they
each identify three conditions for the attainment of subjective freedom: (1)
the taming of the natural self, (2) the rational control of one’s life conduct,
and (3) the adherence to moral rules. First, for both Durkheim and Weber,
freedom is possible only where individuals are able to master their primor-
dial desires and emotional urges, rein in their egoistic inclinations, and liber-
ate themselves from the influence of taken-for-granted habits and customs.
Second, Durkheim and Weber also suggest that for individuals to neutralize
the irrational impulses of their natural selves, they need to conduct their lives
in a rigorously systematic and rationally disciplined manner. Third, a disci-
plined life, in turn, requires the presence of a guiding moral code. Individuals
are truly free only when they devote themselves to higher ideals or ultimate
values, only when they commit themselves to something that transcends their
own immediate self-interest. The concept of subjective freedom in the writ-
ings of Durkheim and Weber thus revolves around three central ideas: self-
mastery, rational discipline, and moral action.

Durkheim and Weber agree that a moral code is the anchor of a free,
meaningful, and autonomous life. It enables us to emancipate ourselves from
slavery to our natural instincts, and it equips us with a rational basis for
monitoring, regulating, and orienting our life conduct. They differ however
in their interpretation of this moral code. According to Durkheim, the moral
values that guide the behavior of the individual are social in origin, acquired
through a process of socialization. According to Weber, on the other hand,
the moral values that bring coherence to the life of an individual are self-
selected, acquired through a process of reflection. Durkheim’s theory of
moral action, underlining the importance of group attachments and shared
ideals, is weighted toward a concept of social control. Weber’s theory of
moral action, with its emphasis on the rational will of the autonomous per-
sonality, is weighted toward a concept of self-control.

This relates to another difference between the two. In modern society,
Durkheim argues, moral individualism is destined to become a system of
beliefs that claims universal allegiance. By following the moral rules embod-
ied in this new religion of humanity, furthermore—that is, by treating others
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with sympathy, respect, and dignity—we simultaneously assert our individu-
ality and affirm our common humanity. There is, accordingly, no conflict
between the freedom of the individual—which indeed is only realized by
acting in conformity with social ideals—and the solidarity of society. But
while Durkheim envisions the advent of modernity giving rise to a unifying
moral code, Weber foresees the proliferation of warring gods. Though agree-
ing that individuals can attain freedom only through the observance of moral
rules, Weber claims that this is bound to result in an interminable struggle
among irreconcilable values and conflicting ideals. In contrast to Durkheim,
Weber perceives a tension between individual freedom and social order. The
triumph of a worthy individualism, he believes, is less likely to bring us all
together, as both Marx and Durkheim anticipate, than it is to drive us all
apart.

Individualism, Freedom, and Self-Realization

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each regard individual self-realization as a
paramount normative ideal. Beyond this, furthermore, they each also identify
labor or work as a primary medium through which individuals might express
their individuality and forge a meaningful existence. For Marx, the concept
of self-realization underlies both his critique of capitalism and his vision of
socialism. Individuals realize themselves through truly free labor, he
argues—that is, by engaging in activities that are self-directed, that are free
from external control, and that afford sufficient opportunities for individuals
to exercise their creative powers and develop their human potential.

For Durkheim, the moral duty of modern individuals is to equip them-
selves to perform differentiated occupational functions. In carrying out this
duty, moreover—in dedicating themselves to a “definite task”—individuals
also affirm their individuality. While Marx cites the crippling effects of the
division of labor, Durkheim regards occupational specialization as both a
moral obligation and a primary way for individuals to live socially useful and
fulfilling lives. He acknowledges that economic reforms are necessary to
ensure a normal and just division of labor. We need to “smooth the function-
ing of the social machine,” he says, so that all individuals are able to develop
“their abilities without hindrance.” In contrast to Marx, however, for whom
the defect lies in the very nature of the capitalist labor process, for Durkheim
market imperfections—mainly unequal opportunities and unjust labor
contracts—are the chief impediments to individual self-realization. 74
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Weber also emphasizes the occupational arena as a sphere of individual
self-realization. Unlike Marx and Durkheim, however, he does not anticipate
the need for or possibility of any substantial structural reforms. The ability of
individuals to achieve self-fulfillment and aspire to “personality” through
work is less dependent on the organization of the production process (Marx)
or the distribution of jobs and wages (Durkheim) than it is on the willingness
of individuals to commit themselves fully to the particular demands of a
chosen occupation. Freedom, for Weber, is experienced in the self-aware and
responsible performance of vocational duties. This, in turn, demands self-
restraint, devotion to the tasks at hand, and strict adherence to the “internal
norms” associated with one’s profession. For work to be a meaningful activ-
ity, what counts most, according to Weber, are the inner qualities of the
individual, not the external qualities of the occupational environment. 75

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber agree that individuals need freedom and
autonomy to achieve their full potential and that labor or work is a particular-
ly suitable avenue for self-realization. They disagree, however, about what
might be done to improve the prospects for individuals to live truly human
lives. Consider first the contrast between Marx and Weber. For Marx the
predicament of the individual in modern society is a structural problem,
rooted in the system of capitalism. He proposes a political solution, namely
proletarian revolution. For Weber, the predicament of the individual is essen-
tially an existential problem, rooted in the very nature of modern existence.
He proposes a largely individual solution, namely the ethic of personality.
Bryan Turner pithily captures the differences between the two: “Whereas
Weber’s existential solution was individualistic, inward, and despairing,
Marx’s solution was collectivist, external, and hopeful.” What about Durk-
heim? Like Marx, Durkheim proposes a structural interpretation of the prob-
lem. He attributes the unhealthy state of the individual to the youthfulness of
modern society. Unlike Marx, however, he vehemently opposes any disrup-
tive political solution. He argues instead that the problems of the present will
work themselves out naturally as modern society matures. Like Marx, and
unlike Weber, however, Durkheim is optimistic that change will come and
that the lives of individuals—all of them, not just some of them—will im-
prove significantly over time. In contrast to the more pessimistic Weber, both
Marx and Durkheim envision a future in which freedom and individuality
will flourish.76





Chapter Seven

The State and Democracy

Beginning in the late eighteenth century, with the French Revolution leading
the way, the rise of democratic movements and the appearance of democratic
institutions—phenomena that were integral to the process of moderniza-
tion—presented a profound challenge to the traditional political order.
Throughout the 1800s, pro-democracy forces in Western Europe, often pur-
suing a larger social justice agenda, demanded popular sovereignty, political
equality, universal suffrage, civil liberties, and human rights. In its most
radical form, the call for democracy enunciated a revolutionary idea: “that
‘the people,’ down to its lowest ranks, were entitled to govern themselves.”
Over the course of the nineteenth century and since, as the concept of democ-
racy gained respectability, the precise referent of the term became increas-
ingly contentious. In his survey of the field, David Held thus identifies nu-
merous competing “models of democracy,” and he raises what has become
an unavoidable theoretical and practical question: “What should democracy
mean today?” This question figures prominently in the political writings of
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber.1

The passage from traditional to modern society, as we saw in the previous
chapter, brought to the forefront the issue of individualism and, as we will
see in this chapter, it placed the issue of democracy center stage as well. The
affinity between modernity and democracy was not lost on the classical
sociologists. Marx, Durkheim, and Weber were each deeply committed to the
idea as well, though their conceptions of democracy, and their very usage of
the term, could hardly have been more different. This partly stems from their
conflicting political convictions and allegiances. But the divergence in their
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thoughts about democracy followed also from their contrasting diagnoses of
the modern condition and their contrasting views of the fate of the individual.
I mention this to underscore the connection between these three themes—
modernity, individualism, and democracy; to emphasize the continuity be-
tween this chapter and the previous two thematic chapters; and to offer a
reminder that while this chapter is focused on the issue of democracy, it is
intended also to shed further light on the differences among Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber in their theories of modern society, their interpretations of
the pathologies of modern life, and their visions of the future.

KARL MARX: TRUE DEMOCRACY

Marx does not fit the popular image of a Marxist. As the most famous of all
self-proclaimed communists, we might expect him to desire a society where
the aspirations of the individual are subordinated to the needs of the collec-
tive. But as we saw in the previous chapter, he attributes the highest value to
individual freedom and autonomy. We might also expect him to prefer a
political system where ultimate power is invested in an imperious state bu-
reaucracy. But as we will see in this chapter, he is instead an impassioned
advocate of unrestricted political participation. He calls for a genuine democ-
racy where public affairs are managed by the public itself, not by bureaucrat-
ic officials or professional politicians. Marx is not a communist because he
hates freedom and democracy. His communism, in fact, is an extension of his
uncompromising commitment to the ideals of human freedom and popular
self-government—ideals that are, he believes, permitted only a limited and
distorted existence within the framework of capitalist society.

Marx’s Early Political Writings

In the period from 1842 to 1844, Marx addresses three broad topics: the
division between civil society and the state, the relationship between eco-
nomic forces and political forces, and the contradiction between the various
particular interests in society and the general interest. Though well worth
reading in their own right, we can perceive in these early writings the rudi-
ments of Marx’s later theory of the state, the inception of his concept of
democracy, and the development of a radical vision of human emancipation.
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Marx’s Critique of Hegel’s Political Theory

In his 1843 critique of Hegel’s political philosophy, Marx examines a prob-
lem unique to modern times: the separation of the economic and the political,
the split between the private sphere of civil society and the public sphere of
the state. During the eighteenth century, commerce and industry were gradu-
ally liberated from political regulation. Economic activity acquired an inde-
pendent existence, manifest in the growth of a laissez-faire market economy.
The result, Marx explains, was the creation of two “heterogeneous” arenas:
civil society, a system of private rights (including property rights) where
individuals are given license to pursue their selfish interests, and the state, a
system of public duties where communal-minded citizens are expected to
promote the general interest. Individuals in the modern era live a “heavenly”
existence within the abstract community of the state and an “earthly” exis-
tence within the Hobbesian world of civil society where each is at war with
the other.2

How is a harmonious society possible on this contradictory basis? For
Hegel, the duality of modern life is resolved within the state itself through the
mediating role of three institutions: first, the monarch, the very “personality
of the state,” whose inherited position purportedly ensures his independence
and impartiality; second, the bureaucracy, a “universal class” entrusted with
the task of tending to the communal interest; and third, a legislative system
where representatives from the crown, the bureaucracy, and the various eco-
nomic groupings (or “estates”) within civil society gather together to work
out the general good. The modern state in Hegel’s vision is endowed with a
transcendent, spiritual quality. It stands above and apart from the mundane
materialism of egoistic pursuits. It plays the role of neutral arbiter, reconcil-
ing the conflicts endemic to civil society. And as the embodiment of univer-
sality and reason, it functions to secure the common interest and bring unity
to the life of the nation.3

Though crediting him for recognizing the contradiction between civil
society and the state, Marx argues that Hegel’s speculative method leads him
to substitute a theoretical phantasm for the world itself. Hegel mistakes the
ideal for the real, just as we sometimes portray our own political system
through the filter of a fanciful image of American democracy. In reality,
Marx argues, the clash of egoistic concerns and the conflict among private
interests permeate every nook and cranny of the state, undermining its claim
to serve as an impartial moderator in the worldly struggle for existence.4
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Political Emancipation and Human Emancipation

In wrestling with the relationship between the state and society, Marx also
takes up the problem of human freedom. In an 1843 article, “On the Jewish
Question,” a contribution to an ongoing debate about Jewish civil rights, he
distinguishes between “political emancipation” and “human emancipation.”
Political or legal emancipation entails the extension of citizenship rights to
all persons regardless of religion, economic status, or other restrictive qualifi-
cations. This is a “big step forward,” Marx acknowledges, but the granting of
political rights leaves intact the inequalities and injustices of civil society.
The monopolization of private property, for example, continues to exert a
detrimental effect on the lives of the poor even if property ownership is no
longer a requirement for political participation. Political equality in itself
does little to mitigate the pernicious influence of self-interested behavior,
unrestrained competition, and economic deprivation in the larger society
“outside the sphere of the state.” The politically emancipated individual lives
a bifurcated existence: “equal in the heaven of the political world yet unequal
in the earthly existence of society.” Furthermore, by sealing off the sphere of
private interests from government interference, establishing a preserve for
the free play of egoistic pursuits, political emancipation has the effect of
reinforcing the “materialism of civil society.” For Marx, in sum, political
freedom falls short of true human freedom. The state can be a “free state,” he
says, one in which in which every adult is accorded citizenship status, “with-
out man being a free man.” The attainment of real freedom, which requires
something more than political reform, is precisely the goal of human emanci-
pation.5

In an article published the following year reporting on a revolt by impov-
erished weavers in Silesia, Marx distinguishes between “political revolution”
and “social revolution,” paralleling his earlier contrast between political
emancipation and human emancipation. The typical interpretation of poverty
and other social maladies, he observes, if not simply blamed on the victims
themselves, is to attribute these to some failing of government—defective
administration, for example, or the misguided policies of this or that political
party. This tendency to think exclusively “within the framework of politics,”
ignoring the underlying socioeconomic conditions, fails to grasp the essence
of the problem. For Marx, the true cause of social ills is not bad government,
but the very existence of the state itself as an institution separate from peo-
ple’s ordinary lives and its rootedness in and dependence on a factional civil
society. A political revolution is needed to overthrow the existing govern-
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ment leadership, he admits. But the crucial imperative, beyond this first step,
is a social revolution, a “protest against a dehumanized life,” a transforma-
tion of the social order as a whole. In this article we see Marx once again
taking a radical stance, drawing attention to the inherent inability of the state
to solve social problems and the limitations of a purely political perspective.
Real human emancipation, he insists once again, is possible only by revolu-
tionizing the economic structure of society.6

Marx’s concepts of “human emancipation” and “social revolution,”
though presented rather abstractly, do point to the need for social change that
goes beyond conventional political measures. But by the time he completed
his article on the Silesian weavers, Marx was already moving in a new
direction. From this point on, he situates his theory of the modern state and
his concept of social revolution in the larger context of a theory of the
capitalist mode of production. And while previously his primary concern was
the division between civil society and the state and the contradiction between
particular interests and the general interest, Marx now adopts a class perspec-
tive, underlining the antagonistic relationship between the capitalist class and
the working class.

Marx’s Theory of the Capitalist State

Marx’s later political writings bear the mark of the materialist conception of
history. Turning Hegel right side up, he maintains that it is not the state that
shapes economic life, but economic life that shapes the state. Following a
line of thinking implicit in his critique of Hegel, Marx argues that the state is
not an “independent entity” existing separately from the economic workings
of society. Just the opposite. The specific form taken by the state, the ends it
pursues, and the policies it enacts are dependent on society’s “economic
base,” on the social relations of production.7

Marx’s theory of the capitalist state is not as systematically developed as
his theory of the capitalist economy. His writings on the state are incomplete
and scattered. They are also inconsistent, partly indicative of changes in his
thinking, but also reflecting the variation in political circumstances from one
country to another and from one time period to the next. We can thus find in
Marx’s writings at least two different theories: the ruling class theory of the
state and the parasite theory of the state. In the first, featured prominently in
the Communist Manifesto, he describes the state as the instrument of the
capitalist class. In the second, found most notably in the Eighteenth Bru-
maire, he portrays the state as a “parasitic body,” operating relatively inde-
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pendently from class interests. In neither case, however, is the state a protec-
tor of the common good or an ally of the working class.8

The Ruling Class Theory of the State. According to Marx’s ruling class
theory, the state in capitalist society is the political form in which the capital-
ist class asserts its “common interests” and pursues its “internal and external
purposes.” The function of the state, according to this theory, is to promote
the interests of the bourgeoisie. Far from being a neutral institution looking
out for the well-being of society as a whole, the primary role of the state is to
serve the needs of the economically dominant class and ensure the continued
existence of the capitalist system. The “executive of the modern State,” Marx
famously declares, is “a committee for managing the common affairs of the
whole bourgeoisie.” Making a point central to his theory of power, he em-
phasizes however that the capitalist class is a politically ruling class because
it is an economically dominant class, not the reverse. The capitalist monopol-
ization of private property does not “arise from the political rule of the
bourgeoisie,” he explains, but rather “the political rule of the bourgeois class
arises from these modern relations of production.” The ultimate power of the
capitalist class derives from its ownership of the means of production, not its
occupancy of government. The state is an organ of class rule, a political
weapon in the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In this
capacity it protects the system of private property and facilitates profit mak-
ing. But the root source of capitalist class power—evident in its controlling
position within the system of production—is the ownership of capital itself.9

The Parasite Theory of the State. “Political power,” Marx maintains, is
“the organized power of one class for oppressing another.” But under excep-
tional circumstances, when the capitalist class is weak or divided, for exam-
ple, or when “history is caught in the flux of becoming,” as Hal Draper puts
it, the state may take a more autonomous form. This is precisely what hap-
pened in the aftermath of the French Revolution of 1848, when Louis Napo-
leon Bonaparte, in December 1851, seized power in a coup d’état. Bona-
parte’s triumph resulted in the victory of the “executive power over the
legislative power,” replacing the “despotism of a class” with the “despotism
of an individual.” In the person of Bonaparte, with the support of the army,
the government “made itself an independent power.” Marx describes this
ascendant executive authority with its vast “state machinery” and “enormous
bureaucratic and military organization” as an “appalling parasitic body.”
Bonaparte’s regime, the Second French Empire, which remained in power
until 1870, is significant because it attests to the possibility of the state
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attaining a relative autonomy from the immediate influence of class forces.
But it also reveals Marx as a critic of the state not only when it is directly
under the thumb of the capitalist class, but also when it asserts its own
supremacy and becomes, as he observes elsewhere, a “parasite feeding upon,
and clogging the free movement of, society.” Whether in the form of a class
state, serving the interests of the bourgeoisie, or a parasite state, serving the
interests of state officials themselves, the modern state for Marx is the enemy
of human freedom and the antithesis of true democracy.10

True Democracy

Marx introduces the concept of “true democracy” in his critique of Hegel’s
defense of constitutional monarchy. The foundation of a true democracy, he
states, is “unrestricted suffrage,” the “greatest possible universalization of
voting,” and the “most fully possible universal participation in legislative
power.” The aim is to convert “the state from an organ superimposed upon
society into one completely subordinate to it.” By opening the doors of
government to all the people, true democracy abolishes the political domain
as the private province of a governing elite and reabsorbs public affairs into
the “real life of the people,” making citizenship an essential part of the
individual’s everyday world. Only on this basis can the individual be said to
live a truly free and human life. True democracy, Marx says, is “human
existence,” the realization of human emancipation.11

Marx’s commitment to democracy is the thread connecting his early writ-
ings, before he declares his allegiance to communism, to his later writings.
But Marx is not just another proponent of democracy. He is, as Hal Draper
observes, a “democratic extremist,” urging “the complete democratization of
society.” The form of political life he envisions departs substantially from
what normally passes for democracy. His conception of popular self-govern-
ment, as I explain below, is based on several premises central to his political
thought.12

Against Elitism. At the very outset of his political career, in several arti-
cles defending the free press, Marx attacks the arrogant attitude of govern-
ment censors who deem the public dangerously immature while presuppos-
ing their own superior capacity for political judgment. The practice of cen-
sorship rests on an “unlimited trust” in government officials and an “unlimit-
ed distrust” in private persons. Marx derides this elitist view, regarding it as
no more than a convenient excuse to impose restrictions on democratic insti-
tutions. He rejects the assumption that state functionaries or other supposedly
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enlightened elites possess some exceptional power to discern the common
good or know better than ordinary citizens how to run the affairs of society.
Marx’s commitment to democracy is based on this anti-elitist faith in the
intelligence of the public.13

Against Bureaucracy. For Hegel, bureaucratic administration, carried out
by a cadre of independent and disinterested civil servants, is the essence of
the rational state. Indeed, Marx admits, this is bureaucracy’s self-image. It
claims the state as its own “private property,” it assumes the mantle of a
“universal class,” and it passes off its particular interests as the general inter-
est. The “closed society” of bureaucracy conceives itself as the expression of
the common good and the incarnation of “universal intelligence.” But for
Marx these qualities can only reside in the public as a whole. Universality is
an attribute exclusive to a class composed of “every citizen.” Bureaucracy is
a danger, he argues, because it inevitably takes on a life of its own, elevating
itself above society and in opposition to the people it allegedly serves. As the
rule of a remote and privileged elite, the bureaucratic state is a violation of
the democratic principle.14

Against the Professionalization of Politics. Consistent with his anti-elitist
convictions, he not only denounces rule by bureaucrats; he also opposes rule
by politicians. For Marx, a true democracy, as Richard Hunt explains, is a
“democracy without professionals,” a genuinely participatory democracy
where political matters, instead of being the exclusive responsibility of a
small minority class, are handled by ordinary citizens. Marx proposes a
“government of the people by the people,” where the affairs of the public are
decided directly by the public itself. Besides restoring to individuals the role
of citizen, this de-professionalization of political life has the added advantage
of ensuring that the interests of the rulers do not differ from the interests of
the ruled. For Marx, the existence of an elite class of professional politicians,
as in the case of bureaucratic rule, is contrary to the democratic ideal. 15

