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Foreword

Once in a great while a textbook comes along that leaves an enduring im-
press on generations of students. The field of medicine has such notable ex-
amples as Gray’s Anatomy, Starling’s Physiology, and Osler’s Principles and
Practice; the social sciences in turn have Samuelson’s Economics, Kroeber’s
Anthropology, and Sutherland’s Criminology. Lewis Coser’s Masters of Socio-
logical Thought, a long-needed and altogether exemplary book, has, I am happy
to say, joined this rare company.

Now the book appears in an expanded second edition. To his roster of
twelve outstanding social theorists—Comte, Marx, Spencer, Durkheim, Simmel,
Weber, Veblen, Cooley, Mead, Park, Pareto, and Mannheim—Professor Coser
has added Pitirim A. Sorokin (Chapter 13) and W. I. Thomas and Florian
Znaniecki (Chapter 14). Professor Coser rounds out the gallery of past masters
in his new concluding chapter—a survey of major American theorists whose
theories have come to the fore in recent decades.

Professor Coser’s evident skill for epitomizing complex ideas without
trivializing them enables him to cut deep below the surface to their assump-
tions. As a result, this exposition of classical sociological thought is critical in
tone, comprehensive in scope, and conscientious in its attention to detail. I know
of no other book that so thoroughly and so compactly sets out the essentials of
this wide range of classical theory.

Masters of Sociological Thought is more than just another history of socio-
logical ideas written as though the ideas issued from disembodied minds, free
from the constraints and stimulations of time, place, history, society, and cul-
ture. To be sure, Professor Coser traces the intellectual antecedents of each
major mode of sociological thought and, to a degree, follows up its later fate as
well. But beyond this concern with the filiation of ideas, he adopts perspectives
drawn from the discipline of sociology itself to analyze and interpret the de-
velopment of those ideas. He instructively connects the work of each theorist
to his life-history (in both its social and psychological aspects), to the ebb and
flow of his career, to his location within the social structure, and, in a particu-
larly effective fashion, to his distinctive audiences and reference groups. By re-
lating the idcas of a Weber or a Durkheim, a Cooley or a Pareto, to the distinc-
tive contexts of their respective biography, history, and social structure, Pro-
fessor Coser broadens and decpens our understanding of their thought while
alerting us to their tacit assumptions and value commitments.

vii



viii Foreword

Professor Coser does all this in lean and lucid prose, a happy contrast to
the wordy and obscure language that has for so long afflicted the sociology of
knowledge. What is more, his critical analyses remain scholarly throughout,
far removed from the popular cloak-and-dagger variety of “ideological analysis,”
which consists largely in denigrating and “unmasking” minds of the first class
by the simple tactic of substituting self-righteous ad hominem attacks for in-
tellectual analyses.

In treating the acknowledged masters of sociology, this book brings to
mind two maxims that have long seemed to me excellent guidelines for the
sociologist as well as for other scholars and scientists. One is the apparently
brusque aphorism by Alfred North Whitehead: “A science which hesitates to
forget its founders is lost.” The other is by the young mathematical genius Niels
Abel: “It appears to me that if one wants to make progress in mathematics, one
should study the masters and not the pupils.”

At first glance, these two statements may seem somewhat at odds, if not
downright contradictory. Whitehead appears to be saying that the early masters
should be put aside, their works ignored, and their memory no longer kept
green, while Abel is apparently advocating a closer study of their work. But
such surface interpretations are gross misinterpretations arising from neglect of
the contexts of the statements—precisely the kind of error Professor Coser tries
to teach us to avoid. Can one seriously believe that Whitehead, with his addic-
tion to the history of ideas, would repudiate as worthless a knowledge of that
history? Rather, as the immediate context of his maxim makes plain, he was
issuing a warning to us all: when we confine ourselves to pious commentary on
the founding fathers instead of trying to develop their ideas through further
cumulative efforts, we decline into scholasticism rather than advance into
scholarship. And Abel is suggesting that the direct study of masterworks helps
us to acquire intellectual taste and style, a sense for the significant problem and
for the form of its solution.

It is only fitting that Professor Coser should adopt as the epigraph for his
book the aphorism by Goethe, which in effect consolidates the Whitehead and
Abel maxims: “What you have inherited from your fathers, you must earn in
order to possess.” In this book Professor Coser invites us to read the masters of
sociology in a new light. He helps us to earn and possess our legacy of socio-
logical thought by doing for the masters what they could not readily do for
themselves, namely, fathoming the effects that their own life-styles and the
milicus in which they lived and worked had on the character and substance of
their thought.

In the present developing state of sociology, there is prime need for a
“disciplined eclecticism”—closc familiarity with the distinctive strengths and
limitations of a plurality of theoretical orientations, rather than pursuit of the
chimera of a single unified theory that would be competent to deal with the
entire range of sociological problems. From this standpoint, it is important to
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Introduction

Some years ago a student came to my office to discuss the idea of “value
neutrality” in the work of Max Weber. I talked with him for a while, but
finally, with a somewhat contemptuous gesture, he summed up his feelings
about the man and the issue: “Well, after all, he was just looking for a way to
cop out.”

Though I had been vaguely toying for some time with the idea of writing
a book on the history of sociological theory, this interview was decisive in crys-
tallizing that intention, and the character of the book I wished to write began
to take shape in my mind.