The Abolition of the State. A true democracy requires not only disman-
tling the political as a discreet sphere of life but also abolishing the state in
anything like its current form. Once the era of class domination comes to an
end, Marx declares, “there will be no more political power properly so-
called,” “no state in the present political sense.” In a classless society, the
state will cease to exist. But what precisely does this mean? Marx anticipates
the state disappearing in the following respects: (1) as an instrument of
capitalist class rule; (2) as a self-serving “parasitic body” feeding off the
public; (3) as the exclusive province or “private property” of bureaucratic
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officials and professional politicians; and (4) as a superior and “special or-
ganism,” “the master instead of the servant of society.” But to say “the public
power will lose its political character” in a self-governing system does not
imply that all public powers or state functions will necessarily disappear, for
example, the administration of production, health services, and education.
What Marx does suggest, however, is that all remaining public responsibil-
ities, the “legitimate functions” of the state, would be constituted differently.
As he makes clear in his discussion of the Paris Commune, “public func-
tions” would continue to exist, but they would be performed by ordinary
citizens, as “real workmen’s functions.” The post-capitalist state, a truly
democratic state, no longer severed from society, differs from the capitalist
state both in the interests it serves and in the machinery and methods of its
operation.16

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat. Marx also foresees the state being
abolished in another sense: as a coercive instrument. But, as I explain more
fully in the next chapter, this can occur only after the working class seizes
political power and uses the authority of the state to overcome the resistance
of the capitalist class and abolish the system of private property. For Marx,
the state as an instrument of force is necessary to effect the transition from
capitalism to communism and to create a “classless society.” Only then will
the state as a coercive apparatus cease to exist. During this transitional peri-
od, Marx declares, the state takes the form of a “dictatorship of the proletari-
at.” But unlike the undemocratic dictatorship of the bourgeoisie it replaces,
the rule of the proletariat takes the form of a democratic dictatorship—
democratic because it is a workers’ government, a political body that comes
into existence through a popular revolution, and democratic also because it
represents the interests of the vast majority of society.17

The Paris Commune

In 1871, toward the end of the Franco-Prussian War, the Parisian masses
overthrew the city’s government and “took into their own hands the direction
of public affairs,” establishing the so-called Paris Commune. As a workers’
government, the Commune, lasting only two and a half months before being
brutally suppressed, did not go very far toward establishing a socialist sys-
tem. Marx nevertheless refers to it as a “glorious harbinger of a new society.”
The Commune, he says, is “the political form at last discovered under which
to work out the economic emancipation of labour” and uproot “the economi-
cal foundations upon which rests the existence of classes, and therefore of
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class rule.” Marx’s analysis of the Commune offers a rare glimpse into his
vision of the post-revolutionary future, and it also serves as a practical illus-
tration of two key ideas: true democracy and the dictatorship of the proletari-
at.18

The working class, Marx insists, cannot “lay hold of the ready-made state
machinery and wield it for its own purposes.” The state as it presently exists
is part of the problem and is incapable of being used to liberate the proletari-
at. “The political instrument of their enslavement,” he explains, “cannot
serve as the political instrument of their emancipation.” To create a true
workers’ government, it is insufficient therefore simply to replace the current
personnel of the state with representatives from the working class. The state
is an oppressive institution not primarily because of the class membership of
its officials, but because of its very structure as an independent and bureau-
cratic body, a “parasitic excrescence.” Only by dismantling the state in its
current form and creating new institutions of democratic self-rule can the
working class emancipate itself. This is precisely what Marx credits Parisian
workers with doing. He thus describes the Commune not simply as a work-
ing-class revolt, but as “a Revolution against the State itself,” a revolution
against the “horrid machinery of Class-domination.”19

We can examine this political revolution from two angles: first, by iden-
tifying the characteristics of the existing state the Commune overturned, and
second, by identifying the political measures the Commune implemented.
Regarding the first, the main aim of Parisian workers was to disassemble the
centralized power of the state and its pervasive bureaucratic apparatus.
Among other reforms, the Commune abolished the standing army, replacing
it with a people’s militia; it stripped the police force of its autonomous
standing; it separated the affairs of the church from the affairs of the state,
thus eradicating “parson-power” and sending priests “back to the recesses of
private life”; it abolished the “sham independence” of the judiciary by select-
ing judges and magistrates through open elections; and it fused the executive
and legislative powers, ending the subordination of the latter to the former.
Through these and other means, the Commune destroyed a remote and hier-
archical state bureaucracy in which “public functions” were monopolized by
the “Central Government.”20

Regarding its more positive program, the essential purpose of the commu-
nards was to create a truly participatory democracy, a “real self-govern-
ment,” with the “people acting for itself by itself.” “Instead of deciding once
in three or six years which member of the ruling class was to misrepresent
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the people,” the Commune fully applied the principle of universal suffrage.
This entailed several innovations all with the purpose of de-professionalizing
politics, maximizing public participation, and ensuring the accountability of
government officials: (1) all government positions, including administrative
positions, were made elective; and all officeholders were (2) subject to recall
at any time; (3) bound to the mandate of their constituencies, serving more as
delegates than representatives; and (4) paid only workers’ wages. By ridding
the system of politicians and enhancing the power of the vote, politics, Marx
proclaims, was turned over to the people themselves. The achievement of the
Commune was to establish a political system where “plain working men for
the first time”—and without the inducement of an outsized paycheck—
“dared to infringe upon the governmental privilege of their ‘natural superi-
ors’ and, under circumstances of unexampled difficulty, performed their
work modestly, conscientiously, and efficiently.” The Commune, as Marx
saw it, created a real people’s democracy, with ordinary citizens carrying out
the functions of government and with the state itself no longer existing as an
independent entity separate from and superior to society.21

Democracy Equals Communism

Marx radicalizes the concept of democracy. True democracy requires not
simply the democratization of politics, but the democratization of economic
life as well. A system where people are presumably equal and free in the
political sphere, but subject to exploitation and domination in the economic
sphere, is a meager and illusory democracy. The struggle for complete de-
mocratization, however, is bound to find itself in opposition to the system of
private ownership and the rule of the capitalist class. A genuine commitment
to democracy thus necessarily entails a corresponding commitment to social-
ism. Marx defines “consistent democracy in socialist terms, and consistent
socialism in democratic terms.” He was, according to Hal Draper, “the first
socialist figure to come to an acceptance of the socialist idea through the
battle for the consistent extension of democratic control from below. . . . He
was the first to fuse the struggle for consistent political democracy with the
struggle for a socialist transformation.” Communism, as envisioned by Marx,
is the realization of true democracy, meaning not just a democracy that
universalizes citizenship rights, but a democracy that also liberates people
from class servitude and offers opportunities for the full flourishing of every
individual. For Marx, true democracy equals communism equals human
emancipation.22
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EMILE DURKHEIM: THE FUTURE BELONGS TO DEMOCRACY

Durkheim’s political writings, which focus primarily on the modern state and
democratic government, have two noteworthy peculiarities. First, they ignore
many of the ordinary features of political life. Though touching on electoral
arrangements, Durkheim says little or nothing about power, political parties,
interest groups, social movements, or the legislative process. He generally
downplays the more contentious and disruptive side of politics. Second,
though he typically refuses to grant scientific validity to theories concerned
with what ought to be rather than what is, Durkheim’s own political writings
are far more normative than empirical. In discussing the state and democracy,
he expresses himself more like a philosopher than a sociologist. Instead of
examining the actual functioning of the state and the real world of democrat-
ic politics, he presents us with a political ideal, a conception of the state and
democracy as we might wish them to be, not as they really are. In his
defense, it might be said that Durkheim’s objective is to discover the ideal in
the real, to show what modern society has the potential to become—and this
is an empirical project of sorts. His intention is not to describe precisely how
things stand at the moment, but to uncover through observation the formative
moral and political principles of the modern era and to reveal the outlines of
a future political order immanent in the facts of the present.23

The Role of the State in Modern Society

Social theorists have conflicting ideas about what the primary functions of
the state are or should be. Among the leading contenders are these: defend
the interests of the dominant class, serve the needs of the public, preserve
social order, mediate conflicting political preferences, maximize economic
growth, safeguard the operation of the free market, and advance the nation’s
political and military standing. Like many other political theorists, Durkheim
too defines the state by its functions, but his conception of these is unconven-
tional. He envisions the modern state playing three key roles: (1) it is the
“brain” of society, (2) the “liberator of the individual,” and (3) the “organ of
justice.”

The State as the Brain of Society

As societies become increasingly complex, the state emerges as a separate
institution playing its own special role. Durkheim reserves the term “state” to
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refer to the group of officials—“agents of the sovereign authority”—who
have the job of thinking about public affairs. The state in this conception is
distinct from administrative agencies that carry out decisions and execute
orders. For Durkheim, the state proper, standing at the apex of the larger
sphere of government, is essentially a deliberative body, the “brain” of soci-
ety, the “very organ of social thought.” It thinks for a political purpose,
formulating ideas and aims that serve to “frame decisions” and “guide collec-
tive conduct.”24

Durkheim is not very specific in explaining what the state thinks about in
its capacity as society’s brain. Presumably, among other things, it thinks
about how to regulate the functioning of society, solve social problems, and
improve society’s ability to realize its collective ends and ideals. Ordinary
citizens ponder the very same questions. What distinguishes the state, there-
fore, is not what it thinks about but the quality of its thought. In contrast to
lay individuals, absorbed in their own occupational specialties, state officials,
precisely because political matters are their chief business, apply a deeper
intelligence to the issues of the day. The state, as the institutional locus of
expert knowledge and authoritative reasoning, contributes to the well-being
of society by introducing “an element of reflective thought into social life.”25

Durkheim’s theory of the state thus rests on the distinction between two
“different forms of collective psychic life.” First, there is the broader collec-
tive consciousness, the amorphous and muddled mentality of the larger pub-
lic. Rooted in custom and habit, this consciousness consists of vague and
obscure beliefs and opinions, sentiments that have not been exposed to rigor-
ous examination. Second, there is the “government consciousness,” the more
fully articulated and coherent sensibility of the state. This consciousness
originates from concerted reflection on the part of government officials. It
takes shape as ideas are exchanged and scrutinized in the context of assem-
blies, councils, hearings, and debates. Through these and other deliberative
forums the state rationalizes society’s psychic life, bringing the social con-
sciousness to a heightened level of intelligibility and awareness.26

The responsibility of the state as the brain of society is to assimilate,
clarify, and evaluate the typically ill-formed and murky ideas of the larger
public and employ its collective intelligence to forge a sharper, clearer, and
more knowledgeable vision of where society is and where it is going. As in
conventional political theory, the state functions as a mediator of sorts, but a
mediator of divergent ideas, not competing interests. Its purpose, moreover,
is not to find some middle ground, but to submit popular beliefs to an in-
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formed and critical appraisal. The state in this manner acts as an independent
“organ of reflection,” giving direction and cohesiveness to society and help-
ing it attain a more refined sense of itself.27

The State as the Liberator of the Individual

Individuals in pre-modern societies, submerged in the collective life and
subject to an all-encompassing religious authority, barely exist as distinct
personalities. But over the course of history, with the development of the
division of labor, the individual gradually emerges from the undifferentiated
mass and becomes an “autonomous centre of activity.” At the same time,
Durkheim observes, the role of the state inevitably expands—its functions
multiply, its aims proliferate, and it intervenes in more and more areas of
social life. The process of modernization thus gives rise to a seeming para-
dox: the simultaneous increase in the freedom of the individual and the
power of the state.28

For Durkheim, however, and in contrast to an influential viewpoint in
conventional political theory, there is nothing at all contradictory about this
combination of “individualism” and “Statism.” Indeed, he asserts, far from
being a despotic institution, the modern state is the “liberator of the individu-
al.” Under normal conditions, the “more active the State becomes, the more
the individual increases his liberty.” Durkheim suggests three specific ways
in which a strong state furthers individual freedom: (1) by legislating the
rights of the individual, (2) by protecting individuals from the potential tyr-
anny of group life, and (3) by promoting the dignity of the individual as a
moral and practical ideal.29

First, the view of the state as the enemy of the individual depends on the
false assumption, one common to the discipline of economics, that individu-
als come into the world as self-subsistent actors invested with natural rights.
This premise makes it plausible to imagine that the growth of the state
necessarily infringes on the presumably inherent liberties of the individual.
For Durkheim, however, individual rights, for example, the right to vote and
the right of free speech, are not inborn or given in nature. They have to be
won, maintained, and exercised. This is where the state enters the picture.
Only through the agency of the state are individual rights implemented,
inscribed in law, and enforced in practice. It is the state, he says, “that creates
and organizes and makes a reality of these rights.” Individuals, Durkheim
declares, are not naturally free; they are made free by the state.30
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Second, the state plays a liberating role also by preventing individuals
from being oppressed by parochial group affiliations and local attachments.
Secondary groups, intermediate between the state and the individual—in-
cluding the family, the church, the community, and professional associa-
tions—can jeopardize individual autonomy by greedily demanding the loyal-
ty and subservience of their members. Only through the counterbalancing
power of a higher authority—namely, the state—can the centripetal force of
these “partial societies” be restrained. Thus Durkheim credits the state with
rescuing the child from “patriarchal domination,” freeing the citizen from
archaic “feudal groups,” and liberating “the craftsman and his master from
guild tyranny.” The threat of despotism, he even goes so far as to suggest, is
more likely to arise from within society itself than from the state. For individ-
uals to be free, therefore, the state needs to be strong. By shielding the
individual from “specific local groups that tend to engulf him,” the state,
Durkheim concludes, “redeems the individual from society.”31

Third, in contrast to laissez-faire advocates and small-government propo-
nents, Durkheim anticipates the state playing a large and decidedly interven-
tionist role. Rather than this endangering liberty, however, he believes that
only on the basis of a strong state can the sanctity of the individual be
assured. As the voice of moral authority and the guardian of society’s collec-
tive ideals, the state is the one institution capable of effectively promulgating
the principle of human dignity and establishing an “individualistic moral
code.” Beyond this, an active state is also necessary to transform the ideal of
moral individualism into a practical reality. Only through the initiative of a
powerful state can society be organized to reduce individual hardships, sus-
tain peaceful and cooperative relations, and create a social milieu where the
individual “may realize himself more fully” and “develop his faculties in
freedom.” For Durkheim, in sum, a strong and effectual state is necessary to
secure the liberty and autonomy of the individual.32

The State as the Organ of Social Justice

In less advanced societies, according to Durkheim, the state, oriented out-
ward, pursues primarily militaristic objectives, for example, territorial expan-
sion and the conquest of rival nations. In more advanced societies, however,
the state is directed inward, “toward the interior affairs of society,” with
moral purposes taking center stage. One of the state’s fundamental moral
duties, as we have seen, is to protect the dignity of the individual, and this in
turn requires that individuals be treated equally and fairly. The state is thus
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compelled to assume another moral duty: to “bring about the reign of greater
justice.”33

Durkheim attributes to the state a higher “moral activity.” Its purpose is to
set society’s “house in order” by infusing an element of justice into the
sphere of economic relations—seeing to it that individuals are treated as they
deserve, “freed from an unjust and humiliating tutelage,” and permitted to
realize their individuality. Societies in the modern world, where a strongly
felt “need for justice” prevails, are in a favorable position. They “can have
their pride, not in being the greatest or the wealthiest, but in being the most
just.” For Durkheim, the proper objective of the modern state is neither
military prowess nor material wealth, but “the goal of realizing among its
own people the general interests of humanity—that is to say, committing
itself to an access of justice, to a higher morality.”34

For Durkheim, the greatest threat to justice originates from class divi-
sions, buttressed by the inheritance of wealth, and the persistence of other
inequalities unrelated to merit. “Sharp class differences,” deriving from
circumstances of birth, are inconsistent with modern individualistic and egal-
itarian principles. A state of affairs where some are rich and others poor,
where one person is placed at the mercy of another, undermines equality of
opportunity, fair contracts, and equal exchanges. It enables the powerful to
exploit the powerless and denies to disadvantaged individuals the dignity and
respect they deserve. Though he is not specific in how it might address this
complex of problems, the state, Durkheim declares, “is the necessary instru-
ment through which equality, and consequently justice, is attained.” Its task
is to ameliorate “individual suffering,” moderate the power of capital over
labor, prevent the accumulation of “monstrous” inequalities of wealth, and
structure society so as to create a “closer correspondence between the merit
of its citizens and their conditions of life.” As the “organ of justice,” the
primary responsibility of the state is to introduce a “greater equity into our
social relationships.”35

The State and Democracy

Durkheim warns against two popular misconceptions. First, like Weber, he
rejects the commonplace assumption that democracy means self-government.
Except in the most primitive societies, he asserts, anything approaching a
direct democracy, where the entire population participates equally in the
conduct of government, is inconceivable. In the modern era, no matter how
developed the democracy, the state is destined to operate as an authoritative
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governing entity separate from the rest of society. The division between a
minority group of governing officials and a majority group of ordinary citi-
zens is a necessary and inevitable condition of modern society.36

Second, Durkheim also denies that democracy obtains only where
government policies consistently reflect the will of the people. For govern-
ment to operate effectively, the state must not only be separate from the
larger society, he argues, but it must also possess a significant degree of
autonomy. Even in a democracy, the state is called upon to carry out the
singular function of thinking about political matters. Its duty as the brain of
society is not to channel the preferences of the public, but to act as an
independent organ of intelligence. Rather than simply expressing and sum-
ming up “the unreflective thought of the mass of the people,” Durkheim says,
the role of the democratic state is “to superimpose on this unreflective
thought a more considered thought, which therefore cannot be other than
different.” While in a democracy the views of the public inform the decision
of the state, they do not determine those decisions. The job of democratic
government is not to echo the will of the people, but to marshal its superior
intelligence to discover what is best for the people.37

So then, what is democracy if not a system where government is perfectly
representative of the public? For Durkheim, as I explain below, democracy
exists in modern societies to the extent there is (1) open government, (2)
back-and-forth communication between state officials and the larger public,
(3) a critical and reflective spirit in the political life of the nation, and (4) a
sufficiency of “secondary groups” located between the individual and the
state.38

Democracy as Open Government

One test for the presence of democracy, Durkheim believes, is whether the
thinking and deliberating functions of government are carried out behind
closed doors or take place “in the full light of day.” While in a despotic
system government is the private province of distant and insular elites, in a
democratic system the activities of the state are conducted in the public
sphere. Democracy does not mean self-government, but it does mean open
government. This in turn necessitates the existence of public forums and
assemblies of various kinds, permitting the deliberations of state officials to
be “heard by all” and giving ordinary citizens the opportunity “to follow the
workings of government.” Where the state operates in the open, lay individu-
als are able to pose to themselves and others the same questions contemplat-
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ed by government officials. In a democracy, therefore, the boundary between
the “government consciousness” and the broader collective consciousness is
permeable, meaning the larger public is able to share in the higher intelli-
gence embodied in the brain of society.39

Democracy as Two-Way Communication

Democracy does not eradicate the distinction between governors and gov-
erned, Durkheim insists, but it does require “regular and organized” commu-
nication between these two bodies. Each must remain in close contact with
the other, creating an ongoing circuit of mutual awareness. This requires
institutional arrangements—political hearings and periodic elections, for ex-
ample—that enable the state to communicate its thinking to the public and
the public to communicate its sentiments to the state. For Durkheim, this
“two-way” communication is the “gist of democracy.” Two conditions are
required for this back-and-forth communication to work properly. First,
government officials, without sacrificing their autonomy, must be responsive
to the needs of the public. Second, the public must be adequately educated in
the duties of citizenship and in the “essential principles” of “democratic
morality.” Thus Durkheim calls upon the school system to teach respect for
reason and science and inspire students to subordinate their “selfish views
and material interests” to the higher ideals of modern society. A thriving
democracy, whose lifeblood is public deliberation, needs both good institu-
tions and good citizens.40

Democracy as Reflective Government

Democracy, Durkheim says, is “the political system by which the society can
achieve a consciousness of itself in its purest form.” This results from a two-
fold process. First, the reach of the state increases as more and more areas of
social life fall under the purview of government intervention, including edu-
cation, health, business, and the administration of justice. Second, the power
of the state as an organ of social thought expands as an ever-growing domain
of society is subject to sustained public deliberation. In a democracy, Durk-
heim claims, no tradition or institution is exempt from being judged before
the court of reason. Everything is “open to question.” A society is less demo-
cratic where it remains “tied to the past,” where common customs, senti-
ments, and beliefs evade public scrutiny. Because it institutionalizes reflec-
tion, shining the light of critical thought on all social conventions, democracy
is the enemy of routine and the ally of progress. A democratic society regards
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no social arrangements or practices as sacrosanct. This makes it easier to
adapt to new circumstances and carry out “the almost continuous changes
that present-day” conditions demand. For Durkheim, the more “deliberation
and reflection and a critical spirit play a considerable part in the course of
public affairs, the more democratic the nation.”41

Democracy and Corporate Organizations

The defining characteristics of democracy are open government, two-way
communication, and a spirit of reflection. But a democratic polity also re-
quires an appropriately organized society. For Durkheim, this means an
abundance of “secondary groups,” public institutions located between the
individual and the central government, separate from but still subject to the
“general supervision” of the state. Where there is an absence of intermediate
organizations, precisely the problem he finds in the France of his day, indi-
viduals are reduced to a formless and unstable mass, and the state is left as
the only durable collective force. This pathological circumstance, Durkheim
argues, is the chief cause of the “political malaise” afflicting modern soci-
eties. In the industrial world of the modern era, where individuals spend the
bulk of their time engaged in economic pursuits, the corporate or profession-
al association, uniting people of the same occupation, is the most suitable
type of secondary group to fill the void. As we saw in an earlier chapter,
Durkheim imagines these corporate organizations playing a key role in invig-
orating the moral life of the nation, and he foresees them playing a vital
political role as well.42

Just as the state functions to deter secondary groups from absorbing the
individual, so too, Durkheim maintains, do secondary groups function to
deter the state from becoming despotic. If “not limited by some collective
power that restrains it,” the state, he warns, will “develop out of all propor-
tion and in turn become a threat to individual liberties.” A proper balance
between secondary groups and the state, each curbing the other, is essential
for both the well-being of democracy and the freedom of the individual.
When this balance is upset, tyranny is the result, with the individual either
subject to the absolute authority of the state or to the coercive pressures of
group attachments. By serving as a counterweight to the central government,
occupational organizations are a necessary institutional component of a
healthy democracy.43

Secondary groups are politically significant for Durkheim primarily be-
cause they protect the individual from the potentially oppressive power of the
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state. But they serve other important political functions as well. First, as an
institutional intermediary between the state and the public, secondary groups
facilitate the two-way communication necessary for democratic deliberation.
Second, well-developed occupational associations, by mediating and moder-
ating the political participation of the populace, insulate the government from
excessive and direct pressure by citizens, thus allowing the state to maintain
its needed autonomy. Third, because people’s lives are closely intertwined
with their occupation groups, these are well positioned to function as agents
of political socialization. The communal environment occupational associa-
tions provide gives them sufficient presence and moral authority to inhibit
egoistic drives, form socially minded citizens, and instill the higher princi-
ples of a democratic morality. Finally, Durkheim also expects corporate or-
ganizations, because they more accurately reflect “the diversity of social
interests,” to supplant geographical regions as the “true electoral unit” and
the basis of political representation in modern democratic societies. 44

The Future Belongs to Democracy

Only in a democracy does the state achieve its fullest expression as the brain
of society, the liberator of the individual, and the organ of justice. For Durk-
heim, democracy is the culmination of the modern political ideal. It is the
government form “societies are assuming to an increasing degree.” What
accounts for this pattern? Why is Durkheim so convinced that democracy is
destined to prevail in the modern world? He gives two arguments, one em-
phasizing its practical superiority, the other its cultural ascendancy. 45

One reason democracy is the dominant political system in the modern
world, according to Durkheim, is that it fulfills a pressing societal need.
Under the governance of pre-modern regimes, society’s affairs are carried
out according to habit, tradition, and “blind routine.” But given the complex-
ity of the modern world and the ever-present necessity to introduce changes
and enact reforms, society can no longer function effectively without the
heightened capacity for reflection, deliberation, and innovation that demo-
cratic government makes possible. In the simpler period of the past, “things
go on happening in the same way.” But survival in the modern era depends
on the state being able to make constant adjustments, respond thoughtfully to
the flux of circumstances, and plan for the future with intelligence and fore-
sight. Democracy is the government of choice in the modern world, Durk-
heim claims, because of its superior capability as society’s brain.46
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Democracy is also the form of government most culturally suited to the
modern world, most in line with “our inmost moral concepts,” and most
attuned to “our present-day notion of the individual.” As a distinctly modern
rallying cry, democracy is one part of a larger collection of other increasingly
influential social ideals, including individualism, egalitarianism, and justice.
Together these add up to a powerful moral force, an aspiration deeply rooted
in the sentiments, beliefs, and values of the modern collective consciousness.
Democracy is the wave of the future because it responds to an insistent
popular demand. Everywhere, Durkheim exclaims, democracy “is carrying
the day,” with nations “swept along on a broad democratic current that would
be absurd to seek to resist.”47

A democratic government is a practical necessity in complex industrial
societies and the only political form consistent with modern cultural values.
For these two reasons, Durkheim argues, the future belongs to democracy.
This prognosis reflects his generally optimistic view of the course of social
evolution. Obstacles to progress remain, of course, including the continued
opposition of anti-liberal defenders of the old regime. Nevertheless, despite
his recognition of all the work yet to be done, Durkheim, as a proponent of
individualism and democracy, and in sharp contrast to Max Weber, felt him-
self to be swimming with the tide.48

MAX WEBER: LEADERSHIP DEMOCRACY

In his political writings—and in much of the rest of his work as well—Weber
adopts the role of “political educator.” He presents himself in this capacity as
a hardheaded “exposer of nonsense,” saying “things people do not like to
hear,” telling it like it is. He urges us to acknowledge “uncomfortable facts”
and see “the realities of life in all their starkness.” As a determined anti-
utopian, his objective is to burst our illusions about the world and infuse our
political judgment with an element of tough-minded realism. 49

Weber’s analysis of the modern condition reveals what he believes are
certain inevitabilities—value conflict and bureaucratic organization, for ex-
ample. These inevitabilities define the parameters of any conceivable future.
Declaring that we cannot evade the “laws of this earthly world,” Weber
admonishes us to abandon romantic dreams about what the future might
hold. His mission in exposing the “facts of social life” in this manner is “the
education of judgment about practical social problems.” This, he insists, is
the duty of scholars like himself. The immediate goal is to help cultivate
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among citizens (referring specifically to the German nation and the German
bourgeoisie in particular) a more mature and responsible political outlook. In
this undertaking, as Peter Breiner observes, Weber is a theorist of political
“prudence.” His intention is to sharpen our ability to distinguish between
what is feasible and what is not and to determine which political goals are
worth pursuing, which are too costly, and which are simply unattainable.50

Weber’s writings on the state and democracy incorporate a mix of empiri-
cal claims and evaluative judgments, scholarly analysis combined with parti-
san exhortation. He sets out to educate but also to persuade. He asks his
audience to see things as they are, but he also wants to enlist allies to his
causes. On the one hand, from a scholarly perspective, he examines the
objective possibilities and likely consequences of different political programs
or ideals. Can we have democracy, peace, and socialism? What form might
these take, how might they be achieved, at what price? On the other hand, as
he freely admits, he also assesses political programs from a normative per-
spective, from the vantage point of his own political principles, including
foremost the “power-interests” of the German nation. Weber wants us to see
the world as it is, but he also wants us to see it as he sees it—that is, with
sympathetic consideration for values and ends that are, from his political
standpoint, not just feasible but also desirable.51

In the next section I briefly discuss Weber’s theory of the state and his
conception of political action. Following this, in a longer section, I examine
his thinking on the topic of democracy. My primary aim here is to explain
why Weber rejects “direct” or participatory democracy in favor of “leader-
ship democracy,” how he envisions a leadership democracy functioning, and
what he perceives to be the advantages of this type of political system in the
modern rationalized world.

The State and Politics

Political theorists sometimes refer to the state as the servant of the people, or
the instrument of the common good, or the mediator of conflicting interests.
Weber views it in less rosy terms. The state, he declares, is a “relation of men
dominating men,” an institution through which rulers wield power over the
ruled. Its basic function is to secure the “orderly domination” of a territory
and its population. Beyond this broad purpose, however, Weber defines the
state not by the ends it serves, which are innumerable, but by the means at its
disposal. Here again, he does not try to paint a pleasing picture. The state
stands out from other institutions, he says, because it “claims the monopoly
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of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.” It “alone is
accorded ‘legitimate’ power over life, death, and liberty.” Coercion and vio-
lence are not the sole means employed by the state, of course, nor are such
means exclusive to the state, but only the state has the lawful right to use
such means. According to Weber, the legitimate use or threat of force,
whether applied to external or internal enemies, “is a means specific to the
state.”52

Weber describes the state as a neutral tool, “a purely technical instru-
ment,” whose coercive power can be employed in the service of any conceiv-
able aim. Politics, accordingly, is the struggle among competing individuals
and groups to gain influence within the state for the purpose of furthering
their causes, promoting their worldviews, and advancing their material and
ideological interests. Power struggles—with some striving to impose their
will against the resistance of others—are an inherent feature of political life.
Politics, Weber states, “means conflict.” The political field is a battleground
of clashing goals and irreconcilable values. This is particularly true in the
modern disenchanted world where the unifying power of traditional religious
beliefs has given way to a proliferation of “warring gods” and a never-ending
antagonism among contending interests, ideologies, and doctrines. Anyone
contemplating a career in the “tough business” of politics, Weber cautions,
must “recognize the fundamental reality of an ineluctable eternal war on
earth of men against men.” Dashing all utopian hopes, he argues that there is
no imaginable future in which people might achieve some state of lasting
social harmony, or realize the “dream of peace and human happiness,” or
escape the necessity of conflict, or free themselves from relations of domina-
tion.53

Power, violence, struggle, domination, conflict—these are the keywords
of Weber’s political theory. Individuals entering the world of politics, in
service to its “diabolical powers,” are bound to get their hands dirty. Political
action inevitably raises “ethical paradoxes.” Only a “political infant,” Weber
says, can fail to see that “it is not true that good can follow only from good
and evil only from evil.” The distasteful political reality is this: the use of
“morally dubious” means, for example, violence, is often necessary for the
attainment of desirable ends. This circumstance—what he refers to as the
“ethical irrationality of the world”—guarantees that political actors will find
themselves in morally compromising situations. A political life is not suited
to those who wish to remain pure of heart. On the other side, however, the
vocation of politics, Weber suggests, does have the appeal of being a unique
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realm of freedom and self-expression. It is an arena in which individuals can
define themselves by taking up causes of their own choosing. Politics offers
an opportunity for people to act on their ideals and create a meaningful life
for themselves in defiance of the “lifeless routine of everyday existence.”54

Democracy

Weber today is typically thought of as a “liberal.” This judgment is based on
his defense of individualism, his belief in personal freedom, and his commit-
ment to democracy. Like any reputable liberal, he acknowledges the invalu-
able “achievements of the age of the Rights of Man.” He worries about the
threat of “growing unfreedom” in the modern rationalized world. And he is a
“resolute follower of democratic institutions,” outspoken in his support for
popularly elected leaders, parliamentary government, unrestricted suffrage,
political parties, and universal citizenship rights.55

Despite these credentials, however, Weber is generally regarded as some-
thing of a qualified liberal. He is, as Sven Eliaeson puts it, a liberal “of a
sort” advocating a democracy “of a sort.” In contrast to many of his British
and European counterparts, Weber’s liberalism—more elitist than egalitar-
ian—is not motivated by any moral imperative to create a more equal soci-
ety, eradicate poverty, or alleviate the misery of the working class. Nor is he
an advocate of economic redistribution or a proponent of the welfare state.
And while he defends democratic institutions, he does not see any “necessary
connection between democracy and freedom and/or equality,” and he attrib-
utes far more importance to the need for strong political leadership than to
the value of popular political participation. As David Beetham states, Weber
is a “liberal without liberal values.”56

Direct and Participatory Democracy

Direct and participatory forms of democracy are intended to maximize the
involvement of the public in the political process. This conception of democ-
racy, the embodiment of the traditional democratic ideal, rests on the belief
that all citizens are capable of undertaking public affairs. The functioning of
a popular democracy of this sort requires either regular public meetings or
frequent elections, along with some procedure for rotating political offices
and duties so that everyone has the opportunity to serve. Where officeholders
are present, they are held strictly accountable to the electorate; they function
only as agents of the people, obliged to comply with the wishes of the public;
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and their discretionary authority—their “power to command”—is reduced to
a minimum. In a direct or participatory democracy, the people are simultane-
ously the rulers and the ruled.57

Weber acknowledges that this kind of democracy is feasible in small and
homogenous political communities. In the mass society of today, however,
the population is far too large for every citizen to be actively involved in the
governing process. For many other reasons as well, he argues, a participatory
democracy of even a limited form is not a realistic option in the modern era.58

First, increasing “economic differentiation” corrupts the principle of po-
litical equality by affording unequal opportunities for political involvement.
Most people, immersed in the economic struggle for existence, have little
time for political activism. This includes the least advantaged, those “forced
to work for a living,” as well as industrialists absorbed in their day-to-day
business pursuits. This circumstance results in government positions falling
into the hands of rentiers, landowners, and other members of the more or less
idle rich. Only they have the time and resources necessary to devote them-
selves full time to politics. The imperatives of modern economic life make it
impossible to fulfill the arduous demands of a participatory democracy. 59

Second, the growing complexity of administrative tasks requires that
government positions be filled by personnel with specialized expertise. A
system where the people themselves run the day-to-day affairs of govern-
ment is technically impossible, or at least prohibitively inefficient. The mod-
ern state, Weber declares, cannot function in the absence of a “specially
trained organization of officials.” Any effort to create a direct democracy at
the expense of parliamentary institutions, furthermore, would only diminish
the countervailing influence of professional politicians, thus exacerbating the
tendency toward “uncontrolled bureaucratic domination.” What “democra-
cy” can mean, he concludes, is radically altered with the advent of bureau-
cratic administration. And under modern conditions, Weber insists, democra-
cy cannot mean a system in which the people themselves play an active
governing role.60

Third, institutional devices designed to give the public a more direct
political voice—including referenda, the right of recall, and the imperative
mandate (the requirement that representatives adhere to the preferences of
their constituents)—are inconsistent with the need for timely decision mak-
ing. Referenda and other such procedures convey only periodic and insuffi-
ciently detailed information about the will of the people. Elected officials
cannot know precisely what the public wants in any particular circumstance,
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and under the rules of a direct democracy they lack the leeway to make
independent decisions. This hinders their ability to respond quickly to unex-
pected developments and undertake the necessary political work of negotia-
tion, compromise, and “horse-trading.” A direct democracy, Weber suggests,
is a recipe for political paralysis.61

Fourth, electoral contests and legislative battles in the modern political
world are necessarily carried out under the auspices of mass political parties.
Their presence establishes an intermediate level of organization in the politi-
cal sphere, and where such organization exists, “the law of the small num-
ber” prevails. Inevitably, a select few—with the benefit of experience, exper-
tise, and the “maneuverability” possessed only by small groups—“assume
the active direction of party affairs.” Rank-and-file members serve merely as
followers, carrying out a political program formulated from above. The larg-
er electorate plays an even smaller role, appearing on the political stage only
as occasional “objects of solicitation” by the contending parties. For Weber,
mass political parties deepen the division between those citizens who are
“politically active” and those who are “politically passive,” further compro-
mising the democratic ideal of political equality. 62

Fifth, Weber’s assessment of the political capabilities of ordinary people,
the propertyless working class in particular, also leads him to reject more
participatory forms of democracy. The “masses,” he says, reflecting his rath-
er elitist viewpoint, think “only in short-run terms,” they are particularly
vulnerable to “purely emotional and irrational” influences, and they are in-
clined toward a “reckless and unreserved political idealism.” Caught up in
the daily struggle for survival, they are “susceptible to all emotional motives
in politics, to passions and momentary impressions of a sensational kind.”
Only the coolheaded and responsible leadership of professional politicians,
Weber argues, can prevent a disorganized “democracy of the streets,” miti-
gate the predominance of “emotional elements” in politics, and achieve “the
orderly leadership of the masses.” In Weber’s view, meaningful popular
political participation is not feasible, and given the irrationality of the
masses, it is not desirable either.63

Weber’s critique of direct and participatory democracy draws attention to
what he assumes are certain unavoidable features of the modern political
landscape: the persistent inequality in political influence between the “posi-
tively privileged” classes and the “negatively privileged” classes; the inviola-
ble divide separating elites and masses, rulers and ruled, leaders and follow-
ers; the inescapable bureaucratization of government administration; the irra-
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tionality and political immaturity of the masses; and the limited opportunities
for ordinary citizens to participate directly in the operations of government.
The domination of a power-holding minority over a relatively powerless and
largely passive majority, Weber argues, is an inherent feature of modern
political life. And while he welcomes the presence of democratic institu-
tions—voting rights, free elections, representative institutions, and political
parties—he denies that these will ever confer power on the people or lessen
the domination of the many by the few. According to Weber, any
“thought . . . of removing the rule of men over men through even the most
sophisticated forms of ‘democracy’ is ‘utopian.’”64

Leadership Democracy

Despite his critique of the classical ideal, Weber maintains that democracy is
still a viable possibility; but it will not take the form of a participatory
democracy, and it will not “mean an increasingly active share of the subjects
in government.” In the present era, only a limited form of democracy is
possible and—turning a necessity into a virtue—the type of democracy We-
ber thinks feasible, “leadership democracy,” is also the type he deems most
desirable.65

Weber’s point of departure in his writings on democracy is not the rela-
tionship between elites and masses, as is typically the case, but the relation-
ship between two different categories of elites: political elites and bureau-
cratic elites. The choice, he argues, is not between elite rule and popular self-
government, but between rule by professional politicians and rule by civil
servants. Democratic institutions are preferable to Weber not because they
guard against the threat of elite domination (this is inevitable), but because
they guard against the threat of bureaucratic domination. No modern democ-
racy can empower the masses vis-à-vis the elites, but under the right circum-
stances it can empower politicians vis-à-vis bureaucrats.