It now occurred to me that for an American student really to understand
the history of sociological theory more is required than a knowledge of
formal propositions and theoretical structures. In order to grasp their import a
student needs to acquire some familiarity with the social and intellectual milieu
in which these theories emerged. This is not to suggest, of course, that a knowl-
edge of the social and historical source of ideas would ensure assessment of
their truth or validity, but a correct appraisal of a particular thought is often
difficult, if not impossible, if the social context in which it took root cannot be
understood. This book is intended to furnish just that kind of knowledge—to
contribute to what might be called the social ecology of sociological ideas.

There are a number of firstrate histories of sociological thought, among
which Raymond Aron’s earlier work on German sociology* and his more recent
Main Currents in Sociological Thought® are perhaps the most outstanding.
These works provide a critical exposition of the thoughts of some important
scholars, an account of ideas as refracted through the mind of the expositor or
interpreter. In some cases there is an effort at relatively neutral exposition; in
others, as in the two histories of sociological thought by Pitirim A. Sorokin,’*
there is a running combat with the writers discussed. Sometimes, as with Par-
sons’s The Structure of Social Action, the purpose is to integrate a series of
different approaches to arrive at a new synthesis.* But rarely has there been any

1 Raymond Aron, German Sociology (New York, The Free Press, 1957).

2 Raymond Aron, Main Currents in Sociological Thought, 2 vols. (New York, Basic Books, 1965
and 1967).

3 Pitirim A. Sorokin, Contemporary Sociological Theories (New York, Harper & Row, 1928), and
Pitirim A. Sorokin, Sociological Theories of Today (New York, Harper & Row, 1966).

+ Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action (New York, The Free Press, 1949), and in a very
different vein, Robert Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (New York, Basic Books, 1966).

xiii



xiv Introduction

effort to place the work in its socio-historical context. We have a great number
of books that attempt to clucidate what Marx or Weber or Pareto really meant
but only few and scattered efforts to use the tools of the sociologist to investi-
gate the role of sociological theorists within the social structure in which they
are variously placed. There has been no sustained attempt to show how social
origin, social position, social network, or audience found a reflection in the
problems that a theorist addressed himself to or in the overall orientation of his
life’s work.

It is indeed curious, as Robert K. Merton has remarked,” that while his-
torians of science have increasingly come to use in their work sociological con-
ceptualizations and methodological tools, historians of sociology have largely
been remiss in this respect, if one can judge from the dearth of any serious
sociological study of sociologists.” This suggests an extension of the well-known
impression that sociologists feel most at ease studying status inferiors, be they
workers or students, army privates or thieves, while they find it much more
difficult to study status superiors, whether top managers or university presidents,
gencrals or senators. But apparently sociologists find it still easier to study status
superiors than to study themselves. Auguste Comte claimed that before human-
kind could study itself, it first had to go through a number of stages and steps
in which the focus of cognitive intention was on the nonhuman surrounding.
While I hesitate to defend this Comtean “law” in general, I nevertheless ven-
ture the hunch that something of the same order might have been at play in
regard to the late emergence of a sociology of sociologists. We discover our-
selves as the focus of possible study only after we have directed our attention to
a variety of outsiders who are not of the tribe.

Yet the time now secems ripe to move beyond critical summaries of past
theories” or elaborate classificatory schemes® to a true sociological history of
sociological theory. Such a history will require the collaborative effort of a
number of scholars, and it would be foolhardy to think that any single volume
can do more than pilot work.® This book is an attempt to acquaint the student
with those social circumstances and winds of doctrine that help account for the
shape and character of the sociological thought of fifteen masters. It examines
5 Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, enlarged ed. (New York, The Free Press,

1968), Ch. 1.

6 For a few exceptions, see H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society (New York, Vintage
Books, 1961); John Staude, Max Scheler (New York, The Free Press, 1966); Arthur B. Mitzman,
The Iron Cage, An Historical Interpretation of Max Weber (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1970);
and Arthur B. Mitzman, Sociology and Estrangement: Three Sociologists of Imperial Germany
(New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1973). See also several of the studies in the selected reading list
of this book.

7 Harry Elmer Barnes, ed., An Introduction to the History of Sociology (Chicago, The University
of Chicago Press, 1948), and Nicholas S. Timashefl, Sociological Theory, 3rd ed. (New York,
Random House, 1957).

8 Don Martindale, Nature and Types of Sociological Theories (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1960).

9 For promising beginnings in this direction sce the Transactions of the Fourth World Congress of
Sociology, esp. the papers by Raymond Aron and Robert K. Merton.
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the overall contribution of each man as well as the more specific conceptualiza-
tions that went to make up the many strands of his life work.

Let me illustrate what 1 have in mind by returning to the student who
thought that Max Weber had been “copping out.” Had he had the patience to
listen and had I had the patience to break through his armor of ideological
conviction and prejudice, I would have said something like this: “You cannot
understand Weber’s thought if you fail to place yourself, through an imagina-
tive leap, in the intellectual and social climate in which he wrote. Weber was
appalled by the fact that the social sciences were dominated by men who felt
obliged, out of a sense of patriotism, to defend the cause of the Reich and the
Kaiser in their teachings and writings. They oricnted their research toward en-
hancing the greater glory of the Fatherland. It is against this prostitution of
the scientific calling that Max Weber directed his main effort. His appeal for
value neutrality was intended as a thoroughly liberating endeavor to free the
social sciences from the stultifying embrace of the powers-that-be and to assert
the right, indeed the duty, of the investigator to pursue the solution to his
problem regardless of whether his results serve or hinder the affairs of the na-
tional state. In Weber’s view, value neutrality in the pursuit of disciplined and
methodological inquiry would emancipate the social sciences from the heavy
hand of the political decision-makers. It would end the heteronomy of the social
sciences and clear the way for their autonomous growth. . . .”

These are some of the things I wanted to say to that student, but there is
so much more that has to be explained. Hence this book, which will attempt to
explain—regarding Weber and fourteen other theorists who have rightly come
to be considered major figures in our discipline—the focus of their attention,
the choice of their problems, and the general drift of their orientation through
an elucidation of the social and intellectual contexts in which they worked.

No claim is made that the sociological factors and intellectual influences
discussed are the only ones that account for the specific cast of the work of a
thinker; individual psychological dispositions, for example, certainly play a
part that historians have only begun to consider seriously.” The tools 1 have
used are not the only ones that can be employed in the history of sociological
ideas, but they have allowed me to proceed in searching out that most elusive
of preys, the working of the minds of fifteen distinguished scholars who have
made the sociological enterprise what it is today.

Each of the first fourteen chapters follows a parallel organization. The first
section is a capsule summary of the master’s work—his main orientations, ideas,
and contributions. Here I have included many direct quotations to immerse the
reader at the outset in the thought and style of the man. No summary, of
course, can do justice to all the intricacies of a man’s thought; it is only meant
to serve as a kind of paradigm to which the rest of the chapter can be anchored.

10 See, for example, Erik Erikson, Young Man Luther (New York, Norton, 1958), and Frank
Manuel, 4 Portrait of Isaac Newton (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1968).
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There follows a short sketch of the life of the theorist that takes into ac-
count the man’s struggles and successes; the influences of his family, peers, and
superiors; and his involvement, or lack of involvement, in community affairs.
The third section proceeds to locate him and his work in the texture of a par-
ticular moment in intellectual history. What were the major doctrinal trends
when the author appeared on the scene? What were the sources on which he
drew? What were major opposing currents against which he pitted himself?
These are some of the questions asked.

The concluding section of each chapter is concerned specifically with socio-
logical questions. What were the social origins of the theorist? Did the dis-
tinctive location of his parents in the class structure color his carly formative
experiences and later outlook? Did specific generational ties link him to others
in the same age cohort, whose outlook was colored like his own by the impact
of historical events? Did crucial events such as war, depression, or revolution
help fashion his orientations in ways similar to or deviant from those of others
in his generation? Also considered is the influence of social position on the
theorist’s life-style and scholarly orientation. Did he manage to carve a niche for
himself among the intellectual elite of his time or did he pursue his work in a
marginal position located in the interstices of society? Did he attain a position
in the academy or was he an academic outsider?

Closely linked to, in fact inseparable from, the discussion of status and
position is an clucidation of the audience or public to which a particular thinker
addressed himself, whether by choice or necessity. The social role of the man
of knowledge is shaped by the circle of appreciative listeners or dissenting
ones, as the case may be. Hence, the study of the audience that bestows or
withholds recognition and appreciation is an essential ingredient of the socio-
logical investigation of a thinker’s contributions. So, too, we must consider the
theorist’s social network, that is, his significant friends and enemies as well as
the reactions of those who might be mildly interested in, though basically in-
different to, his work.

The notion of audience must be further specified by reference to specific
organizational settings. Is that audience mainly academic or extra-academic?
What specific demand structures for intellectual offerings are present in what
specific organizational environment? Here attention is paid to the media of
communication open to each theorist. Did he find access to academic and pro-
fessional publications or was he dependent on more general publications? Did
he propagate his message by addressing a formal academic audience or did he
lecture in extra-academic settings? Finally, and perhaps most importantly, did
he have access to colleagues or was he forced to function in a setting where he
was deprived of colleagues?

Yet it is not enough to limit attention to the actual audience of a particular

11 Cf. Florian Znaniccki, The Social Role of the Man of Knowledge, new cd., with an introduction
by Lewis A. Coser (New York, Harper & Row, 1968).
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sociologist. We need consider not only those who listened to his message but
those prospective or anticipated audiences a thinker wished to reach even
though he might have failed in this endeavor. It may turn out that an author’s
work was shaped by his prepotent desire to acquire a specific circle of readers
and listeners, despite the fact that they never bothered to hear or decode his
message.

These are some of the sociological notions that have guided my study of
each theorist. My main concern has not been an antiquarian preoccupation with
historical “background,” but rather an attempt to increase the understanding of
a man’s work. If, for example, certain eccentric aspects of a man’s work can be
explained by his ex-centric location in the social structure, then I would con-
sider this a vindication of the fruitfulness and power of a sociological interpre-
tation of sociology.'*

At the request of many friends and colleagues, this new edition deals with
the more recent developments in sociological theory as well as with the master
theorists. The final chapter, “Recent Trends in American Sociological Theory,”
provides a discussion of the major theoretical orientations that have emerged
between the 1940’s and the 1960’s. Since most of the authors presented are,
happily, still among the living, the chapter is purely expository. I felt it inap-
propriate to consider these authors in the same biographical detail and with the
same sociology of knowledge approach that were used in the case of their
predecessors. '

12 For a much fuller and elaborate scheme in the sociology of knowledge than I shall utilize here,
see Robert K. Merton, “The Sociology of Knowledge” in his Social Theory and Social Structure,

enlarged ed. (New York, The Free Press, 1968), esp. pp. 514 fl. Cf. also Lewis Coser, Men of
Ideas (New York, The Free Press, 1965).
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THE WWORK

Comtc’s aim was to create a naturalistic science of society, which would
both explain the past development of mankind and predict its future course.
In addition to building a science capable of explaining the laws of motion
that govern humanity over time, Comte attempted to formulate the conditions
that account for social stability at any given historical moment. The study of
social dynamics and social statics—of progress and order, of change and sta-
bility—are the twin pillars of his system.