The type of democracy Weber advocates is not intended to enhance the
power of ordinary citizens. Indeed, in any modern democratic system, he
argues, the masses are destined to play a supporting role only. The purpose of
leadership democracy, rather, is to create opportunities for the rise of forceful
and independent political leaders, politicians capable of counteracting the
bureaucratization of political life and advancing the interests of the German
nation. Weber favors democratic institutions not because they have any in-
trinsic value, but because they are more likely to ensure that politicians rather
than bureaucrats control the reins of national power. He thus justifies democ-
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racy primarily on instrumental grounds. It is “a technique, a means to an
end.” “Constitutional arrangements,” he argues, are of secondary impor-
tance; what matters far more is whether “politicians . . . are the ones who
rule.”66

Parliamentary Democracy

In a series of articles originally published in 1917, Weber describes the
German parliament in the post-Bismarck era as “completely powerless.” The
weakened condition of parliament impedes its ability to contain the expan-
sionary tendency of the state bureaucracy. The result is the bureaucratization
of politics, with leadership positions taken over by bureaucratic officials
rather than genuine politicians. The problem with this, Weber argues, is that
only experienced politicians—practiced in the struggle for power and pos-
sessed of a strong political will—have the qualities necessary to serve as the
“directing mind” of government. The trained officials who make up the ranks
of the civil service, by contrast, are accustomed to obeying instructions and
following procedures. While skilled in the performance of administrative
duties, their bureaucratic mentality makes them ill equipped to occupy gov-
erning positions. Policy making, Weber proclaims, “is not the business of the
professional civil servant.” And where “‘administrative’ officials” usurp the
job of “‘political’ officials,” incompetent leadership inevitably results. This
is precisely the predicament Weber finds in the Germany of his day.67

In response to this leadership problem, Weber calls for institutional re-
forms to upgrade the parliamentary system. With the British model in mind,
he advocates a “working” parliament—not just a “speech-making” body, but
an institution possessing a “positive share in government.” He wants a parlia-
ment that would have the authority to oversee the bureaucratic apparatus,
serve as a “recruiting ground” for the highest political offices, and offer
meaningful career opportunities for “men with political ambition and the will
to power and responsibility.”68

Weber envisions a working parliament performing several important
functions. First, it would serve as a “proving-ground for political leaders.” It
would enable aspiring politicians to gain experience in the “difficult art” of
political struggle, get training in how to recruit allies and build a following,
and learn the “craft of demagoguery.” Only by increasing its powers and
responsibilities, Weber argues, can parliament perform the vital role of culti-
vating leadership qualities and furnishing politicians the opportunity to test
their abilities and demonstrate their fitness for rule.69



The State and Democracy 231

Second, because of the powerlessness of parliament, Weber laments, am-
bitious and talented people, through a process of “negative selection,” are
diverted away from politics and into the more promising field of business.
But if a career in parliament allowed members to exert real influence and
placed them on a pathway to national leadership, then individuals with a taste
for power could make their mark in the world of politics instead. A strength-
ened parliament would thus attract a more gifted class of potential political
leaders.70

Third, a working parliament is necessary to restrain the power of state
officialdom and ensure that bureaucrats limit themselves to purely adminis-
trative roles. Politicians, Weber says, “must be the countervailing force
against bureaucratic domination.” He thus proposes expanding the preroga-
tives of parliament to enable it to exercise supervisory authority over the
state bureaucracy—what is today sometimes called legislative oversight.
This includes especially the “right of inquiry”—the right to question bureau-
cratic officials, request official information, inspect documents, scrutinize
records, and otherwise “force administrative chiefs to account for their ac-
tions.” Beyond enhancing the power of politicians over bureaucrats, the add-
ed advantage of such open investigations, Weber emphasizes, is that they
would help inform the public about the operations of government.71

Fourth, according to David Beetham, Weber desired a strong working
parliament not only because it would promote effective political leadership,
but also because it would function to sustain democratic values and preserve
individual liberties. Unlike bureaucratic rule, which operates behind the
scenes, a parliamentary democracy, with contending politicians engaged in
open political struggles, guarantees at least a minimal degree of elite ac-
countability. Political leaders and party officials are “exposed to public scru-
tiny through the criticism of opponents and competitors.” This allows the
electorate an opportunity to evaluate the qualities of political figures and
gives the public a say in the process through which politicians are selected
for top leadership positions.72

A well-functioning parliament increases the transparency of government,
offers a modicum of elite accountability, and helps ensure the preservation of
individual liberties. For Weber, however, the primary purpose of a working
parliament is to establish a political counterforce to the state bureaucracy and
provide politicians with an avenue for developing their political leadership
qualities and gaining experience in the competitive struggle for power. After
1918, according to Wolfgang Mommsen, Weber’s support for parliamentary
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democracy increasingly took a backseat to his call for plebiscitary democra-
cy. Disillusioned by a business-as-usual parliamentary system, he came to
believe that great leadership and effective political rule could only come in
the form of a charismatic politician with a mass following. In the last few
years of his life, Weber became a strong proponent of “plebiscitary leader-
ship democracy.”73

Plebiscitary Democracy

In a plebiscitary democracy, political leaders attain office through direct
elections, as in the case of the U.S. president. They are chosen by the people
themselves rather than being selected through parliamentary procedures. We-
ber favors precisely such a system. It is essential, he asserts, referring to the
Germany of his day, “to create a head of state resting unquestionably on the
will of the whole people, without the intervention of intermediaries.” This
form of democracy is a “variant of charismatic authority,” with politicians
coming to power primarily on the basis of their personal qualities rather than
their political programs. Would-be leaders prove themselves through their
demagogic skills and their ability to attract a devoted following. While they
derive their formal legitimacy from the “will of the governed,” Weber states,
plebiscitary leaders, in typical charismatic fashion, rule by virtue of the “trust
and faith of the masses.”74

In contrast to popular democracy, in a plebiscitary system, Weber recog-
nizes, power flows from the top down, not from the bottom up. Leaders do
not respond to public opinion; they shape it. And the people do not govern;
they are governed. The plebiscitary ruler is an “elected leader” not an
“elected official.” The “official,” Weber explains, “acts according to the
expressed or surmised will of the voters.” But the “leader,” backed by the
confidence of the electorate, acts “according to his own discretion.” This is
the essence of leadership democracy. The primary objective of such a system
is not to empower the public, but to permit the rise of strong and independent
charismatic figures capable of governing the nation. As reported by his wife,
Marianne, when asked to explain his idea of democracy, Weber gave this
response: “In a democracy the people choose a leader whom they trust. Then
the chosen man says, ‘Now shut your mouths and obey me. The people and
the parties are no longer free to interfere in the leader’s business.’ . . . Later
the people can sit in judgment. If the leader has made mistakes—to the
gallows with him!” A “popularly elected president,” Weber states elsewhere,
means the “subordination to leaders one has chosen for oneself.”75



The State and Democracy 233

Political leaders selected through direct elections, Weber suggests, have
the advantage of being able to invoke a mandate. With the backing of the
people, they are authorized to lead as independent agents, free to act on their
own initiative, empowered to assert a visionary political agenda. Popular
support gives politicians the latitude to set forth new ideas and inject a
creative and dynamic element into an otherwise stagnant and ossified politi-
cal environment. This is what Weber finds uniquely attractive about plebisci-
tary leadership: it is a distinctly counter-bureaucratic force. The innovative
energy of a charismatic leader, he believes, is a much-needed corrective to
routinized bureaucratic administration and the uninspired wheeling and deal-
ing of normal parliamentary politics.

Particularly in light of the subsequent rise of German fascism, Weber’s
defense of plebiscitary leadership democracy raises obvious concerns. Most
importantly, it is not clear how his desire for strong leadership can be recon-
ciled with his commitment to liberal democracy or how the abuse of power
can be avoided in a system explicitly intended to augment the autonomy of
political leaders. As Steven Pfaff argues, Weber’s vision of plebiscitary de-
mocracy skirts “the division between democracy and dictatorship, between a
liberal and authoritarian order.” Wolfgang Mommsen makes a similar point,
observing that Weber’s concept of charismatic leadership applies to both
“good” demagogues and “bad” demagogues. What is there to ensure that a
leadership democracy produces “charismatic leadership” rather than “charis-
matic domination”? Weber did not confront these issues in sufficient depth.
Perhaps his negative view of the masses led him to be excessively preoccu-
pied with the issue of strong leadership. Or perhaps any concerns he might
have had about authoritarian leadership were outweighed by his fear of bu-
reaucratic despotism. In any case, Weber did not adequately come to terms
with the dangers inherent in the idea of plebiscitary democracy.76

Weber, as we have seen, does not advocate democracy because it possess-
es some inherent value or fulfills some moral imperative. Nor does he justify
democracy by reference to a principled belief in popular sovereignty, a deep
commitment to egalitarian ideals, or a strong sense of social justice. “The
peculiarity of Weber’s position,” David Beetham states, is that he favors
democracy because he believes it promotes the rise of powerful political
leaders. The leitmotif of his vision of democracy is leadership, not citizen-
ship. Ultimately, Weber’s worries about bureaucratic domination, his skepti-
cism about the political capabilities of the masses, his pessimism regarding
the prospects for anything resembling a participatory democracy, and his



234 Chapter 7

preoccupation with the problem of effective leadership lead him to propose a
vision of democracy that is, as Beetham explains, “anything but democrat-
ic.”77

MARX, DURKHEIM, AND WEBER
ON THE STATE AND DEMOCRACY

The writings of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber on the state and democracy
include a combination of empirical analysis and prescriptive theory. From a
social science standpoint, they each examine the realities of political life in
the modern era; and from a normative standpoint, they each also affirm a
certain ideal system of government. In this concluding segment, I focus
primarily on the normative side of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber’s political
writings. In the first section below I briefly compare their conceptions of the
state, and in the longer second section I explore their contrasting visions of
democracy.

The State in Marx, Durkheim, and Weber

Marx’s perspective on the state is altogether hostile. He describes it as either
an oppressive parasitic body draining the resources of the public or an instru-
ment of the dominant class. In a socialist society, he anticipates, the state as
an autonomous institution and coercive force will gradually wither away to
be replaced by a true democracy. Both Durkheim and Weber have a more
positive view of the state. But there are some striking differences between the
two. They agree that the state, when functioning properly, is the directing
authority in society—the “prime mover,” as Durkheim puts it—and an essen-
tial source of dynamism and change. But they ascribe the innovative power
of the state to two very dissimilar agencies. For Durkheim, the transforma-
tive potential of the state derives from the specialized capacity of government
officials to reason about the affairs of society. For Weber, this potential
depends on the presence of political leaders who, by virtue of their charis-
matic qualities, can mobilize the power necessary to pursue a visionary agen-
da. The primary resource of the state in its role as an instrument of change is,
for Durkheim, rational deliberation and, for Weber, forceful leadership.
Underlying this difference is the contrast between a theory of the state as a
body possessing a superior faculty for thinking versus a theory of the state as
a body possessing a monopoly on the legitimate use of force.78
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Both Durkheim and Weber advocate an active state, but they differ in the
ends they see it serving. The fundamental duty of the state for Durkheim is to
protect the dignity of the individual, and for Weber to serve “the interests of
national power.” Durkheim envisions state intervention as a moral force,
oriented in a primarily “internal” or “inward” direction, toward the goal of
promoting equality and fairness. Calling upon the state to elevate the moral
standing of society, he emphasizes the primacy of domestic policy. In
marked contrast, Weber envisions state intervention as a political force,
oriented in a primarily “external” or “outward” direction, toward the goal of
enhancing “Germany’s position in world politics.” Declaring that the job of
the state is to promote the “economic and political power interests” of the
nation, he emphasizes the “primacy of foreign policy.” This contrast between
Durkheim’s moral idealism and Weber’s realpolitik could hardly be great-
er.79

Though they differ in their conceptions of the role of the state, for both
Durkheim and Weber the services it performs are indispensable to the well-
being of society. Marx takes a far more critical view. He questions the
implication in Durkheim and Weber that the modern state is a sufficiently
autonomous and impartial institution to serve in a beneficent or independent
governing capacity. The state, Marx observes, is inhibited from playing a
guiding role in society because it is simply another playground for the pursuit
of egoistic interests. In addition, he emphasizes, the constraints imposed by
the capitalist economic system and the interests of a politically powerful
capitalist class severely limit what the state can accomplish. Within the
framework of capitalism, he suggests, the state’s vulnerability to the influ-
ence of economic forces precludes it from functioning in the manner in
which Durkheim and Weber wish it to function. In any case, Marx points out,
far from being a part of the solution to the ills of modern society, the very
existence of the state is an integral part of the problem. As an institution
standing above and apart from the lives of ordinary people—assuming the
role of “master” of society—the state is an obstacle to democratic govern-
ment and individual freedom.80

The Idea of Democracy in Marx, Durkheim, and Weber

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in how they picture democracy, the pur-
poses they see it serving, and why they find it desirable. In each case, howev-
er, their preference for and conception of democracy are intimately con-
nected to their diagnoses of the modern condition. All three regard democrat-
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ic government as an essential condition for alleviating the pathologies of
modern society.

Marx calls for a participatory or “true” democracy, with the responsibil-
ities of government managed by ordinary citizens. The struggle for democra-
cy and the struggle for socialism, he believes, are two sides of the same coin.
The objective of both is to put an end to class domination and turn power
over to the people. Durkheim advocates a deliberative or communicative
democracy, with governing officials engaged in a continuous process of pub-
lic reasoning. For Durkheim, democracy means open government and re-
sponsive leadership, but it also entails a form of life where social conventions
are subject to the scrutiny of society’s collective intelligence. Weber favors a
leadership or plebiscitary democracy in the expectation that popularly elected
and charismatic leaders might be able to hold off the advance of bureaucracy,
inject an element of dynamism into the culture, and protect the interests of
the German nation. He values democracy because it is a potentially counter-
bureaucratic force and an antidote to stagnation and routinization.

Neither Marx nor Durkheim regards democracy as a political system
narrowly conceived. It is rather a type of society or a way of life, and an end
in itself. Both conceive democracy as the embodiment of freedom and equal-
ity and, accordingly, both endow it with a certain moral standing. For Weber,
on the other hand, democracy is not a type of society; it is simply a form of
government, a method for the selection of leaders. Nor does it have any
particular affinity with freedom and equality or otherwise possess any intrin-
sic moral worth. Weber’s commitment to democratic institutions, though
certainly genuine, nevertheless takes a more instrumental form. “For me,” he
says, “‘democracy’ has never been an end in itself. My only interest has been
and remains the possibility of implanting a realistic national policy of a
strong, externally oriented Germany.”81

Elites and Masses

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in the place each assigns to the mass of
citizens in modern democracy. In contrast to Marx, both Durkheim and We-
ber deny the feasibility of popular self-government. In the modern world, the
state necessarily exists as a specialized institution, differentiated from the
rest of society, and this autonomy is a prerequisite for the proper perfor-
mance of its functions. Politics too, they propose, is a specialized occupation,
a profession suited only to those with the appropriate experience, training,
and skills. Both thus envision an enduring division between a minority group
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of governing officials and the majority of lay individuals. For Weber, this
division separates politically active elites from a politically passive mass, and
for Durkheim, it separates a superior “government consciousness” from a
less well-formed public consciousness.

While both Weber and Durkheim see government as the specialized ac-
tivity of professionals, they differ in their view of the relationship between
elites and masses. In Weber’s conception of democracy, the role played by
ordinary citizens is relatively minor and purely formal, with most people
entering the political arena only in their capacity as voters. In Durkheim’s
theory, however, citizens play a more central and ongoing role. The very
essence of democracy, he argues, is the regular back-and-forth communica-
tion between governing officials and the larger population. This continuous
two-way interaction is necessary to ensure the responsiveness of the state to
the concerns of the people and to enlighten the thinking of the public. For
Weber, by contrast, the communication between elites and masses proceeds
in a mostly one-way direction, from the top down; and it typically takes the
form of emotional appeals on the part of leaders striving to win a following
rather than rational discourse intended to educate a populace. Durkheim, by
contrast, conceives democracy as necessarily “involved in the transformation
of the population into an ever more rational and critical public.” For Durk-
heim, as Jeffrey Prager says, the “democratic state” is democratic not be-
cause it takes a democratic form, but because it endeavors to produce a
“democratic public.”82

In contrast to Durkheim and Weber, Marx is committed to the ideal of
popular self-government. He advocates a democracy where ordinary citizens,
rather than being consigned to the sidelines, occupy the political playing field
itself. A genuine democracy, he argues, one truly committed to the ideal of
popular sovereignty, necessarily takes the form of a “government of the
people by the people.” Marx thus departs from Durkheim and Weber on
several issues. First, he is adamantly opposed to the professionalization of
politics. The active participation of citizens in the governing of their society,
he argues, is an essential condition of individual freedom and self-realization.
Second, as a determined enemy of elite rule, Marx rejects the assumption that
ordinary citizens lack the mental temperament or intellectual ability neces-
sary to carry out the functions of government and make judgments about the
common good. Third, he also rejects any political system where the state
exists as a superior body standing apart from the rest of society. Finally,
while agreeing with Durkheim on the educational value of democratic
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government, Marx suggests that public enlightenment comes not from com-
munication between elites and masses but only through people’s direct par-
ticipation in political life.83

The Prospects for Democracy

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in their analyses of the characteristics and
trajectory of modern society and, following from this, they differ also in their
assessment of the prospects for democracy. Marx is optimistic not only that
democracy will prevail in the future, but that it will take a radically participa-
tory form. This hopefulness follows from a theory of how the development of
capitalism gives rise to an increasingly revolutionary workers’ movement,
one whose interests naturally incline it toward the complete democratization
of society. For Durkheim, too, democracy is the wave of the future. But
while Marx gives priority to economic and political forces, Durkheim em-
phasizes cultural and moral forces. Democracy, he argues, is an imperative
rooted in powerful collective beliefs and sentiments, impelled by a growing
and indelible popular demand for a more just and equal society. While Marx
believes that democracy must be won through political agitation, for Durk-
heim it is riding the wave of an irresistible and peaceful cultural dynamic,
one destined to carry the day. In evaluating the prospects for democracy,
Durkheim thus attributes far more weight to the role of ideas in history than
does Marx—and far more than Weber as well. The power of the democratic
ideal, according to Weber, is no match for the obstacles to democracy inher-
ent in the modern condition. While Durkheim finds within the logic of mod-
ernity an inducement to democracy, Weber finds a hindrance. The domina-
tion of the many by the few, he argues, is an inevitable outcome of the
necessity of bureaucratic organization, the need for professional personnel
and technical experts, the durability of economic and political inequality, and
the hierarchical structure of industrial production. These irrevocable condi-
tions of modern life, Weber claims, mean that any genuinely participatory or
deliberative democracy is simply inconceivable.84

For both Marx and Durkheim, the future belongs to democracy; for We-
ber, it belongs to bureaucracy. Durkheim does not directly address the topic,
but the differences between Marx and Weber on bureaucracy partly explain
why the former is optimistic about the prospects for democracy and the latter
pessimistic. For Weber, the professionally trained occupants of the bureau-
cratic apparatus play an indispensable role in the management of society’s
affairs. Power naturally flows in their direction, hence the ever-present threat
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of bureaucratic domination. The authority and influence that bureaucratic
personnel possess by virtue of their technical expertise and insider knowl-
edge pose an insuperable obstacle to any kind of popular democracy. Bureau-
cratic domination can be contained, Weber argues, but only “from above,”
only by a determined political elite, and thus only at the expense of popular
self-government.85

For Marx, however, the oppressive machinery of bureaucratic organiza-
tion is less a technical necessity than an instrument of class rule. He finds
bureaucracy objectionable, furthermore, not because it thwarts effective lead-
ership but because it is contrary to democratic principles. The real obstacle to
democracy, Marx argues, is not bureaucratic domination per se, but class
domination. The overthrow of capitalism and the creation of a classless soci-
ety, he believes, will pave the way for the realization of the democratic ideal,
and this, in turn, will diminish the pernicious effects of bureaucracy by
subjecting it to a “democratic control from below.” Weber, however, in
opposition to Marx, rejects the feasibility of mass participation, and he thus
denies the possibility that bureaucracy can be contained by the democratic
empowerment of ordinary citizens. The advent of socialism, for Weber, ac-
cordingly, will result in a more bureaucratic society, not a more democratic
society. This contrast—Marx’s optimism about the prospects for democracy
and Weber’s pessimism—is among the most fundamental differences be-
tween the two. It goes to the heart of their opposing political views and, as
we will see in the next chapter, it underlies their conflicting thoughts about
socialism as well.86

Both Marx and Durkheim might be accused of overestimating the
strength of the popular demand for democracy and of having unrealistic
expectations for a democratic future. Or, stated otherwise, they might be
criticized for underestimating the obstacles to democratic reform and the
strength of the anti-democratic opposition. Weber on the other hand is vul-
nerable to the charge of overestimating the impediments to democracy and
downplaying the influence and democratic promise of mass social move-
ments and popular resistance to elite rule. If Marx exaggerates the revolu-
tionary potential of the working class and Durkheim exaggerates the demo-
cratic potential of modern cultural values, Weber pays too little attention to
the forces in society pressing for democratization. By turning a blind eye to
the political struggles of ordinary citizens and the pressures for democracy
from below, Weber underestimates the possibilities for participatory politics
and leaves an unduly pessimistic picture of the prospects for democracy. As
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Mark Warren observes, while Weber presents a thoughtful critique of direct
democracy, he too quickly rules out “less demanding forms of participatory
democracy.”87

Both Marx and Durkheim envision the triumph of democracy, and both
also anticipate that the achievement of democracy will mean a qualitatively
better society. Weber’s outlook is much less hopeful. There is no escaping
the unpleasant realities of the present, he insists, and no getting around the
limits these impose on the possibilities for the future. The democratization of
society can only go so far, he argues, and certainly not far enough to fulfill
any dreams of a qualitatively better society. From Weber’s standpoint, there-
fore, Marx and Durkheim are faulted for expecting the impossible. It is worth
noting, however, as Weber himself admits, that “the possible is often reached
only by striving to attain the impossible that lies beyond it.”88



Chapter Eight

Socialism and Capitalism

The same great transformation that gave rise to modern capitalism also gave
rise to its antithesis, the theory and practice of socialism. Socialist ideas
appeared in the nineteenth century in response to the massive dislocations
accompanying the triumph of capitalism. As warring ideologies, antagonistic
political forces, and competing systems of economic organization, socialism
and capitalism have waged an ongoing though lopsided battle since the very
beginnings of industrialization. Given its current global dominance, we
might be tempted to declare capitalism the winner. But even in the United
States, where the word “socialism” is commonly used as a slur, a 2011 poll
from the Pew Research Center found that a surprisingly large percentage of
the public (31 percent) had a “positive reaction” to the term. And among
younger people (18–29), “socialism” elicited a more positive response (49
percent) than did “capitalism” (46 percent). These findings are difficult to
interpret, of course. We do not know precisely what definitions individuals
attribute to the two concepts or what specifically they mean to say when
giving either a positive or negative response. Nevertheless, it would seem
that the debate that started in the nineteenth century has not yet been settled.
A close look at the contrasting views of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber can
illuminate this controversy while also helping us sort through our own
thoughts on the question of socialism versus capitalism.1

The passage from traditional society to modern capitalist society not only
brought the issues of individualism and democracy to the forefront, but it did
the same for the issue of socialism. Though important in its own right, the
topic of socialism is significant also—crucially so, in fact—for comprehend-
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ing Marx, Durkheim, and Weber’s diagnoses of the modern condition and for
understanding the differences among the three in their basic worldviews,
their sociological assumptions, their political commitments, and their visions
of what is possible and desirable in the future. We cannot fully understand
these three theorists without recognizing the centrality of the “social ques-
tion” in their work (what can be done to improve the circumstances of the
working class?) and without coming to grips with their writings on socialism
specifically. What Marx, Durkheim, and Weber each has to say about social-
ism and socialism versus capitalism is uniquely revealing, perhaps shedding
more light on their respective theoretical orientations and political stand-
points than just about any other issue. This is the last of the thematic chap-
ters, and it can be justifiably regarded as a culminating chapter as well.