The society of man, Comte taught, must be studied in the same scientific
manner as the world of nature. It is subject to basic laws just as is the rest of
the cosmos, even though it presents added complexities. Natural science, Comte
argued, had succeeded in establishing the lawfulness of natural phenomena. It
discovered that these phenomena, from the falling of stones to the movement
of planets, followed ordered sequences of development. In the world of nature,
science had succeeded in progressively contracting the realm of the apparently
nonordered, the fortuitous and the accidental. The stage was now set for a
similar endeavor in the study of society.

Natural scientists, since the days of Newton and his immediate predeces-
sors, had developed explanatory schemes in which the previous vain quest for
first and final causes had been abandoned and had been replaced by the study
of laws, that is, of “invariable relations of succession and resemblance.”® In-
stead of relying on the authority of tradition, the new science relied on
“reasoning and observation, duly combined” as the only legitimate means of
attaining knowledge. Every scientific theory must be based on observed facts,
but it is equally true that “facts cannot be observed without the guidance of
some theory.”®

The new social science that Comte sought to establish he first called
“social physics”; later, when he thought that the term had been “stolen” from
him by the Belgian social statistician, Adolphe Quetelet, he coined the word
“sociology,” a hybrid term compounded of Latin and Greek parts. It was to

1 The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, in three volumes, translated and condensed by
Harriet Martineau (London, Bell, 1896), Vol. I, p. 2. I have used this Martineau version through-
out since it is easily available in most college libraries and since it was personally approved by
Auguste Comte.

21bid. 3 Positive Philosophy, 1, p. 4.



4 Masters of Sociological Thought

be patterned after the natural sciences, not only in its empirical methods and
epistemological underpinnings, but also in the functions it would serve for
mankind. Far from being of theoretical interest alone, the social sciences, like
the natural sciences, must ultimately be of concrete benefit to man and play
a major part in the amelioration of the human condition.

In order for man to transform his nonhuman environment to his ad-
vantage, he must know the laws that govern the natural world, “For it is only
by knowing the laws of phenomena, and thus being able to foresee them, that
we can . . . set them to modify one another for our advantage. . . . Whenever
we effect anything great it is through a knowledge of natural laws. . . . From
Science comes Prevision; from Prevision comes Action.” (Savoir pour prévoir
et prévoir pour pouvoir.)* In a like manner, social action beneficial to man-
kind will become possible once the laws of motion of human evolution are
established, and the basis for social order and civic concord is identified.

As long as men believe that social events “were always exposed to dis-
turbance by the accidental intervention of the legislator, human or divine, no
scientific previsions of them would be possible.” As long as they believe that
social actions followed no law and were, in fact, arbitrary and fortuitous, they
could take no concerted action to ameliorate their lot. Under these circum-
stances men naturally clashed with one another in the pursuit of their differing
individual interests. When this was the case, a Hobbesian model of society,
in which only power and the willing acceptance of power permit a semblance
of order, scemed appropriate and plausible. But things are different once
sociology can tecach men to recognize the invariable laws of development and
order in human affairs. At that time men will learn to utilize these laws for
their own collective purposes. “We shall find that there is no chance of order
and agreement but in subjecting social phenomena, like all others, to in-
variable natural laws, which shall, as a whole, prescribe for cach period, with
entire certainty, the limits and character of social action.”®

The discovery of the basic laws of society will cure men of overweening
ambition; they will learn that at any historical moment the margin of societal
action is limited by the exigencies of the proper functioning of the social
organism. But at the same time, men will also be enabled to act deliberately
within given limits by curbing the operation of societal laws to their own
purposes. In the realm of the social, as elsewhere, “the office of science is not
to govern, but to modify phenomena; and to do this it is necessary to under-
stand their laws.”” Above all, once the new scientific dispensation comes into
its own, men will no longer think in absolute terms, but in terms relative to a
particular state of affairs in society. It is impossible, for example, to talk about
political aims without considering the social and historical context of political
action. By recognizing and acknowledging the constraint that any social order

41bid., pp. 20-21. 5 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 215.  © Positive Philosophy, 1, p. 216.
7 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 240.




Auguste Comte 5

imposes on action, men will at the same time be enabled freely to order their
socicty within the bounds imposed by necessity.

The new positive science dethroned the authority of perennial tradition.
Comte’s oft-repeated insistence that nothing is absolute but the relative lies at
the very core of his teaching. Instead of accepting canonical truths as everlast-
ingly valid, he insisted on the continued progress of human understanding
and the self-corrective character of the scientific enterprise. “All investigation
into the nature of beings, and their first and final causes, must always be
absolute; whereas the study of the laws of phenomena must be relative, since
it supposes a continuous progress of speculation subject to the gradual im-
provement of observation, without the precise reality ever being fully disclosed.
. . . The relative character of scientific conceptions is inseparable from the true
idea of natural laws.”®

But by no means did Comte reject all authority. Once men recognize
the overriding authority of science in the guidance of human affairs, they will
also abandon the illusory quest for an unfettered “right of free inquiry, or the
dogma of unbounded liberty of conscience.™ Only those willing to submit
themselves to the rigorous constraints of scientific methodology and to the
canons of scientific evidence can presume to have a say in the guidance of
human affairs. Freedom of personal opinion makes no sense in astronomy or
physics, and in the future such freedom will be similarly inappropriate in the
social sciences. It is an insufferable conceit on the part of ordinary men to
presume that they should hold opinions about matters of scientific fact. The
intellectual reorganization now dawning in the social sciences “requires the
renunciation by the greater number of their right of individual inquiry on
subjects above their qualifications.”*® Just as is the case in the natural sciences
today, so in the sociology of the future, “the right of free inquiry will abide
within its natural and permanent limits: that is, men will discuss, under ap-
propriate intellectual conditions, the real connections of various consequences
with fundamental rules universally respected.””* The exigent requirements of
scientific discourse will set firm limits on vain speculation and unbridled
utopianism.

METHODS OF INQUIRY

What then are the resources upon which sociology can draw when it sets
itself the task of explaining the laws of progress and of social order? They are,
first of all, the same that have been used so successfully in the natural sciences:
observation, experimentation, and comparison.

Observation does not mean the unguided quest for miscellaneous facts.
“But for the guidance of a preparatory theory,” the observer would not know
what facts to look at.** “No social fact can have any scientific meaning till it is

81bid., p. 213.  °1bid., p. 151. 1°1bid., p. 153. 111bid., p. 152.  121bid., p. 243.



6 Masters of Sociological Thought

connected with some other social fact”** by a preliminary theory. Hence, ob-
servation can come into its own only when it is subordinated to the statical
and dynamic laws of phenomena.** But within these limits it remains indis-
pensable.

The second scientific method of investigation, experimentation, is only
partly applicable in the social sciences. Direct experimentation is not feasible
in the human world. But “experimentation takes place whenever the regular
course of the phenomenon is interfered with in any determinate manrer. . . .
Pathological cases are the true scientific equivalent of pure experimentation.”*®
Disturbances in the social body are “analogous to diseases in the individual
organism,”*® and so the study of the pathological gives, as it were, privileged
access to an understanding of the normal.

The scientific method of inquiry of central importance to the sociologist
is comparison, above all, because it “performs the great service of casting out
the . . . spirit [of absolutism].” Comparisons of human with animal societies
will give us precious clues to “the first germs of the social relations”" and to the
borderlines between the human and the animal. Yet comparisons within the
human species are even more central to sociology. The chief method here
“consists in a comparison of the different co-existing states of human society
on the various parts of the earth’s surface—these states being completely in-
dependent of each other. By this method, the different stages of evolution may
all be observed at once.”** Though the human race as a whole has progressed
in a single and uniform manner, various populations “have attained extremely
unequal degrees of development™® from causes still little understood. Hence,
certain phases of development “of which the history of [Western] civilization
leaves no perceptible traces, can be known only by this comparative method,”*®
that is, by the comparative study of primitive societies. Moreover, the com-
parative method is of the essence when we wish to study the influence of race
or climate on human affairs. It is indispensable, for example, to combat fal-
lacious doctrines, “as when social differences have been ascribed to the political
influence of climate, instead of that inequality of evolution which is the real
cause.”*

Although all three conventional methods of science must be used in
sociology, it relies above all on a fourth one, the historical method. “The
historical comparison of the consecutive states of humanity is not only the
chief scientific device of the new political philosophy . . . it constitutes the
substratum of the science, in whatever is essential to it.”** Historical com-
parisons throughout the time in which humanity has evolved are at the very
core of sociological inquiry. Sociology is nothing if it is not informed by a
sense of historical evolution.

13)bid., p. 245. Y 1bid. 151bid., p. 246. 181bid. 171bid., p. 248. 181bid., p. 249.
191bid., p. 250.  201bid. 21Ibid., p. 251.  221bid.
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THE LAW OF HUMAN PROGRESS

As early as 1822, when he was still an apprentice to Saint-Simon, Comte
set himself the task “to discover through what fixed series of successive trans-
formations the human race, starting from a state not superior to that of the
great apes, gradually led to the point at which civilized Europe finds itself to-
day.”*® Applying what he conceived to be a method of scientific comparison
through time, Comte emerged with his central conception, The Law of Human
Progress or The Law of Three Stages.

The evolution of the human mind has paralleled the evolution of the
individual mind. Phylogeny, the development of human groups or the entire
human race, is retraced in ontogeny, the development of the individual
human organism. Just as each one of us tends to be a devout believer in child-
hood, a critical metaphysician in adolescence, and a natural philosopher in
manhood, so mankind in its growth has traversed these three major stages.