KARL MARX: THE SELF-EMANCIPATION
OF THE WORKING CLASS

The term “socialist,” whether in reference to a person, a doctrine, a move-
ment, or a political party, does not have a definitive meaning. To pin the label
“socialist” on someone or something is not particularly informative, probably
revealing more about the labeler than the labeled. It is not sufficient therefore
to call Marx a socialist or a communist and leave it at that. Socialism pre-
ceded Marx’s birth, it appeared in various forms during his lifetime, and it
has lived on in even greater diversity since his death. Marx was a socialist,
but not all socialists or socialisms are Marxist, and Marx himself was critical
of many contemporaneous socialist ideas and programs. Given socialism’s
varied manifestations and the uncertain usage of the term, we should resist
any temptation to infer the substance of Marx’s socialism from the theory
and practice of socialism generally, whether in the past or the present, or
from the image of socialism promulgated by either its sympathizers or its
detractors.2

How did Marx become a socialist, and what sort of socialist did he be-
come? What led him to join the socialist cause, what was his political stand-
point within the socialist movement, and how did he see a socialist society
differing from a capitalist society? To shed some light on these issues, I
begin by tracing the development of Marx’s thinking up until around 1846,
by which time he had become a recognizably Marxist socialist. I then discuss
his theory of revolution and his perspective on the politics of the working
class and the strategies and goals of the socialist movement. Following this, I
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briefly take one final look at a topic alluded to in earlier chapters—Marx’s
vision of the socialist future.

Marx’s Road to Socialism

Marx first confronted economic questions in two articles published in 1842
and 1843 in the Rheinische Zeitung, a weekly newspaper he edited for about
six months until its suppression by the German government. According to
Engels, Marx later singled out these writings as being pivotal in leading him
“from pure politics to economic relationships and so to socialism.” In the
1842 article, he protests a legislative proposal on behalf of property owners
to impose criminal penalties on the gathering of wood on private forestland.
His analysis reveals three noteworthy features of the political landscape: the
corrupting influence of powerful economic groups on the functioning of the
state, legislative policy that sacrifices the needs of the poor to the interests of
the rich, and the elevation of the property rights of wealthy landowners over
the customary rights of dispossessed peasants. In the 1843 article, another
early foray into socioeconomic issues, Marx addresses the impoverishment
of Moselle winegrowers and questions the ability of the government bureau-
cracy to respond adequately to their economic plight. These two pieces re-
veal a young Marx in the early stage of becoming a Marxist. He investigates
concrete social problems, takes notice of the sharp economic divisions in
society, challenges the sanctity of private property, exposes the subversion of
government by privileged interests, and demonstrates a “passionate identifi-
cation with the poor and oppressed.”3

With the government shutdown of the Rheinische Zeitung in 1843, the
twenty-five-year-old Marx spent the next several months writing a critique of
Hegel’s political philosophy and reading books in political theory and histo-
ry. According to Richard Hunt, Marx’s “moral commitment” to communism
took shape during this period, motivated by his radical democratic outlook
and his critical view of the state. Though still not explicitly referring to
himself as a communist, Marx’s devotion to the ideal of popular democracy
pushed him to call for a classless society and the abolition of private proper-
ty. In demanding a “true democracy,” Marx effectively, if not yet explicitly,
announced his allegiance to the communist cause. But at this early point, he
viewed communism primarily as a means for resolving the political, rather
than the economic, contradictions of modern society.4

The relationship between economic forces and political institutions
emerges as a central theme in the writings of the young Marx. His early
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efforts at clarification converge on five key points. First, he underlines what
he perceives to be the untenable division between civil society, the private
sphere of everyday life, and the state, the public sphere, responsible for
upholding the general interest. Second, he draws attention to the pathological
condition of civil society, an arena marred by the presence of private proper-
ty, egoistic pursuits, and class antagonisms. Third, in recognition of the pow-
erful influence of socioeconomic forces, he asserts the primacy of civil soci-
ety, the economic sphere, over the state, the political sphere. Fourth, by
denying the supremacy of the state, treating it as dependent on civil society,
he casts doubt on the capacity of government to act as an independent agent
in service to the common good. Fifth, following from this, he comes to the
conclusion that the state, hemmed in by the forces of civil society, is inca-
pable of overcoming economic injustice, poverty, and other pressing social
problems. Political reforms by themselves, he concludes—for example,
changing the leadership of government or expanding civil rights—are insuf-
ficient to eliminate the ailments of civil society or resolve the pathologies of
modern life. What is needed is a transformation of the very economic struc-
ture of society itself, including specifically the class-based system of private
property.5

But who will carry out the revolution necessary to achieve this transfor-
mation? In an article published in early 1844, Marx takes another step toward
his mature socialist position—he identifies the proletariat as the historical
agent of social change. The proletariat is the “heart” of human emancipation,
he declares, because it is a class “which has radical chains,” “which has a
universal character because its sufferings are universal,” and “which does not
claim a particular redress because the wrong which is done to it is not a
particular wrong but wrong in general.” As the complete negation of exist-
ing society, the proletariat, Marx argues, is uniquely situated to serve as the
vehicle of revolutionary change. At this point in Marx’s thinking, however,
the proletariat enters the picture less as an empirical reality than an intellectu-
al construct, a “purely speculative deduction.”6

Shortly after discovering the proletariat in theory, Marx moved to Paris,
and there he found a flesh-and-blood proletariat gathered in the streets, sa-
lons, and socialist sects of the “new capital of the new world.” By all ac-
counts his yearlong stay in Paris was a formative experience, bringing him
into contact with a vibrant workers’ movement and a variety of socialist
thinkers and organizations. At the same time, partly through the influence of
Engels, Marx’s attention was drawn to the Chartist movement, the struggle
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of English workers to win citizenship rights and civil liberties. A revolt by
Silesian weavers in June 1844 added to his ongoing political education. He
was particularly impressed by the class consciousness of these German work-
ers and by the “striking, sharp, unrestrained and powerful manner” in which
they, even more so than their French and English counterparts, proclaimed
their opposition “to the society of private property.” Influenced by these
examples, Marx came to see the proletariat from a less paternalistic view-
point, not simply as a poverty-stricken mass, but as a potentially revolution-
ary working class.7

Marx took another step down the road to socialism while in Paris: he
began to study political economy, including the writings of Adam Smith. The
first by-product of this encounter was a collection of notebooks which have
come to be known as The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. In
this work we see a significant advance in Marx’s thinking. First, his primary
concern shifts from politics to economics, from the critique of the state to the
critique of capitalism. Second, while previously equating the proletariat with
the poor and the dispossessed, from here on, adopting a more precise and
modern usage, he employs the term “working class” to refer primarily to the
population of industrial wage laborers. Third, he places class conflict at the
heart of his description of the capitalist system, declaring in the opening
sentence of the Manuscripts that wages “are determined through the antago-
nistic struggle between capitalist and worker.” Fourth, he introduces a theory
of alienation that highlights the capital–labor relationship in the workplace,
thus according center stage to the process of production rather than the mar-
ket. Finally, in the Paris Manuscripts, Marx for the first time explicitly iden-
tifies himself as a communist.8

In 1845 and 1846, in collaboration with his partner Engels, Marx wrote a
lengthy manuscript setting forth the materialist conception of history. Mark-
ing a decisive break with the tradition of German idealist philosophy, this
work, The German Ideology, is generally regarded as the point of arrival on
Marx’s path to socialism. This was also the period, not coincidentally, in
which he first ventured into the world of politics, forming the Communist
Correspondence Committee in 1846, an association intended to establish
lines of communication among European socialists, and joining the Commu-
nist League in 1847, the organization under whose auspices he and Engels
wrote the Communist Manifesto. In the German Ideology and in the “Theses
on Feuerbach,” written in 1845, Marx insists on a point crucial to his view of
socialism—that changing the world is a practical matter, something to be
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accomplished through politics not philosophy, through revolution not criti-
cism. Communism, Marx says, is not a fixed ideal awaiting realization, “a
state of affairs which is to be established.” It is, rather, an observable tenden-
cy growing within the womb of capitalism, a “real movement” destined to
abolish “the present state of things.” This insight is central to his thinking
about the liberation of the working class.9

Marx’s Conception of Socialism and the Socialist Movement

Over a two- or three-year stretch in the early 1840s, Marx came to believe
that human emancipation was possible only through a working-class revolu-
tion that would abolish the system of private property, end the regime of
class domination, and overthrow the capitalist mode of production. Marx had
become a socialist, more specifically a Marxist socialist. What most set him
apart from other socialists was his perspective on the socialist movement and
the political struggles of the working class. In the following pages, organized
into several short segments, I discuss Marx’s conception of communism as a
“highly practical movement, pursuing practical aims, by practical means.”10

Capitalism as a Precondition of Socialism

Marx condemns capitalism because of its inhumanity, but he embraces so-
cialism because of its possibility. A qualitatively better society is feasible, he
believes, for two reasons. First, as he states repeatedly, there is nothing
preordained, eternal, or natural about the capitalist economic system. It is just
another temporary way station in the history of humanity, a “transient stage
of development,” no less destined to be superseded than any preceding mode
of production. In denouncing capitalism, he is not merely lamenting the
awful state of the world; he is also anticipating the prospect of a more
desirable future. For Marx, in contrast to those for whom “there is no alterna-
tive”—a viewpoint popular enough in today’s era to have its own acronym,
TINA—capitalism does not represent the end of human history.11

Second, socialism is a real possibility and not just the “quixotic” fantasy
of utopian dreamers, Marx argues, because capitalism itself, by spurring the
growth of modern industry, establishes the objective conditions necessary for
a socialist society. Capitalism is not just a historically transitory system; it is
a historically progressive system as well. Its “historical mission” is “to ex-
pand the productivity of human labour,” thus creating the stored-up econom-
ic potential necessary for the emancipation of the working class. Within the
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framework of capitalism, Marx foresees a new and better world being born—
a world in which the burden of unpleasant labor is reduced and every individ-
ual afforded the time and opportunity to pursue his or her own self-realiza-
tion. Capitalism, Marx adds, prepares the way for socialism not only by
increasing society’s productive capacity, but also by calling into existence its
own “grave-diggers,” a revolutionary working class. It is a progressive force
in history not only because it sows the economic seeds of a new society, but
also because it sows the political seeds of its own destruction. For Marx, the
capitalist system produces the social conditions that “enable and compel the
workers to lift this historical curse.”12

An Uncompromising View of Socialism

Marx’s socialism is uncompromising, distinguished both by the radicalism of
its opposition to capitalist society and by the radicalism of its vision of
socialist society. The goal of the workers’ movement is not to make capital-
ism more bearable, but to overthrow the system in its entirety. There is no
room for conciliation in a society where the “man of labour” is subservient to
“the monopoliser of the means of production.” Marx preaches revolution, not
reform. Instead of piecemeal palliatives, which serve only to perpetuate “the
continued existence of bourgeois society,” he calls for the “complete emanci-
pation” of the working class, a goal achievable only by overturning the “very
system of wages labour and capital rule.” The proper objective, he states, is
not the “alteration of private property” but “its annihilation, not the smooth-
ing over of class antagonisms but the abolition of classes, not the improve-
ment of existing society but the foundation of a new one.”13

Nevertheless, Marx does recognize the value of trade union struggles to
win immediate reforms, emphasizing in particular efforts to attain universal
suffrage, shorten the working day, increase wages, and improve working
conditions. But these “guerilla fights,” he cautions, combat the effects of the
system only. They address the symptoms, not the disease. The appropriate
“motto” for the socialist movement, he pronounces, is not “a fair day’s
wage,” but the “abolition of the wages system.” Just as better food, clothing,
and treatment do not alter the status of the slave, so too a bigger paycheck
does not put an end to the exploitation of labor or restore to workers “their
human status and dignity.” Workers suffer from low wages and long hours,
but the deeper problem, Marx insists, is that as dependent wage laborers, they
are denied the freedom to control their own productive activity. 14
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The Self-Emancipation of the Working Class

Marx emphatically rejects the elitist view that workers are “too uneducated to
emancipate themselves” and that their well-being and advancement can only
be secured through the beneficent guidance of enlightened superiors. Intel-
lectuals like himself, he acknowledges, can serve a useful supporting func-
tion. They can demystify social conditions and bring clarity to the political
struggles of the working class. But they cannot effectively contribute to the
socialist cause if they assume the role of “schoolmaster,” or prescribe ready-
made recipes for action, or fabricate detailed blueprints of the future, or
demand that workers bow down before their theoretical principles. Any such
doctrinaire programs, Marx argues, are less than useless. They “serve only to
distract from the present struggle.”15

In what is perhaps the central plank in his conception of socialism, Marx
proclaims that the “emancipation of the working classes must be conquered
by the working classes themselves.” They cannot count on anyone else to
liberate them from the servitude of wage labor. He urges workers to form
their own independent political parties and organizations. Only through their
own protracted struggles can workers hope to emancipate themselves and
construct an alternative to capitalist society. Marx envisions a social move-
ment unprecedented in its scale and import. “All previous historical move-
ments were movements of minorities, or in the interests of minorities,” he
observes. But the “proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent
movement of the immense majority, in the interests of the immense major-
ity.” A socialist revolution, according to Marx, must be a working-class
movement—carried out under the leadership of the working class, undertak-
en to promote the interests of the working class, and with the objective of
building a society where the working class itself governs its own collective
affairs.16

Class Struggle and Socialist Revolution

Marx’s socialism is uncompromising not only in its antagonism toward capi-
talism and its vision of the future, but also in its insistence on the necessity of
class struggle as the means for overthrowing the rule of the bourgeoisie. The
working class, he emphasizes, cannot emancipate itself through conciliation
and compromise, through rational appeals to the dominant class, or through
“empty phrases about ‘justice.’” He thus declares his refusal to cooperate
with people who regard political agitation as too distasteful and who “spurn
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all revolutionary action.” Repelled by the coarse world of politics, these
“apostles of political indifferentism” want to “deny to the working class any
real means of struggle.” Marx finds this same aversion to political engage-
ment in the writings of the utopian socialists. They naively hope to “attain
their ends by peaceful means,” by the persuasive power of their designs for
the future or the shining example of their small-scale experiments in commu-
nal living.17

In sharp contrast to this “political indifferentism,” Marx takes a radical
standpoint. Instead of pleas for help, tempered dialogue, or “the play of the
imagination on the future structure of society,” he advocates revolutionary
activity. The emancipation of the working class, he claims, is attainable only
through class struggle, the “great lever of modern social revolution.” A work-
ers’ revolution is necessary because the capitalist class cannot be expected to
give up their political power and economic privileges without a fight. “Mate-
rial force,” Marx says, “can only be overthrown by material force.” In the
few countries where democratic institutions are in place, citing England and
the United States, this revolution, Marx acknowledges, might take a peaceful
form, through the ballot box. But even in most European nations at the time,
democracy was either non-existent or underdeveloped, leaving workers with
no means for advancing their interests except for non-institutionalized and
likely violent political confrontation.18

Proletarian Revolution and the Conquest of Political Power

The bourgeois revolution transferred ruling power in society from the feudal
lords to the capitalist owners of industry. Capitalists accomplished this revo-
lution by gradually introducing a new mode of production in the interstices
of the feudal system and then over time leveraging their growing economic
power to secure their political dominance. This option is not available to the
proletariat, partly because on the economic front “capital is the stronger
side.” The dependent status of workers as wage laborers precludes them from
building an alternative economic order within the framework of capitalism.
Because the “only social power of the workmen is their number,” they are
compelled to follow a different revolutionary path: to first attain political
supremacy and then use their power as a majority force to sweep away the
system of private property.19

The economic emancipation of the working class, Marx argues, can be
achieved only through a political movement, only by the working class form-
ing itself into a political party and seizing control of the state. Marx thus
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proposes a two-stage model of revolution, beginning with the “conquest of
political power.” The “first step in the revolution,” he states, is to “raise the
proletariat to the position of ruling class, to win the battle of democracy.”
Once the proletariat has attained political power, the next step is to begin the
process of abolishing the system of private property, meaning the private
ownership of the means of production, the basis of the capitalist economy. In
this second stage the working class deploys its newly won political power to
initiate the lengthy process of reorganizing the economic foundation of soci-
ety. This objective cannot be achieved except through the forcible interven-
tion of government by means of “despotic inroads on the rights of property,
and on the conditions of bourgeois production.” “Between capitalist and
communist society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of the
one into the other,” Marx explains. “Corresponding to this is also a political
transition period in which the state can be nothing but the revolutionary
dictatorship of the proletariat.” During this period of transition, the state
becomes the means through which the working-class majority carries out the
abolition of the capitalist mode of production.20

Marx’s Vision of a Socialist Society

Marx offers a vision of a socialist society but not a detailed blueprint. He
refused to write recipes “for the cook-shops of the future,” but he does set
forth some general principles and ideals, mainly extrapolated from the nega-
tive example of capitalism. Despite his resistance to speculation, however, in
at least one important sense, Marx was a utopian theorist: he believed that a
better society was possible.21

Marx was a radical, though as Richard Hunt argues, more so in the ends
he sought than in the means he advocated. He anticipated a qualitative break
from the capitalist society of the present to the communist society of the
future. The advent of communism represents a new stage of history, bringing
within reach possibilities for human emancipation frustrated by the irration-
ality of the capitalist mode of production. In what follows, I briefly identify
some of the central elements of Marx’s radical vision of the communist
future. (1) Under communism the means of production are placed under
common ownership, thus freeing society’s “wealth producing powers from
the infamous shackles of monopoly” and subordinating them “to the joint
control of the producers.” (2) By abolishing private property, communism
puts an end to the system of class exploitation where one group of people is
compelled to do all the work while another reaps all the rewards. (3) A
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communist society, by uncoupling the sphere of work from the imperative of
profit making, overcomes the alienation of labor, enabling workers to assume
control over their own productive activity. (4) By eliminating the capitalist
division of labor where “each man has a particular sphere of activity, which
is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape,” communism makes
possible “the all-round development of the individual.” (5) By subordinating
the system of production to the needs of the individual and by reducing the
sphere of necessary labor, communism maximizes the potential for human
flourishing by affording people the free time necessary to realize their true
individuality. (6) Communism abolishes the antagonism between the individ-
ual and society, creating a genuine community, where the full development
of each individual is the condition for the full development of all individuals.
(7) Under communism the polity takes the form of a radical participatory
democracy, with the state no longer existing as a separate institution standing
apart from and above the individual.22

Communism for Marx is a point of departure, not a point of arrival. It
signals the end of the “prehistory of human society,” but it is only the begin-
ning of a truly human history where the individual is the master of his or her
own destiny. The arrival of communism does not complete the project of
human self-development, Marx suggests; it initiates that project.23

EMILE DURKHEIM: A CRY OF GRIEF

Durkheim gave every indication of being a socialist. He wrote and lectured
extensively on the topic of socialism, he was close to several prominent
figures in the French socialist movement, and many of his students and
colleagues were committed to the socialist cause. One might also suspect
socialist leanings from his enduring commitment to equality and democracy,
his lifelong preoccupation with the “social question,” and his vehement op-
position to the doctrine of laissez-faire. He might also be assumed to have
socialist sympathies from what he regarded as the chief pathologies of mod-
ern society: economic injustice, the imbalance of power between employers
and employees, the exploitation of workers, unbridled egoistic individualism,
and the anarchy of the market. The same conclusion might be inferred by
considering some of the reform measures he favored: the abolition of inheri-
tance, fair labor contracts, and economic regulation. Finally, to cite one last
piece of evidence, in a 1915 letter pondering the future of France, Durkheim
even went so far as to declare that “our salvation lies in socialism.”24
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But still, as Steven Lukes observes, Durkheim was only a “socialist of
sorts.” Though supportive of egalitarianism and drawn toward certain social-
ist ideals, he was never a political activist or a participant in the socialist
movement, and he was adamant in his opposition to any program calling for
revolutionary class struggle or the complete overturning of the industrial
order. His judgment of socialist theory, including Marx’s Capital, was large-
ly negative, dismissing it as lacking in scientific validity. He emphasized the
distinctly industrial nature of modern society, but unlike Marx, he never
undertook a systematic analysis of the inner workings of the developing
capitalist economy, refraining even from using the term “capitalism,” and he
showed “little interest in the economics of socialism.” Though he was cer-
tainly influenced by socialist thinkers, Saint-Simon among others, Durk-
heim’s particular brand of socialism was a departure from the mainstream of
the European socialist movement, including especially Marxian socialism. 25