Each of our leading conceptions—each branch of our knowledge, passes
successively through three different theoretical conditions: the Theological or
ficticious; the Metaphysical or abstract; and the Scientific or positive. . . . In
the theolegical state, the human mind, seeking the essential nature of beings,
the first and final causes (the origin and purpose) of all effects . . . supposes
all phenomena to be produced by the immediate action of supernatural beings.
In the metaphysical state . . . the mind supposes . . . abstract forces, veritable
entities (that is, personified abstractions) . . . capable of producing all phe-
nomena. . . . In the final, the positive state, the mind has given over the vain
search after Absolute notions, the origin and destination of the universe, and
the causes of phenomena, and applies itself to the study of their laws—that is,
their invariable relations of succession and resemblance.**

For Comte, each successive stage or sub-stage in the evolution of the
human mind necessarily grew out of the preceding one. “The constitution of
the new system cannot take place before the destruction of the old,”* and
before the potentialities of the old mental order have been exhausted. “The
highest order of minds cannot discern the characteristics of the coming period
till they are close upon it.”*®

Although Comte focused mainly on stages in the development and pro-
gressive emancipation of the human mind, he stressed that these stages cor-
related with parallel stages in the development of social organization, of types
of social order, of types of social units, and of the material conditions of
human life. All these, he thought, evolved in similar manner as the changes
in progressive mental developments.

23 Auguste Comte, Systéme de politique positive, 4 vols., ath ed. (Paris, Crés, 1912), Vol. 1V,
Appendix.  ?*lbid., pp. 1—2.  231bid., p. 149. 26 Ibid.



8 Masters of Sociological Thought

It would be a mistake, Comte averred, to expect a new social order, any
more than a new intellectual order, to emerge smoothly from the death throes
of an old: “The passage from one social system to another can never be con-
tinuous and direct.”" In fact, human history is marked by alternative “organic”
and “critical” periods. In organic periods, social stability and intellectual
harmony prevail, and the various parts of the body social are in equilibrium.
In critical periods, in contrast, old certainties are upset, traditions are under-
mined, and the body social is in fundamental disequilibrium. Such critical
periods—and the age in which Comte lived, seemed to him preeminently
critical—are profoundly unsettling and perturbing to men thirsting for order.
Yet they are the necessary prelude to the inauguration of a new organic state
of affairs. “There is always a transitional state of anarchy which lasts for some
generations at least; and lasts the longer the more complete is the renovation
to be wrought.”*®

It can hardly be questioned that Comte’s Law of Three Stages has a
strongly mentalistic or idealistic bias. Yet, as has been noted, he correlated
each mental age of mankind with its characteristic accompanying social organi-
zation and type of political dominance.*® The theological stage is dominated by
priests and ruled by military men (Comte subdivides this stage, as he does
others, into a variety of substages, but discussions of these are not pertinent
for an understanding of the Law.) The metaphysical stage—which corresponds
very roughly to the Middle Ages and the Renaissance—was under the sway of
churchmen and lawyers. The positive stage, just dawning, will be governed
by industrial administrators and scientific moral guides. Similarly, in the first
stage the family is the prototypical social unit, in the second the state rises
into societal prominence, and in the third the whole human race becomes the
operative social unit.

Furthermore, though Comte insists repeatedly that “intellectual evolution
is the preponderant principle™® of his explanation of human progress, he
nevertheless admits other causal factors. Increases in population, for example,
are seen as a major determinant of the rate of social progress. The “progressive
condensation of our species, especially in its early stages” brings about

such a division of employment . . . as could not take place among smaller
numbers: and . . . the faculties of individuals are stimulated to find sub-
sistence by more refined methods. . . . By creating new wants and new
difficulties, this gradual concentration develops new means, not only of prog-
ress but of order, by neutralizing physical inequalities, and affording a
growing ascendancy to those intellectual and moral forces which are suppressed
among a scanty population.”s

Comte sees the division of labor as a powerful impellent of social evolution.

271bid., p. 148. 281bid. 291bid., p. 143. 30 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 307.
311bid., p. 305.
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HIERARCHY OF THE SCIENCES

Comte’s second best known theory, that of the hierarchy of the sciences,
is intimately connected with the Law of Three Stages. Just as mankind pro-
gresses only through determinant stages, each successive stage building on the
accomplishments of its predecessors, so scientific knowledge passes through
similar stages of development. But different sciences progress at different rates.
“Any kind of knowledge reaches the positive stage early in proportion to its
generality, simplicity, and independence of other departments.”** Hence
astronomy, the most general and simple of all natural sciences, develops first.
In time, it is followed by physics, chemistry, biology, and finally, sociology.
Each science in this series depends for its emergence on the prior developments
of its predecessors in a hierarchy marked by the law of increasing complexity
and decreasing generality.

The social sciences, the most complex and the most dependent for their
emergence on the development of all the others, are the “highest” in the
hierarchy. “Social science offers the attributes of a completion of the positive
method. All the others . . . are preparatory to it. Here alone can the general
sense of natural law be decisively developed, by eliminating forever arbitrary
wills and chimerical entities, in the most difficult case of all.”** Social science
“enjoys all the resources of the anterior sciences”® but, in addition, it uses
the historical method which “investigates, not by comparison, but by gradual
filiation.”® “The chief phenomenon in sociology . . . that is, the gradual
and continuous influence of generations upon each other—would be disguised
or unnoticed, for want of the necessary key—historical analysis.”*®

Although sociology has special methodological characteristics that distin-
guish it from its predecessors in the hierarchy, it is also dependent upon them.
It is especially dependent on biology, the science that stands nearest to it in the
hierarchy. What distinguishes biology from all the other natural sciences is its
holistic character. Unlike physics and chemistry, which proceed by isolating
elements, biology proceeds from the study of organic wholes. And it is this
emphasis on organic or organismic unity that sociology has in common with
biology. “There can be no scientific study of society either in its conditions
or its movements, if it is separated into portions, and its divisions are studied
apart.”® The only proper approach in sociology consists in “viewing each
element in the light of the whole system. . . . In the inorganic sciences, the ele-
ments are much better known to us than the whole which they constitute: so
that in that case we must proceed from the simple to the compound. But the
reverse method is necessary in the study of Man and Society; Man and Society
as a whole being better known to us, and more accessible subjects of study,
than the parts which constitute them.”*