Socialism and Sociology

Durkheim saw in socialism an imperfect sociology. Though often claiming
the mantle of science, socialism, he argues, is essentially a practical doctrine.
It is concerned “less with what is or was than what ought to be.” Rather than
presenting an empirically rigorous account of the modern world, it proposes
instead an “artificial and unreal” plan for an imaginary future. And because it
traffics mainly in ideals rather than realities, he asserts, socialism cannot help
us understand or find solutions to the crisis of modernity. Downplaying the
empirical contributions of socialist theory, Durkheim portrays it as little
more than a utopian vision of the future. This critique, not incidentally, as
Dick Pels observes, has the effect of elevating by comparison the standing of
sociology, legitimating the latter as the one true science of society. 26

Though socialism is of “minor interest” as a scientific doctrine, Durkheim
concludes, it has performed the valuable service of energizing reflection
about the modern condition, posing new problems, and stimulating scientific
research. Socialism in this respect has spurred the advancement of sociology.
In addition, he emphasizes, socialism is of the “highest importance” if con-
sidered as a social fact in its own right—and like sociology itself a product of
and response to the advent of modernity. While it may not be a genuine
“work of science,” therefore, socialism is a worthy “object of science.” How-
ever dubious its empirical claims and misguided its political ambitions, so-
cialism, Durkheim states, has the provocative quality of bearing witness to
the ills of modern society. Recalling Marx’s view of religion as “the sigh of
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the oppressed,” Durkheim describes socialism as “a cry of grief, sometimes
of anger.” While it falls short as a science, socialism is a potent symptom of
the malaise of the modern period.27

Beyond this, socialism is significant also as an expression of a powerful
current of opinion working itself out within the “soul of society.” This “so-
cialism from below,” rising up from the “half-conscious” needs, desires, and
yearnings of the public, takes the form of a “confused drive,” an amorphous
desire for change, a diffuse aspiration for “a different moral, political and
economic regime.” In this popular manifestation, emerging from modernity’s
cultural depths, socialism is a reflection of moral sentiments uniquely charac-
teristic of modern times—a demand for equality and fairness, an affirmation
of the rights and dignity of the individual, a lament for human suffering.
Inspired by a “thirst for a more perfect justice,” this socialism from below,
Durkheim suggests, enunciates the modern religion of humanity.28

The study of socialism as a social fact, he claims, much like the study of
suicide, is valuable for its potential contribution to understanding the pathol-
ogies of modern society and discovering how these might be resolved. Durk-
heim thus sets out to submit the phenomenon of socialism to the scrutiny of
science; extract from the varied socialist doctrines their rational core, separ-
ating the scientific wheat from the ideological chaff; and excavate socialist
ideas for the purpose of illuminating the crisis of the modern era.29

Durkheim’s Definition of Socialism

The first step in undertaking a study of socialism, as with any other social
fact, is to construct a definition of the phenomenon under investigation.
Durkheim’s approach, intended to avoid imposing any personal preconcep-
tions, is to discover the true nature of socialism by identifying the core
principles common to all socialist doctrines. The application of this criterion
leads him to reject certain conventional views. He finds, for example, that
some tenets typically ascribed to socialism are not peculiar to it, for example,
support for egalitarianism, or are not central to all socialist theories, for
example, allegiance to the cause of the working class.30

But all forms of socialism do have something in common. They all take
economic conditions as their point of departure, they all protest the unruly
state of the modern economy, and they all promote measures to regulate
economic activity. Indeed, Durkheim credits socialism for pinpointing the
central problem of the modern world—the disorganized state of economic
life. Socialist theory, in particular, draws attention to how business firms,
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each pursuing its own narrow interests, “lack a common purpose,” and how
the entire sphere of economic activity more generally—“what goes on in
factories, in mills, and in private stores”—proceeds outside the awareness
and influence of the administrative authority of the state. Advocates of so-
cialism, in Durkheim’s view, are troubled by precisely the same problem he
explores in the Division of Labor—“the state of legal and moral anomie in
which economic life exists at the present time.”31

This takes Durkheim to his definition of socialism. The distinctive “spirit
of socialism,” he says, is the demand for organization. This is a specifically
modern spirit, “part and parcel of the very nature of higher societies,” and
already manifest in the army, education, and other arenas. To put it simply,
he asserts, socialism “is essentially a movement to organize.” It aspires to a
system where economic functions are connected “to the directing and con-
scious centers of society,” where economic activity is brought under soci-
ety’s conscious control.32

Durkheim contra Marx

Durkheim’s strategy for defining socialism ostensibly functions as a neutral
method intended only to render it an object of scientific examination. By a
“curious feat of coincidence,” however, in applying this procedure he divests
socialism of nearly everything associated with the doctrine he finds objec-
tionable. The features of socialism he judges to be inessential—not truly
characteristic of the phenomenon—also happen to be precisely the same
features of socialism he deems undesirable. He ultimately arrives at a con-
ception of socialism that is very nearly the antithesis of Marxism. In the
following pages, I take a closer look at Durkheim’s vision of socialism—
what he thinks it is and is not or, more accurately perhaps, what he thinks it
should be and should not be.33

Socialism and the Working Class

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx reviews several different strands of so-
cialist theory, including “critical-utopian socialism.” “Socialists of this
kind,” he says, standing above the class struggle and appealing to “society at
large,” purport to represent the interests of “every member of society,” re-
gardless of class, the most advantaged as well as the least advantaged. This
precisely defines Durkheim’s socialism. Though workers too will be among
its beneficiaries, socialism, properly understood, he argues, is neither a



Socialism and Capitalism 255

movement by the working class nor a movement for the working class. A
true and efficacious socialism, he contends, cannot be “an exclusively class-
based party”; it must be concerned with the common problems experienced
by the entire population. As his nephew Marcel Mauss explained, Durkheim
“desired change only for the benefit of the whole of society and not of one of
its parts.”34

Durkheim, of course, is fully aware of the difficult circumstances encoun-
tered by workers. But these, he believes, are symptoms of a more fundamen-
tal problem. “The malaise from which we are suffering is not rooted in any
particular class,” he insists. “It is general over the whole of society,” afflict-
ing “employers as well as workers.” In opposition to Marxism, Durkheim is
intent on ridding socialism of its “obsession” with the working-class ques-
tion. Instead, he calls for a renewed and reinvigorated socialism, one deter-
mined to confront “the present malaise in all its dimensions” and promote the
interests of society as a whole, not merely those of one segment of the
population. Durkheim has no use for a socialism that pits the poor against the
rich, employees against employers, as though “the only possible solution” to
the illness of modern society consists of taking from one segment of society
and giving to another. Indeed, he argues, to achieve a harmonious society,
the desires of the poor need to be restrained no less than the ambitions of the
rich. In sum, Durkheim says, socialism “goes beyond the workingman’s
problem” and “is far from being an exclusively workingman’s affair.” Even
if not always recognized as such, the real aim of socialism, one destined to
benefit the entirety of society, is to overcome the problem of economic
anarchy by bringing economic activities under the control of the public con-
sciousness.35

Socialism and Class Struggle

Durkheim disagrees with Marx about the interests socialism serves, but also
about the means required to achieve it. For Marx, a socialist society can be
created only through the sustained struggles of a revolutionary proletariat,
only by workers mounting a political challenge to the system of capitalist
production. Durkheim strongly objects to this view. “All his life,” Mauss
recalls, Durkheim “was reluctant to adhere to socialism” because of its some-
times “violent nature” and “its political and even politician like tone”; and he
“was profoundly opposed to all wars of class or nation.” Detesting violence
and conflict, Durkheim rejects revolutionary socialism, judging it to be too
“aggressive” and “hate-ridden,” fueled only by “feelings of anger.” He advo-
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cates instead a socialism motivated by “feelings of pity,” and not just pity for
the working class, but pity for the suffering experienced by society as a
whole.36

Durkheim prefers a version of socialism not only denuded of its class
perspective, but also committed to realizing its objectives without violence,
conflict, or even politics. He denies that class struggle is necessary to accom-
plish socialism’s mission, and he does not have much faith in “practical party
politics” either. Political revolutions and parliamentary maneuverings, in his
opinion, are “superficial, costly and more dramatic than serious.” Indeed, for
Durkheim, class conflict and political contention are among the chief pathol-
ogies of the modern era. Resorting to such dubious means can only aggravate
the ills of modern society. Rejecting both proletarian agitation and political
legislation, he instead pins his hopes for a socialist society on the educative
power of reason and science and the efforts of writers and scholars to pro-
mote public enlightenment.37

Both Durkheim and Marx are optimistic about socialism’s prospects.
Their reasoning is similar too. Both are inclined to believe that modern
society is naturally heading in the direction of a socialist future. But they
disagree about how this will transpire. Marx foresees a revolutionary and
likely violent transition from capitalism to socialism, while Durkheim envi-
sions a process of gradual, evolutionary, and peaceful change. Socialism, he
believes, is not something that must be forcibly brought into existence. It is
already implied by the nature of things, an extension of the very logic of
modernity, propelled by popular aspirations and the practical requirements of
modern life.38

Socialism and Socialist Transformation

The classless society of the future, Marx argues, represents a profound break
with the past, requiring the overthrow of the capitalist system. Durkheim
resists this image of total revolution, this desire for “a complete remolding of
the social order.” He rejects the premise of a categorical “incompatibility
between what ought to be and what is,” arguing that the “ideal of tomorrow”
is not entirely discontinuous from the “ideal of yesterday.” He also rejects the
implication that a more perfect society is possible only through the total
eradication of the status quo.39

In Durkheim’s assessment, modern industrial society is by no means irre-
deemable. Its pathologies are not so severe that it has to be thoroughly
dismantled. And in any case, he claims, revolution—more a destructive than
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a creative force—is an ineffective instrument of social reform. “Great
changes” do not occur overnight, he says; they need time, reflection, and
“sustained effort.” Durkheim in short favors reform over revolution, a gradu-
al modification of existing conditions rather than a sudden and convulsive
transformation. “It is not a matter of putting a completely new society in the
place of the existing one,” he says, “but of adapting the latter to the new
social conditions.” What is needed to achieve a desirable future is to develop
and improve the industrial society of the present. “There can be no question
of razing the social edifice to the ground in one day of revolution and then
erecting another ab initio upon the ruins of the first.” Durkheim, in sum,
envisions continuity rather than rupture in the transition to socialism; and he
envisions a socialist future arising through a protracted evolutionary process
rather than through a massive social and political upheaval. 40

Socialism and Capitalism

In contrast to Marx, Durkheim’s commitment to socialism did not arise from
a critique of capitalism, but from a concern about the more general malaise of
modern society. His vision of the socialist future moreover is not anti-capital-
ist. For Durkheim, the objective of socialism is to organize economic func-
tions by subordinating them to authoritative regulations, and this he believes
is achievable within the framework of capitalism. Such regulations are neces-
sary to assure equilibrium between supply and demand, restrain destructive
competition, mitigate the power of capital over labor, and promote justice in
economic relations. Laissez-faire capitalism is certainly unsustainable, he
acknowledges, but he does not envision the reforms needed to create a good
society as requiring an assault on the regime of private ownership. Contrary
to revolutionary socialism, Durkheim believes that greater individual free-
dom and a “more distributive justice” can be introduced into society without
abolishing “the entire system of property, production and exchange.” There
is no reason, he believes, “why the private enterprise system cannot be mod-
ified so as to make exchanges sufficiently equitable.”41

For Durkheim, indeed, the “collectivist formula” will accomplish noth-
ing. Even if the private property system were eradicated and the means of
production delivered to collective control, he argues, “all the problems
around us that we are debating today will still persist in their entirety.”
Simply transforming the system of ownership, he insists, will not obviate
what remains the most pressing task: the creation of a “corpus of rules”
specifying the rights and obligations of economic actors and regulating the
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operation of the various economic functions. Transferring the “machinery of
labour” from one set of hands to another will not remedy the disorganization
of economic life. This “state of anarchy,” he declares, underlying his opposi-
tion to revolutionary socialism, “comes about not from this machinery being
in these hands and not those, but because the activity deriving from it is not
regulated.”42

Here we see a key difference between Durkheim and Marx. For Durk-
heim, socialism means organization, and this is not incompatible with capi-
talism. For Marx, socialism means proletarian emancipation, and this de-
mands the abolition of the capitalist system of production. For Durkheim,
subject to proper regulation, the private enterprise system can be “socialized”
and made to work in an orderly and just manner—for the benefit of society as
a whole. For Marx, the capitalist system is inherently irrational, exploitive,
and crisis prone—and it cannot be made otherwise. Both Durkheim and
Marx look forward to a socialist future, but they disagree about how that
might be achieved and what it would entail.

Socialism and Human Liberation

Durkheim’s conception of human liberation is similar to that of Marx, with
both upholding the ideal of individual self-fulfillment. For example, Durk-
heim speaks of the necessity of establishing an economic environment that
allows for “the free unfolding of the social forces each individual contains
within himself.” Similarly, he ascribes to the state a duty to provide a social
setting in which individuals can develop their “faculties in freedom” and
realize themselves “more fully.” Elsewhere, he talks about the importance of
smoothing out “the functioning of the social machine” so that individuals are
able to “reach all possible means of developing their abilities without hin-
drance.” Both Durkheim and Marx recognize that individuals can flourish
only if they are permitted the freedom and opportunity to realize their capa-
bilities, and they both also insist that individuals can only be truly human as
members of a community, as social beings.43

There is, however, Durkheim argues, a dangerous current in many social-
ist conceptions of human emancipation. Too often, he claims, referring spe-
cifically to Saint-Simon, socialism anticipates a future where production and
consumption expand indefinitely and where individuals are completely liber-
ated from all social constraints. Embracing this ideal, the socialist movement,
he fears, threatens to throw fuel on the fire of one of the central pathologies
of modern society: “the malady of infinite aspirations.” Already, Durkheim
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observes, modern individuals suffer from unrestrained appetites, desires, and
ambitions, incapable of ever being fulfilled. This yearning for more and more
inevitably leaves people frustrated and unhappy. “Theories that celebrate the
beneficence of unrestricted liberties,” he states, whether in the form of an-
archic socialism or laissez-faire capitalism, “are apologies for a diseased
state.” Indeed for Durkheim, what the modern individual most requires is not
total liberation but moral discipline. Individuals can attain a healthy exis-
tence and a state of mental balance, he argues, only if their otherwise insatia-
ble passions are contained by definite and achievable limits. “What is needed
if social order is to reign,” he says, in a passage with a notably authoritarian
tone, “is that the mass of men be content with their lot” and “be convinced
they have no right to more.” This requires a “moral power,” “an authority
whose superiority they acknowledge and which tells them what is right.” For
Durkheim, individual liberty, properly understood, is not possible in the ab-
sence of moral rules. The image of the future advanced by socialists, he
believes, because of its excessively materialistic concern with the problem of
satisfying people’s economic needs, overlooks the more fundamental issue,
the problem of fulfilling people’s moral needs. This last point takes us to the
heart of Durkheim’s critique of alternative socialist doctrines.44

Socialism and Moral Regulation

Socialism is a response to the social pathologies of an industrialized world. It
is inclined to interpret these pathologies too narrowly, however, regarding
them as economic problems or worker problems only. This, Durkheim con-
tends, is the primary failing of socialism: it neglects the moral dimension of
the crisis of modern society. Saint-Simon, for example, commits just this
error in presuming that a stable society can be constructed “on a purely
economic foundation.” But for Durkheim, the troubles of the present are due
ultimately to “the state of our morality,” not “the state of our economy.”
What is most required to alleviate the ills of the modern world, accordingly,
is a “moral restraint which can regulate economic life, and by this regulation
control selfishness and thus gratify needs.” Socialism is correct in demanding
the organization of economic activity, but to overcome the malaise of mod-
ern society, “organization” must be joined with “moralization.” In Durk-
heim’s view, socialism’s energies should be mobilized not only to pursue
economic reconstruction, but to promote moral regeneration as well. 45

Because of its materialist bias, socialism interprets social problems too
much as issues of distribution, Durkheim argues, as bread-and-butter issues
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only. In his alternative conception, socialism “does not reduce itself to a
question of wages, or—as they say—the stomach.” It is impelled instead by
an aspiration to rearrange “the industrial set-up” so that it is subject to the
“control of the conscience.” For Durkheim, a socialist society cannot be built
from purely economic reforms. A stable, harmonious, and just social order
requires that economic functions be “subjected to moral forces which sur-
pass, contain, and regulate them.” A transformation of the economic system,
in the absence of moral enrichment, will accomplish little. New economic
arrangements are crucial, Durkheim admits, including particularly the estab-
lishment of corporate organizations, but less for their own sake than to create
the institutional conditions necessary to establish more effective moral regu-
lation, to remake “the moral constitution of society.” For Durkheim, econom-
ic reform is the servant of moral reform.46

MAX WEBER: THE DICTATORSHIP OF THE OFFICIAL

Weber describes the capitalist economy as a constraining system, an “unal-
terable order of things” to which everyone is compelled to submit—property
owners and wage laborers alike. Capitalism is an ethically indifferent system
as well. Its “rules of action,” Weber states, require economic actors, if they
wish to avoid “extinction,” to behave in a purely self-interested, instrumen-
tal, and impersonal manner, at odds with both religious teachings and the
humanistic values of the Enlightenment. He also denies that capitalism has
any necessary “affinity with ‘democracy’ let alone with ‘liberty’ (in any
sense of the word),” and he is dubious about the likelihood of these values
enduring for long “under the domination of capitalism.” More passages along
these lines could be cited, but this should be sufficient to make the point:
anyone looking for a ringing endorsement of the capitalist economic system
will not find it in the writings of Max Weber.47

Given his critical view of the system, why does Weber prefer the capital-
ist market economy to the socialist planned economy? Why does he refuse to
join the socialist cause? What line of reasoning motivates Weber to follow a
political path so dissimilar from that taken by Marx? In the following pages,
with a separate section devoted to each, I address in turn four questions: (1)
Why does Weber think a socialist revolution is unlikely? (2) Why is he
opposed to socialism and what problems does he foresee with a planned
economy? (3) Why, even with all of its faults, does he defend capitalism, and
what virtues does he attribute to a market economy? (4) How is Weber’s
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assessment of the relative merits of capitalism and socialism related to his
larger theory of modernity?48

Capitalist Development and Socialist Revolution

Marx believed that a socialist revolution was inevitable; Weber thinks it is
improbable. Marx argued that the course of capitalist development would
ultimately culminate in a working-class revolt and the formation of a social-
ist society. Writing more than a half century after the publication of The
Communist Manifesto, Weber discerns a trajectory of social and economic
change that does not fit the pattern predicated by Marx. The economic sys-
tem has been and continues to be transformed in ways that Marx did not
anticipate, and for any foreseeable future, Weber concludes, there is little
prospect that capitalism will be superseded by socialism.

The Capitalist Class Structure

The Marxist perspective, as commonly interpreted, envisions an increasingly
simplified and polarized class structure, with a growing and uniformly im-
poverished working class squaring off against a property-owning capitalist
class. Weber identifies several contrary trends. He perceives an increasingly
complex and differentiated class system—not just two classes, but a plurality
of classes, each itself internally divided; and not a process of proletarianiza-
tion, but the enlargement of the middle classes instead. He cites the growing
population of white-collar clerks in the bureaucracies of the private sector
and the emergence of a university-educated and professionally trained “spe-
cialist officialdom” within the bureaucracies of the public sector. The work-
ing class too, Weber observes, is undergoing a process of differentiation.
Instead of a homogenous and unified proletariat, he finds evidence of a more
heterogeneous working class, one divided by education, training, skill level,
and occupational specialization.49

The ongoing transformation of the capitalist class structure, as Weber
sees it, engenders new bases of affiliation, new lines of cleavage, and new
forms of class struggle. Confounding Marxist expectations, however, it does
not point toward any future confrontation between a handful of “capitalist
magnates” and “millions upon millions of proletarians.” Nor does it portend
the creation of an increasingly large and powerful constituency for socialism.
The interests of the new middle classes in particular, Weber emphasizes, do
not correspond to those of the industrial proletariat and do not predispose
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white-collar workers or civil servants toward socialist revolution. “One can-
not maintain at present,” he states, “that there is a decline in the power and
number of those with direct and indirect vested interests in the bourgeois
order.” All in all, Weber concludes, the development of the modern system
of stratification is “far from being unequivocally proletarian.”50

Class Consciousness and Class Action

Objective class location, Weber contends, does not necessarily translate into
a corresponding subject identity or a corresponding readiness to organize for
political action. He admits that people are normally inclined to act in confor-
mity with their economic circumstances. But there is no guarantee this will
happen. The relationship between class situation, on the one hand, and class
consciousness, “class action,” and class organization, on the other, is contin-
gent. Workers, for example, do not always act on their economic interests
alone. Even when they do, their interpretation of those interests and the
direction in which they pursue them may vary greatly and may not necessari-
ly lead them to adopt a radically anti-capitalist stance. In the typical case, in
fact, he states, workers feel more antagonism toward their supervisors—their
“immediate economic opponents”—than toward factory owners and share-
holders. For Weber, in any case, it is anything but inevitable that the industri-
al working class will arrive at a unified proletarian consciousness, much less
a revolutionary consciousness.51

Class Conflict and Socialist Revolution

Weber agrees with Marx that class conflict is a normal feature of modern
capitalist society. But he rejects the Marxian view that the interests of capital
and labor are entirely divergent, that class conflict is destined to intensify
over time, that working-class struggles will inevitably take a revolutionary
form, and that the advent of socialism will put an end to class antagonism and
the domination of the few over the many.

While the interests of the capitalist class and the working class are by no
means identical, Weber admits, they are not altogether opposed either. Capi-
tal and labor share some common ground, and they have common enemies as
well. First, they both gain from a dynamic and growing economy, and for the
“masses” in particular, Weber stresses, an efficient and productive economic
system is necessary to make their existence at all tolerable. Both classes have
a stake, he concludes, in the rationalization, modernization, and intensifica-
tion of economic activity. On this “one essential issue,” Weber states, the
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interests of workers and entrepreneurs “are identical.” Second, both classes
also stand to benefit from a policy of political and economic expansion
abroad. To compete effectively in the global struggle for existence, he
argues, and to increase the nation’s “elbow-room in the world,” Germany
needs a strong export policy, and it needs to protect its access to overseas
markets. A “decent life for the masses,” he believes, depends on the “preser-
vation and advancement of Germany’s position as a great power.” On this
basis too—assuming workers can be led “to a better appreciation of national-
ist politics”—Weber perceives a convergence of interests between capital
and labor.52

Capitalists and workers are potential allies on another front as well. The
interests of both “are diametrically opposed to the interests of all those strata
in society” who—living from stipends, rents, and other types of unearned
income—long for a “‘leisurely’ way of life” and hope to retain some sort of
quasi-feudal existence. Because the working class and the capitalist class
both gain from economic modernization, they are (or should be) united in
their opposition to these backward-looking “forces of economic reaction.”
Weber thus implies that the immediate interests of the working class are not
necessarily anti-capitalist, suggesting instead that their chief enemy is not so
much the entrepreneurial class as it is the traditionalist champions of a pre-
industrial economic order.53

The relationship between capital and labor, Weber recognizes, does not
cease to be antagonistic just because they have some shared interests. Indeed,
he envisions no future in which workers will not be in conflict with capital-
ists. In opposition to Marxist predictions, however, Weber argues that the
struggles of the working class do not invariably take the form of an attack on
capitalism per se. Instead of trying to overthrow the system of private proper-
ty, workers are more likely to engage in class actions intended to increase
their share of the economic pie. “Trade unionism” adopts this approach,
fighting for “high wages, shorter working hours, industrial protection and so
on.” The assumption underlying this strategy is that workers, if properly
organized, can achieve significant gains within the capitalist system. Citing
this more or less peaceful and reformist side of the working-class movement,
Weber rejects the equation of class struggle and revolutionary politics. 54

The Self-Destructive Nature of Capitalism

Weber is skeptical about the prospects for the formation of a revolutionary
proletariat, and he also denies that the inherent contradictions of capitalism
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will result in the downfall of the system. Marxists are mistaken, he claims, in
their assumption that the capitalist economy is unsustainable because of its
vulnerability to recurring crises, and they are also incorrect in their belief that
the logic of capitalism necessarily leads to the impoverishment of the prole-
tariat. In Weber’s view, the malfunctioning of the capitalist system is not so
severe as to provoke either an economic collapse or a revolutionary outcry.
The creation of business cartels and the regulation of credit by large banks
have diminished tendencies toward over-production and over-speculation,
thus mitigating the self-destructive effects of capitalist competition. Weber,
indeed, turns Marx on his head, arguing that planned economies, with
government bureaucrats filling in for industrial entrepreneurs, are more
prone toward stagnation and ruin than market economies.55

Against Socialism

While for Marx socialism is both desirable and inevitable, for Weber it is
neither. He admits that socialism is “theoretically conceivable,” but even so,
the reality of an actually existing socialist society, he believes, would be
quite different from the ideal drawn up by its proponents. Weber argues,
indeed, that the central promise of socialism—to put “an end to all rule by
man over man”—is a utopian illusion, under no circumstances attainable. If
anything, he claims, the substitution of a socialist planned economy for a
capitalist market economy would result in an even more oppressive system
of domination.56

Modern society is inevitably a bureaucratic society. Neither the modern
state nor modern industry can be effectively managed in the absence of
bureaucratic administration. The day-to-day functioning of government and
business, Weber maintains, is thoroughly dependent on the expertise of pro-
fessionally trained civil servants, on the one hand, and private sector white-
collar office workers, on the other. By virtue of its unrivaled technical effi-
ciency, bureaucracy is “escape-proof”; it is a “completely indispensable”
feature of the modern era. But if left uncontrolled, the process of bureaucrat-
ization can jeopardize political and economic dynamism and can pose a
serious threat to individual freedom. This is precisely the problem Weber
anticipates with socialism. A planned economy, he predicts, would danger-
ously exacerbate the tendency toward bureaucratic domination that is already
evident under capitalism.57

In a capitalist society, the bureaucracies of business and government exist
side by side, “as separate entities.” This has the advantage of enabling each
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to curb the power of the other. But under socialism, the “private and public
bureaucracies . . . would be merged into a single hierarchy,” a “single body
with identical interests,” no longer subject to any counterbalancing control.
The bars of the iron cage will only tighten, Weber fears, “if the opposition
between state bureaucracy and the bureaucracy of private capitalism is re-
placed by a system of bringing firms under ‘communal control’ by a unitary
bureaucracy.”58

This is Weber’s main concern about socialism. By fusing economic and
political authority, it would establish one system of power, with no counter-
vailing force. If private ownership and the entrepreneurial class were elimi-
nated, Weber warns, the “state bureaucracy would rule alone.” State officials
would be elevated to unchallenged leadership in a single bureaucratic struc-
ture. This convergence of business and government—already present under
capitalism in the form of state intervention and private–public partnerships—
would be fully accomplished under socialism. The ultimate result, Weber
famously declares, would be “the dictatorship of the official, not that of the
worker.”59

Besides giving rise to an all-embracing state bureaucracy, a socialist soci-
ety, because of the technical requirements of economic planning, would have
two additional consequences. First, a planned economy would greatly expand
the overall size and responsibilities of the bureaucratic apparatus. “Increasing
public ownership in the economic sphere,” Weber states, “unavoidably
means increasing bureaucratization.” Second, economic planning would also
intensify the existing trend toward “the ever-increasing importance of experts
and specialized knowledge.” Socialism is advertised as a system intended to
liberate the working class. In reality, Weber asserts, it would lead to the
empowerment of bureaucratic officials and technical specialists, and it would
result in the replacement of one structure of domination by another—capital-
ist domination by bureaucratic domination. Socialism’s ostensible beneficiar-
ies, the working class, would be worse off than ever. Instead of being under
the thumb of the capitalist class, they would be subordinated to a state bu-
reaucracy unconstrained by any competing power.60

For Capitalism

Weber was anything but a cheerleader for capitalism, but he vehemently
defended the system against both its reactionary critics on the right and its
socialist critics on the left. His position in these polemics, as Guenther Roth
explains, was not so much pro-capitalist as it was “anti-anticapitalist.”



266 Chapter 8

Though he was less than an enthusiastic supporter of the system, he saw
nothing better on the horizon. Beyond this, however, he did believe that a
capitalist market economy had certain virtues that were lacking in a socialist
planned economy.61

The system of modern capitalism, Weber emphasizes, exhibits a high
degree of “formal rationality.” This means that economic activities are
guided by quantitative calculations, typically expressed in monetary terms.
The behavior of capitalists, for example, is formally rational insofar as in-
vestment decisions are based on the numerical weighing of expected mone-
tary costs and monetary returns. As Weber recognizes, however, the “formal
rationality of monetary accounting” is indifferent to all “substantive” norms.
For example, the system of rational capitalism, driven by the goal of profit
maximization, does not yield a society where there is an equitable distribu-
tion of rewards or where everyone has the opportunity to engage in meaning-
ful work. By these criteria—that is, from the standpoint of certain worthy
ideals—modern capitalism is “irrational.” However, Weber points out, capi-
talism does not look quite so bad “if the standard used is that of the provision
of a certain minimum of subsistence for the maximum size of the popula-
tion.” Modern capitalism does not give us a just world, he confesses, but at
some elementary level it does deliver the goods, it does have the virtue of
providing for the basic economic needs of the population.62

Because of its formal rationality—because it maximizes the opportunity
for rational calculation—capitalism has something else going for it as well,
according to Weber. It is a uniquely efficient way of organizing the provision
of goods and services. This advantage derives from its characteristic as a
profit-oriented, competitive market system where the allocation of resources
is based on monetary calculations of prices and profitability. Money, he says,
“is the most ‘perfect’ means of economic calculation,” the most “rational
means of orienting economic activity”—for example, informing investment
and consumption decisions. Purely from the standpoint of technical efficien-
cy, therefore, capitalism, Weber argues, is superior to socialism. 63

In agreement with Marx, Weber sees capitalism as a revolutionary sys-
tem, always changing, expanding, and growing. This is what he seems to
most admire about the capitalist economy—its unique dynamism, energy,
and innovative power. He attributes these qualities to the risk-taking entre-
preneur and the rough-and-tumble of market competition. The entrepreneur,
for Weber, is the embodiment of a spirited individualism. Analogous to
charismatic politicians in the political arena, the entrepreneurial class is a
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creative power and a counterbalancing force to the stifling effects of bureau-
cratization. The system of market competition, with its “free fight for eco-
nomic life,” is another source of capitalism’s vitality. Indeed, he regards the
“‘anarchy’ of free enterprise”—a common target of socialist criticism—as an
altogether desirable phenomenon, far preferable to the orderliness of bureau-
cratic rule. The “moving spirit” of the entrepreneur and the give-and-take of
market competition—these two capitalist institutions, he hopes, can help
preserve some remnant of individual freedom in the modern bureaucratized
world. This appears to be Weber’s main reason for supporting capitalism
over socialism.64

Weber’s defense of capitalism consists partly of the lament that there is
no better alternative. But, as we have seen, he also finds some positive
virtues in the market economy. His preference for the capitalist system, how-
ever, is also partly a matter of his own personal political and philosophical
convictions. He values competition and struggle more than he values security
and stability. He values efficiency and dynamism, which he associates with a
market economy, more than he values the socialist ideals of equality and
justice. He likewise prefers the economic rationality and productivity of capi-
talism—necessary also for Germany to become a leading industrial power—
more than he wishes to ameliorate the disempowerment and deprivation of
the proletariat. He fears “the effects of socialist centralization and control”
more than he fears “the effects of capitalist concentration of property.” And
he worries less about the destructive effects of market competition and profit
seeking than he does about the regimentation of a bureaucratic order and the
prospect of economic stagnation. Weber was “a serious critic of capitalism,”
as Fritz Ringer observes, but he was ultimately “much more radically critical
of ‘planned economies’ than he was of ‘market economies.’”65

Capitalism, Socialism, and Modernity

The socialist movement arose in response to the problems of an emerging
industrial society, including especially the alienation and impoverishment of
the working class. Many socialists, Marx included, attributed these problems
to the unique characteristics of the capitalist mode of production. By over-
throwing capitalism, accordingly, a socialist movement could thereby
achieve the liberation of the proletariat and usher in a new era of human
freedom.

Weber offers a more pessimistic appraisal. The hardships experienced by
the working class, he argues—which socialists mistakenly blame on capital-
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ism—derive instead from certain ineradicable features of modern economic
life. For Weber, socialism is a futile project, fueled by aspirations that cannot
possibly be fulfilled. A socialist revolution, he insists, will not alleviate the
subservience of the working class, and it may even make things worse. I
examine Weber’s argument on this point by focusing on his discussion of
two key issues: the expropriation of workers from the means of production
and the subordination of workers within the system of modern industry.
Weber’s analysis of these issues leads him to the conclusion that the aliena-
tion of labor, which Marx attributes to the logic of capitalism, is instead an
inevitable concomitant of modernity.

The Expropriation of Workers from the Means of Production

Workers under capitalism, Marx argues, are separated from the means of
production. They do not own land to grow crops or machinery to manufac-
ture goods. All they possess is their capacity to labor, and this they are forced
to sell to one or another capitalist. As propertyless wage laborers, workers
are formally free, but they are anything but free in fact. Needing a job to earn
a living, they are dependent on capitalists within the labor market and subject
to their authority within the workplace.

Though largely in agreement with Marx’s analysis, Weber argues that this
pattern of “expropriation” is occurring everywhere, not just in private indus-
try, and it is happening to nearly everyone, not just the industrial proletariat.
Soldiers in the army, professors in the university, civil servants in the state,
technical and administrative personnel in the private sector—all these people
are “in precisely the same situation as any worker.” As individuals, they are
deprived of the instruments, equipment, and resources necessary to carry out
their work; they function as cogs in a hierarchically organized bureaucratic
apparatus; they occupy a subordinate position within this apparatus, subject
to the authority of their superiors; and they are dependent on wage or salary
income. “Everywhere we find the same thing,” Weber states: “the means of
operation within the factory, the state administration, the army and university
departments are concentrated by means of a bureaucratically structured hu-
man apparatus in the hands of the person who has command over this human
apparatus.”66

This process of expropriation, Weber insists, does not result from the
workings of capitalism per se. It is rather a product of “technical factors” and
the requirements of efficiency. From a technical standpoint, Weber asserts,
the machinery of modern industry, the bureaucratic apparatus of the state, the
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libraries of the university, and the instruments of modern warfare—all these
means of operation, unlike the tools of the independent craftsman, exist on
too large a scale to be under the control of each and every individual. The
expropriation of workers, Weber states, is an inevitable by-product of the
very “nature of present-day technology.” In addition, he argues, the growth
of a hierarchical system of bureaucratic administration and control, partly
because of the opportunity it affords to manage and discipline the workforce,
is due also to its greater efficiency. There is simply no other way of manag-
ing a modern economy. For these reasons, Weber submits, the pattern of
expropriation is irreversible. It is an unavoidable characteristic of the modern
economy, certain to outlive any socialist revolution.67

The Subjugation of the Working Class

Wherever the capitalist system prevails, Weber states, it is “the fate of the
entire working class” to comply with the authority of the capitalist class. The
creation of a socialist society, he suggests, will not alter this circumstance. In
the modern industrial world, whether capitalist or socialist, whether the labor
process is directed by private entrepreneurs or state bureaucrats, the popula-
tion of workers is destined to occupy a subservient position in the system of
production.68

For Marx, the alienation and exploitation experienced by the working
class reflects the peculiarities of a historically transitory system of production
devoted to the extraction of surplus value. For Weber, however, the “fate” of
workers within the system of “large-scale industrial production”—chained to
the machinery, subject to stringent factory discipline, and suffering the “ex-
treme monotony” of specialized labor—is independent of whether that sys-
tem is organized on a “capitalist” basis or a “socialist” basis. The subordina-
tion of the working class, he contends, is a technical necessity of modern
industry, an essential requirement for the operation of a rational and efficient
economy. Whether private property is abolished or not, “the steel frame of
modern industrial work” will persist. The “fate of a worker who works in a
mine does not change in the slightest,” he states, “if the pit is a private or a
state concern.” Weber believes there is no possibility of transcending capital-
ism, at least insofar as this implies the creation of an altogether new society
where workers are liberated from the affliction of alienated labor. 69

Weber denies that a socialist system can reverse the expropriation of
workers from the means of production or abolish the dehumanizing subjuga-
tion of the working class within the system of modern industry. A socialist
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revolution, he claims, will not bring about a more rational, humane, and
democratic society, or improve the circumstances of the working class. Nor
can socialism do anything about the growth of bureaucratic administration,
or the increasing influence of technically trained specialists, or the require-
ments of machine production, or the persistence of class inequality, or the
“rule by man over man.” Socialism is powerless to change the unalterable
conditions of modern life. Weber’s portrayal of the modern world rules out
the possibility of any radical transformation or any qualitatively better future.
There is no realistic alternative to the way things are, he believes, and in the
unlikely event that capitalism gives way to socialism, this will not result in
any positive change in the conditions of humanity. Socialists, according to
Weber, misread the present situation. They fail to see that the pathologies of
modern society are not due to a replaceable capitalist system but originate
instead from the inescapable conditions of modernity itself.70

MARX, DURKHEIM, AND WEBER ON SOCIALISM

Marx was dedicated to the socialist cause, Durkheim was a socialist of sorts,
and Weber was a critic of socialism. Marx’s socialism was radically anti-
capitalist. Durkheim’s socialism was not definitively anti-capitalist, but it
was decidedly anti-Marxist. And Weber was a staunch opponent of socialism
even while acknowledging capitalism’s inherent irrationalities. Despite his
support for socialism, Durkheim considered Marx an ideologue; despite his
opposition to socialism, Weber held Marx in high regard; and despite their
mutual rejection of Marxian socialism, neither Durkheim nor Weber
mounted much of a defense of capitalism.

The Worker Question and the Pathologies of Capitalism

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber differ in their stance on socialism in part be-
cause they differ in their diagnoses of the modern condition. They do agree
on one essential point, however: the situation of workers in the world of
modern industry is deplorable. But they disagree about why this is the case,
what it implies about capitalist society, and how this uniquely modern prob-
lem might be remedied.

Marx’s analysis of the fate of the working class is rooted in his theory of
capitalism. The capitalist free wage-labor system, he argues, is a forced labor
system in disguise. Workers are forced into the labor market by economic
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necessity, and once on the job they are forced to do the bidding of profit-
seeking employers. His critique is noteworthy especially for shedding light
on the lives of workers within the hidden abode of production. Here, within
the workplace, is where Marx uncovers the pathologies of the capitalist eco-
nomic system: the exploitation, immiseration, and alienation of labor. Here is
where he discloses the dehumanization of workers, treated only as disposable
instruments for the production of surplus value. And here, within the work-
place, is where he finds the moral imperative for the abolition of capitalism
and a political force primed to fight for a socialist alternative.

Both Durkheim and Weber agree with Marx that the freedom enjoyed by
the free wage-labor force is severely limited. Citing the forced division of
labor and inequitable employment contracts, Durkheim denounces the injus-
tice of a situation where job opportunities are unfairly restricted and where
the advantages of class enable the wealthy to exploit the poor. “What can the
unfortunate worker reduced to his own resources do against the rich and
powerful employer?” he asks. Weber, similarly, referring to the “masterless
slavery” of the modern proletariat, acknowledges that the weak position of
workers in the labor market puts them at the mercy of capitalists and compels
them to take just about any job that comes along. Durkheim and Weber also
agree with Marx that workers encounter degrading conditions inside the
capitalist workplace. For Durkheim, the monotonous routine of industrial
labor, with the worker reduced to a “lifeless cog” set in motion by an “exter-
nal force,” is a “debasement of human nature.” For Weber, too, the work life
of the proletariat—structured by machine production, military-like organiza-
tion, and the rationalized discipline of the factory system—is oppressive and
unfulfilling. Durkheim and Weber thus confirm much of Marx’s assessment
of modern industry. But they differ from Marx, and from each other as well,
in how they account for the predicament of the working class and what they
propose to do about it.71

Durkheim admits that workers are extorted in the labor market and endure
less than ideal conditions in the workplace, and he too finds this state of
affairs to be unacceptable. He denies however that the mistreatment of the
working class is an inevitable outcome of industrial capitalism and can be
rectified only through the revolutionary overthrow of the private property
system. The worker problem, Durkheim argues, in opposition to Marx, stems
from the “state of our morality,” not the “state of our economy.” The an-
archic system of laissez-faire capitalism is, without a doubt, inherently patho-
logical. But through proper moral regulation, creating a more equitable and
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collaborative relationship between capital and labor, the system of private
enterprise, he insists, can be made healthy and just. While for Marx the
exploitation of the working class is a distinctly economic phenomenon, a
necessary outgrowth of capitalism’s ceaseless drive for profits, for Durkheim
it is a moral phenomenon, a product of “legal and economic anomie.” The
proper course of action, therefore, is not the destruction of capitalism, but the
moralization of capitalism. By this he means subjecting economic activity to
binding moral rules, thereby mending the disorganized and unregulated state
of economic life. Marx and Durkheim thus disagree on a fundamental ques-
tion. Can the inhumane and unjust treatment of the working class be resolved
within the framework of capitalism? Marx says no; Durkheim says yes. What
unites the two, and what sets them apart from Weber, is that both are confi-
dent that change is possible, both believe that the working class can be freed
from servitude, and both envision a more desirable future on the horizon.72

In contrast to Marx and Durkheim, Weber is far more pessimistic about
the prospects for the working class. The dependent status of workers and
their subjugation within the capitalist workplace are regrettable, he admits,
but little can be done to alleviate this situation. He sees no realistic possibility
of eliminating class inequalities, or transforming the hierarchical system of
industrial labor, or liberating workers from the burden of alienated labor.
These are among the inevitable conditions of modern economic life, and
neither economic revolution nor moral reform can alter this circumstance.
The unfortunate reality, according to Weber, is that the working class is
destined to occupy a subordinate position within the modern system of pro-
duction.