32 Positive Philosophy, 1, p. 6. 33 Positive Philosophy, 111, pp. 383-84. 34 Ibid. 35 Ibid.
36 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 261.  371bid., p. 225. 381bid., pp. 225-26.
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SOCIAL STATICS AND DYNANMICS

Just as in biology it is uscful to separate anatomy from physiology, so it is
desirable to make a distinction in sociology between statics and dynamics.
“The distinction is not between two classes of facts, but between two aspects
of theory. It corresponds with the double conception of order and progress:
for order consists . . . in a permanent harmony among the conditions of
social existence, and progress consists in social development.”** Order and
Progress, statics and dynamics, are hence always correlative to each other.

In order to supplement his theory of stages, Comte set out to investigate
the foundations of social stability. “The statical study of sociology consists in
the investigation of the laws of action and reaction of the different parts of
the social system—apart, for the occasion, from the fundamental movement
which is always gradually modifying them.”* It studies the balance of mutual
relations of elements within a social whole. There must always be a “spontane-
ous harmony between the whole and the parts of the social system.”** When
such harmony is lacking, we are confronted by a pathological case.

When Comte deals with the components of a social system, he emphati-
cally refuses to see individuals as elementary parts. “The scientific spirit forbids
us to regard society as composed of individuals. The true social unit is the
family—reduced, if necessary, to the elementary couple which forms its basis.
. . . Families become tribes and tribes become nations.”** A social science
that takes as its point of departure the needs and propensities of individuals is
bound to fail. In particular, it is erroneous to derive man’s social tendencies,
“which are now proved to be inherent in his nature,”** from utilitarian con-
siderations. In the early ages of humanity the individual advantages of associa-
tion were doubtful. “It is thus evident that the social state would never have
existed if its rise had depended on a conviction of its individual utility.”**

It is within the family that the elementary egotistical propensities are
curbed and harnessed to social purposes. “It is by the avenue [of the family]
that man comes forth from his mere personality, and learns to live in another,
while obeying his most powerful instincts.”** The family is the most elementary
social unit and the prototype of all other human associations, for these evolve
from family and kinship groups. “The collective organism is essentially com-
posed of families which are its true elements, of classes and castes which form
its true tissue, and finally of cities and townships which are its true organs.”*®

Although Comte conceived of society by analogy with a biological
organism, he was aware of the difficulties that such analogical thinking brings
in its wake. A biological organism is, so to speak, encased in a skin and hence

391bid., p. 218.  201bid., p. 219. 411bid., p. 222.
12 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 281, and Systéme, 11, p. 181. 43 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 27s.
44 Jbid., p. 276. 45 Jbid., p. 281. 46 Systéme, 11, p. 293.
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has material boundaries. The body social, however, cannot be held together
by physical means, but only by spiritual ties. Hence, Comte assigned central
importance to language, and above all, religion.

Language is the vessel in which the thought of preceding generations, the
culture of our ancestors, is stored. By participating in a linguistic universe, we
are part of a linguistic community. Language binds us to our fellows and at
the same time connects us to the long chain that links a living community
to its remote ancestors. Human society has more dead than living members.
Without a common language men could never have attained solidarity and
consensus; without this collective tool no social order is possible.

A common language is indispensable to a human community, but it is
only a medium, not a positive guide, to behavior. What is needed in addition
is a common religious belief. Religion furnishes the unifying principle, the
common ground without which individual differences would tear society
apart. Religion permits men to overcome their egoistic propensities and to
transcend themselves in the love of their fellow men. It is the powerful cement
that binds a society together in a common cult and a common system of beliefs.
Religion is at the root of social order. It is indispensable for making legitimate
the commands of government. No temporal power can endure without the
support of spiritual power. “Every government supposes a religion to con-
secrate and regulate commandment and obedience.”*

Beyond language and religion, there is a third factor that links man to
his fellows: the division of labor. Men are

bound together by the very distribution of their occupations; and it is this
distribution which causes the extent and growing complexity of the social
organism.

The social organization tends more and more to rest on an exact estimate
of individual diversities, by so distributing employments as to appoint each
one to the destination he is most fit for, from his own nature . . ., from
his education and his position, and, in short, from all his qualifications; so
that all individual organizations, even the most vicious and imperfect . . . ,
may finally be made use of for the general good.**

Comte believed in principle that the division of labor, while it fostered
the development of individual gifts and capacities, also contributed to human
solidarity by creating in each individual a sense of his dependence on others.
Yet at the same time, he was perturbed by what he considered certain negative
aspects of the modern industrial division of labor.