It does not follow, however, that nothing can be done to improve the
situation of workers. Weber objects to social welfare policies, concerned that
their paternalistic ethos might undermine workers’ fighting spirit. But he
does support trade union efforts and other measures intended to create a more
level playing field in the competition between capital and labor. He holds out
the possibility that workers, through their collective struggles within the sys-
tem of capitalism, might be able to secure a more dignified existence and a
greater share of society’s rewards. But unlike both Marx and Durkheim,
Weber does not foresee any fundamental change in the lives of workers, and
he certainly does not anticipate a future of class harmony, economic equality,
and social justice. The basic disagreement between Weber and Marx is
whether it is feasible to radically alter the system of production and whether
any such alteration would free workers from class domination and industrial
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labor’s “joyless lack of meaning.” Weber says no; Marx says yes. And simi-
larly, on the question of whether a qualitatively better future is possible,
while both Marx and Durkheim say yes, Weber says no.73

The concept of exploitation is the centerpiece of Marx’s analysis of capi-
talism, but it plays a far less prominent role in the writings of Durkheim and
Weber, and their usage of the term also differs significantly from that of
Marx. When Durkheim and Weber raise the issue of exploitation, they typi-
cally mean inequitable exchanges in the labor market, with workers being
unfairly remunerated for their labor services. The problem, they both sug-
gest, is that employers are able to leverage their stronger bargaining position
to underpay their employees and thus reap an excess reward. For Marx,
however, the locus of exploitation is not the marketplace but the workplace.
Capitalists exploit workers not in the sphere of exchange, but in the sphere of
production, and they do this on a day-to-day basis by appropriating surplus
value from workers’ unpaid labor. Exploitation, for Marx, is not a contingent
result of market imperfections. It is rather the key to understanding the secret
of profit making and the innermost workings of the capitalist economy, and it
is the key also to comprehending the “unavoidable antagonism” between
these two classes and the dynamics of class conflict.74

Marx’s theory of exploitation, along with his theory of alienation, gives
his critique of capitalism its radical bite while at the same time informing his
vision of the socialist movement. In contrast to the optimistic Durkheim, for
Marx the dehumanization of labor can only be overcome through the aboli-
tion of capitalism, hence the need for a socialist revolution. In contrast to the
pessimistic Weber, for Marx the abolition of capitalism creates the real pos-
sibility for ending the dehumanization of labor, hence the value of a socialist
revolution. Ultimately, neither Durkheim nor Weber fully confronts Marx’s
critique of the ugly side of capitalism—the exploitation, immiseration, and
alienation of labor. Durkheim skirts the issue by supposing that the adver-
sities experienced by workers are destined to disappear through a natural
course of evolutionary change, and Weber skirts the issue by supposing that
such adversities are an inevitable feature of the modern condition.

Capitalism, Socialism, and Modernity

Marx came to socialism through a commitment to “true democracy,” a radi-
cal critique of capitalism, and a passionate dedication to the emancipation of
the proletariat. He perceived socialism as a “real movement” of workers
engaged in a political struggle to emancipate themselves from the system of
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private property and the rule of the capitalist class. Durkheim, on the other
hand, was drawn to socialism in search of a solution to the anarchic state of
modern economic life. He vehemently rejected any notion of socialism that
privileged the suffering of the working class or that called upon workers to
launch a violent revolution. The primary objective of his reform-minded
socialism was not to remedy the hardships experienced by the proletariat, but
to alleviate the malaise common to society as a whole. Weber, though iden-
tifying himself as a class-conscious member of the bourgeoisie, was not
unsympathetic to the plight of the working class. But a socialist revolution,
he argued, would not free workers from their subordination within the system
of industrial production or give rise to a more egalitarian society. In all
likelihood, according to Weber, socialism would only worsen the oppression
of the working class.75

In Marx’s vision, a socialist revolution, by eradicating the system of class
domination, would represent a radical break from the past, bringing an end to
the “prehistory of human society.” Durkheim and Weber, in contrast, per-
ceive considerable continuity between the capitalist present and any socialist
future. Socialism for both is the fulfillment of tendencies already present in
modern industrial society—individualism and egalitarianism according to
Durkheim and bureaucratization and rationalization according to Weber. For
Durkheim, socialism would mean the perfection of what already exists, the
ideal of an industrial society brought to fruition, the culmination of moder-
nity’s “mission for justice.” For Weber, socialism would result in the con-
summation of a regimented bureaucratic order, the nightmare of the iron cage
fully realized, and it would only further jeopardize the already imperiled
freedom of the individual.76

Marx and Durkheim

Marx’s diagnosis of the modern condition is premised on the distinction
between two antithetical modes of production: capitalism and socialism. The
achievement of the second requires the abolition of the first. Durkheim re-
jects this logic. Unlike Marx, he does not see socialism as an economic
system at all, but as a “movement to organize.” The objective of this move-
ment is to place economic functions under the conscious control of society
and invest them with an authoritative moral sensibility. What matters for
Durkheim is not whether the means of production are privately or publicly
owned, but whether economic activity is carried out in conformity with the
moral ideals constitutive of a modern society. The enemy for Durkheim is
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not capitalism per se but economic anomie, and this is a problem that can
afflict both market economies and planned economies. For Durkheim, in
contrast to both Marx and Weber, the issue is not socialism versus capital-
ism. The socialism Durkheim favors, furthermore, is not conceived as an
attack on or an alternative to capitalism, but as an effort to inject a moral
element into the workings of the modern industrial economy.77

In sum, we can see four interrelated differences between Marx and Durk-
heim. First, for Marx the crisis of modernity originates from the capitalist
economic system and the contradictions of a class society. For Durkheim,
this crisis arises not from any inherent economic pathologies, but from a
deeper problem: the unregulated and demoralized condition of modern eco-
nomic life. Second, for Marx, the exploitation and alienation of the working
class are normal and inevitable features of the modern capitalist economy,
destined to worsen as capitalism expands. For Durkheim, the exploitation
and alienation of the working class are abnormal and temporary conditions of
the underdeveloped state of the industrial era, destined to be resolved as
modern society matures. Third, the logic of Marx’s argument leads him to
the conclusion that the emancipation of the working class and the creation of
a socialist society can only be attained through class struggle resulting in the
abolition of the capitalist mode of production. The logic of Durkheim’s argu-
ment, by contrast, leads him to the conclusion that socialism requires neither
a violent revolution nor a fundamental transformation of the economic sys-
tem. Fourth, for Marx, a socialist future, and any reforms within capitalism
along the way, can only be achieved through the political mobilization of a
class-conscious proletariat. Marx insists on the need for a political solution to
the ills of the modern era. For Durkheim, political agitation and class conflict
only aggravate society’s problems. Socialism, he argues, can be achieved
peacefully through moral education, public enlightenment, and the guiding
light of social science research.

Marx and Weber

For Marx, the central feature of modern capitalist society (with the emphasis
on “capitalist”) is class domination. But since he believes that capitalism is
destined to be superseded by socialism, Marx’s analysis holds out the prom-
ise of a future classless society. For Weber, the central characteristic of
modern capitalist society (with the emphasis on “modern”) is bureaucratic
domination. But since he believes that bureaucratic organization is an inesca-
pable attribute of modernity, Weber’s analysis precludes any future where
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the rule of the few over the many ceases to exist. While for Marx the patholo-
gies of modern society are rooted in the capitalist system of class exploita-
tion, for Weber they are rooted in the process of bureaucratic rationalization.
By overthrowing the capitalist system, Marx argues, a socialist revolution
would solve the most pressing ills of modern society. Weber admits that a
socialist revolution might put an end to the system of private enterprise, but
because of the requirements of economic planning, it would only exacerbate
the tendency toward bureaucratic rule.78

Weber acknowledges the possibility of abolishing the private ownership
of the means of production and removing the capitalist as the managing force
in the economic system. He raises a good question, though. Who will be in
charge once the capitalist is out of the way? If entrepreneurs are no longer the
proximate decision makers, Weber contends, economic control will inevita-
bly fall into the hands of professionally trained officials. The modern econo-
my “cannot be managed in any other way.” A socialist revolution will result
in the transfer of economic power from the capitalist class to government
bureaucrats, replacing one set of elites by another. Workers will continue to
occupy a subordinate position. The substitution of a planned economy for a
market economy, according to Weber, will not result in any improvement in
the conditions of labor within the workplace either. Because of the technical
requirements of modern industry and the need for efficiency, workers will
still be subject to a regimented and routinized production process. Any con-
ceivable socialism, Weber assumes, will take the form of a centralized
planned economy—what is generally called “state socialism”—with special-
ized personnel running the show, both at the national level and the industry
level. This line of reasoning leads him to the conclusion that socialism will
result not in the “dictatorship of the proletariat” but in the “dictatorship of the
official.” The socialist ideal of ending the “rule of man over man,” Weber
declares, is illusory.79

Marx, of course, disagrees with this verdict. First, he is more optimistic
about a socialist future, partly because he is more hopeful about the prospects
for a popular democracy, one in which ordinary citizens play a substantial
role in society’s governing process. While for Weber socialism would mean
greater bureaucracy and thus less individual freedom, for Marx socialism
would mean greater democracy and thus more individual freedom. We thus
see a fundamental difference between the two: is the practice of a participato-
ry democracy compatible with the requirements of a modern industrial soci-
ety? Marx says yes; Weber says no. While Marx envisions a democratic
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socialism, Weber foresees no possibility other than a bureaucratic state so-
cialism.

Second, Marx recognizes that even with the abolition of private owner-
ship, any system of large-scale production will still require the presence of
some “directing authority.” On this point, drawing attention to the distinction
between ownership and control, Marx and Weber are in agreement. But Marx
rejects the supposition that the exercise of any such authority entails a rela-
tionship of domination. Under capitalism, to be sure, because it is a forced
labor system whose “driving motive” is “the greatest possible exploitation of
labour-power by the capitalist,” workplace despotism and the oppression of
the working class are inevitable. But under socialism, Marx argues, things
are (or can be) different. Where the process of production is carried out under
the “joint control of the producers”—that is, by workers themselves—the
labor of “supervision and management” assumes a non-antagonistic form. In
a cooperative system of production, where the primary goal is the fulfillment
of human needs rather than the maximization of profit, the directing authority
will function not like a capitalist overseer, squeezing every last drop of labor
out of a resistant working class, but more like “the conductor of an orches-
tra.” In large-scale production, Marx acknowledges, a controlling function—
a conductor—is necessary to “secure the harmonious co-operation of the
activities of individuals,” but in contrast to Weber he does not believe that
such control necessarily translates into bureaucratic domination or oligarchic
rule. Marx’s vision of socialism presupposes a possibility rejected by Weber,
namely, the democratic organization of society and the cooperative organiza-
tion of production.80

* * *

Marx foresees a future far preferable to the capitalist present, but possible
only through a socialist revolution. Durkheim too anticipates a much im-
proved world down the road, but he does not believe a revolution is required
to achieve it. For Weber, a revolution might occur, but whether it does or not,
the future will not be dramatically better than the present, and if socialism
supplants capitalism, it will likely be worse. We might say that Marx envi-
sions fundamental change but only through political struggle, Durkheim en-
visions fundamental change without political struggle, and Weber envisions
political struggle but no fundamental change.





Chapter Nine

Conclusion

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber lived during an era now more than a century in
the past. The modern western world of today—“late” (or “post-”) modernity
as it is sometimes called—is significantly different from the modern western
world they wrote about. Among the many new twentieth- and twenty-first-
century developments occurring, to a greater or lesser extent, in the countries
of North America and Western Europe are the following: the shift from a
manufacturing-based industrial economy to a post-industrial service econo-
my; the decline of the blue-collar working class and the growth of a low-
wage class of service workers, mostly female and disproportionately people
of color; the establishment and expansion of the welfare state; the digital
revolution, computerization, and the rapid spread of information technology;
the emergence of new social media, including Facebook and Twitter, and
new forms of interpersonal relationships; and the rise of new social move-
ments—beyond the labor movement—organized around issues of race/eth-
nicity, gender, sexuality, the environment, and so forth. In many other re-
spects too, the world of today is different from the world of the classical
sociologists. But there are continuities as well. Most importantly, perhaps,
the society we live in is still—more than ever, in fact—a capitalist society,
and it has many of the same problems as the capitalism of the nineteenth
century, including class inequality, economic crises, unemployment, poverty,
and exploitive labor conditions.

The times have changed, certainly. But they haven’t changed completely,
and in some fundamental ways they haven’t changed much at all. While we
might be tempted to dismiss Marx, Durkheim, and Weber as dead white
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European males, many of the problems they grappled with are still with us
today, and their ideas as well continue to possess a great deal of life. Even in
the new millennium, as I hope this book has shown, their writings are excep-
tionally stimulating—due not only to their acuity and foresight, but also to
their thought-provoking failings and their often mistaken though intriguing
predictions about the future. It is illuminating to read the classical sociolo-
gists because they got many things right, but it is no less enlightening to
consider how they were led to get many things wrong. In either case, whether
we turn to Marx, Durkheim, and Weber in search of new insights or as
targets of criticism, their work remains well worth reading.

For contemporary sociologists, other social scientists, and even many
scholars in the humanities, classical social theory is a valuable intellectual
resource—a springboard for research and reflection, analysis and interpreta-
tion, argument and debate. Some sociologists study Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber to discover general theoretical principles that might yield encompass-
ing explanations for a wide range of empirical findings. Others mine their
work with particular research interests in mind. They might, for example,
seek to elucidate some empirical reality by refurbishing and applying Marx’s
concept of alienation, or Durkheim’s concept of anomie, or Weber’s concept
of charisma. For others, C. Wright Mills for example, the “classical tradi-
tion” is valuable less for its testable propositions and specific empirical con-
tent than for its broad capacity to orient our thinking and help us “make sense
of what is happening in the world.” Scholars find value in Marx, Durkheim,
and Weber for other reasons as well: they raise big questions still worth
pursuing, furnish a useful vocabulary for talking about social life, provide a
critical lens for interpreting the problems of modern society, and offer a
seemingly infinite supply of research topics.1

The enduring vitality of the writings of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber is
suggested also by the presence of their work in the curriculum of nearly
every sociology department in the United States and in many other countries
as well. Sociology students, at both the undergraduate and graduate levels,
are expected to study the classics. The purposes of this requirement are
varied: to impart the sociological tradition by familiarizing students with the
origins and history of the discipline; to equip them with a common conceptu-
al tool kit, a shared language, and a stockpile of venerable questions and
conjectures; to instruct students in the practical skills necessary for theory
construction and for carrying out theoretically informed research projects; to
challenge students’ taken-for-granted assumptions and open their minds to
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new ways of thinking and perceiving; to develop their ability to critically
evaluate the social world; and to ensure that students possess the intellectual
background needed for understanding contemporary intellectual currents and
comprehending recent developments and controversies in the social sciences.
Which of these (or other) purposes are prioritized depends on the department
and the instructor. Nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine anyone with a
degree in sociology who does not have at least a basic knowledge of the
“holy trinity.”

The trio of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber is an indispensable resource in
the education of sociology students, the training of social scientists, and the
practice of social research. This is one good reason for continuing to read
their work. But it is not the only reason or even the most important reason.
Indeed, much would be lost if the writings of these three were confined to the
academic world or utilized solely for scholarly purposes. At present, of
course, there does not appear to be a huge popular demand for books on
social theory, but this does not deny the value such work might have for a
broader non-academic public. This lay public, incidentally—this population
of people with no particular professional stake in the discipline of sociology
but who might nevertheless benefit from studying Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber—includes the vast majority of sociology majors and the vast majority
of students enrolled in undergraduate courses in sociological theory. For
instructors in such courses, accordingly, it is worth keeping in mind that for
the most part we are teaching soon-to-become citizens, not soon-to-become
sociologists.

This takes us to what is, fortunately, another good reason that Marx,
Durkheim, and Weber are still worth reading—and not just by sociology
insiders, but by thoughtful citizens as well. What the writings of these three
have to offer more generally is the power to deepen our understanding of
modern society, enlighten us about our social surroundings, and shake up our
ingrained ideas about the world. Those of us who teach classical sociological
theory see this happening all the time. Though students sometimes have to be
dragged to the water, getting them to drink is not all that difficult, and
sometimes they even discover they are thirsty. This is not surprising. After
all, Marx, Durkheim, and Weber addressed numerous topics that nearly eve-
ryone today thinks about or talks about on occasion: class, inequality, poli-
tics, conflict, business, ideology, power, education, science, the state, culture,
bureaucracy, social change, work, specialization, religion, human nature, and
many others. Though their language is sometimes obscure and their argu-
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ments often complicated, their writings do speak to enduring problems of
general interest. We should not expect the classical sociologists to give us
definite conclusions or final answers of course, but they do supply us with a
useful if not invaluable point of departure and they provide us with plenty of
nourishing food for thought.

The work of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber has value not only because it
fuels the sociological enterprise, but also because it encourages us as citi-
zens—compels us even—to reflect on our own political identities and world-
views, to think about who we are and where we stand. The thematic chapters
in particular are intended precisely to serve this end. By placing Marx, Durk-
heim, and Weber in dialogue with one another, these chapters give us a
chance to wrestle with the conflicting ideas of three preeminent classical
sociologists. And as we now know, these three figures differ revealingly on
important issues that even today are likely to be of interest to a broad public
audience. (1) What are the defining features of the modern condition, what
are the chief pathologies of modern life, what are their causes, and how
might they be remedied? (2) What is the fate of the individual in the modern
world, what are the characteristics of a worthy individualism, what social
conditions endanger individualism, and what changes are necessary to en-
hance human freedom and autonomy? (3) What is the meaning of democra-
cy, what are the prospects for increasing democratization, what purposes
does democracy serve, and why is it desirable? (4) What are the relative
merits of socialism versus capitalism, on what grounds might we choose
between them, what would a socialist society look like, and how might a
socialist future differ from the capitalist present?

These four sets of questions, in turn, as should be clear from reading the
thematic chapters, raise a host of additional issues. With these too, we find
significant disagreement in the theories of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. Is
capitalism the ultimate source of modern society’s ailments? If not, how do
we interpret the pathologies of modern life, and to what do we attribute
these? What are the driving forces of social change in the modern world?
Where are we headed? What reasons are there for being either optimistic or
pessimistic about the future? What are the prospects for the development of a
qualitatively different type of modern society or a qualitative better version
of today’s modern society? What possibilities exist for the expansion of
democracy, the creation of less alienating working conditions, an increase in
the opportunities for individual self-realization, and the establishment of a
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more just and equal society—and through what means might such ends be
achieved?

Besides being an inevitable source of contention, these issues, and many
others like them, are ones concerning which we can hardly avoid forming an
opinion. On any particular question, we might find ourselves agreeing more
with Marx, or with Durkheim, or with Weber. Or we might gravitate toward
a position that somehow synthesizes the views of two of them or maybe all
three. Or we might reject their thinking in its entirety on one or more issues
and adopt a standpoint that differs significantly from all three of them.
Wherever we end up, however, it is exceedingly helpful to have three distinct
and well-defined perspectives to serve as a jumping-off point in our own
individual deliberations and in our exchanges with other people also strug-
gling to clarify their values and beliefs.

Precisely because Marx, Durkheim, and Weber are at odds with each
other on big issues of lasting importance, treating them together and compar-
ing their divergent perspectives on modern society gives us a unique oppor-
tunity for self-examination—for scrutinizing our ideas about the world, sort-
ing through our opinions on the key problems of the day, taking stock of our
political convictions, and appraising our conduct as moral agents and respon-
sible citizens. The work of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber is still worth reading
for this reason alone.
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