If the separation of social functions develops a useful spirit of detail, on
the one hand, it tends on the other, to extinguish or to restrict what we may
call the aggregate or general spirit. In the same way, in moral relations, while

471bid., p. 194. 15 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 292.
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each individual is in close dependence on the mass, he is drawn away from
it by the expansion of his special activity, constantly recalling him to his
private interest, which he but very dimly perceives to be related to the public.
. . . The inconveniences of the division of functions increase with its charac-
teristic advantages.*®

As a result, Comte expressed the fervent hope that in the future both temporal
and spiritual power would unite “to keep up the idea of the whole, and the
feeling of the common interconnection.”®

Comte always considered social institutions, whether language or religion
or the division of labor, not so much in their own right as in terms of the
contribution they make to the wider social order. To this extent, he must
surely be regarded as one of the earliest functional analysts of society, for he
not only considered the consequences social phenomena have on social systems,
but he stressed the interconnectedness of all these phenomena. “There must
always be a spontaneous harmony between the parts and the whole of the
social system. . .. It is evident that not only must political institutions and
social manners, on the one hand, and manners and ideas on the other, be
always mutually connected; but further that this consolidated whole must
always be connected, by its nature, with the corresponding state of the integral
development of humanity.”*

To Comte, the study of social statics, that is, of the conditions and pre-
conditions of social order, was inevitably linked to the study of social dynamics,
which he equated with human progress and evolution. Though he failed to
specify this link and to show how it operated concretely, he reiterated this
position in programatic form. Despite the fact that it seemed desirable for
methodological and heuristic purposes to separate the study of statics and
dynamics, in empirical reality they were correlative. Functional and evolu-
tionary analyses, far from contradicting each other, were in effect comple-
mentary.

THE NORMATIVE DOCTRINE

To the preceding outline of Comte’s scientific writings must be added a
summary of his normative theory, which he sketched out in his earliest papers
and developed in his later work, from the Positive Philosophy on. He claborated
a complex blueprint of the good positive society of the future, a society
directed by the spiritual power of priests of the new positive religion and
leaders of banking and industry. These scientific sociologist-priests would be,
as were their Catholic predecessors in the theological age, the moral guides and
censors of the community, using the force of their superior knowledge to recall
men to their duties and obligations; they would be the directors of education

49 1bid., p. 293.  901bid., p. 294. 51lbd., p. 222.
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and the supreme judges of the abilities of each member of society. In the
positive sociocracy of the future, the scientist-priests of the religion of humanity,
having acquired positive knowledge of what is good and evil, would sternly
hold men to their collective duty and would help suppress any subversive ideas
of inherent rights. Saint-Simon had suggested that in the future the domina-
tion of men over men would be replaced by the administration of things.
Comte now argued that the “things” to be administered were in fact human
individuals. Human relations would become “thingified.” Just as in the eleventh
century Pope Hildebrand had for a brief moment extended his spiritual power
over all temporal power, so the High Priest of Humanity, armed with a
scientific knowledge the Pope could not yet command, would institute a reign
of harmony, justice, rectitude, and equity. The new positivist order, to quote
some of Comte’s favorite formulae, would have Love as its Principle, Order
as its Basis, and Progress as its Aim. The egoistic propensities to which man-
kind was prone throughout previous history would be replaced by altruism,
by the command, Live for Others. Individual men would be suffused by love
for their fellows, and they would lovingly venerate the positivist engineers
of the soul who in their wisdom would incarnate the scientific knowledge of
man’s past and present and the lawfully determined path into a predictable
future.

Comte, especially in his later years, considered himself not only a social
scientist but also, and primarily, a prophet and founder of a new religion that
promised salvation for all the ailments of mankind. These normative aspects
of Comte’s thought, although important for the historian of ideas, are only
of peripheral concern here, where the focus is on sociology as a scientific enter-
prise. Yet this aspect of Comte’s work must be kept in mind in relation to his
life and to the social and intellectual context in which his work emerged.

THE MAN

Auguste Comte® was born on January 19, 1798, on the first of Pluvibse
in the Sixth Year of the Republic, in the southern French city of Montpellier.
His father, a fervent Catholic and discreet Royalist, was a petty government
official, an earnest, methodical, and straightlaced man, devoted to his work,
his religion, and his family, whose only pastime was to cultivate his garden.
The older Comte despised the Revolution and decried the persecution of
Catholicism it had brought in its wake but never forgot that he was in the

52 My main sources for this section have been Henri Gouhier's monumental La Jeunesse d’Auguste
Comte, 3 vols. (Paris, Vrin, 1933-1941), as well as his La Vie d’Auguste Comte (Paris,
Gallimard, 1931). I have also profited a great deal from Frank E. Manuel's The New World
of Henri Saint-Simon (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1956) and the chapter on Comte
in his The Prophets of Paris (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1962). Emile Littré’s
Anguste Comte et la philosophie positive, 3rd ed. (Paris, Aux Bureaux de la Philosophie
Dositive, 1877) has also been helpful.
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service of the government, no matter how quickly its form and composition
changed in these turbulent times. He was, above all, a man attached to order.

Small, delicate, and subject to many illnesses, the young Auguste Comte
nevertheless proved to be an outstanding student at the imperial lycée of his
native town, which he had entered at the age of nine. He was studiously
devoted to his work, but he was also among the most recalcitrant and re-
bellious of the students. Very early in his school career he lost the faith of his
parents and substituted for it a fervent republican faith in liberty. He hated
the reigning Emperor and dreamed of a revival of the glorious days of the
Revolution.

The only teacher who made a very strong impression on the young Comte
was his professor of mathematics, a former Protestant pastor named Daniel
Encontre, a man of broad learning and catholic concerns. It was probably
he who awoke in the young Comte his interest in mathematics and also served
as a role model for the wide-ranging intellectual that Comte was to become.

In August 1814, Comte entered the competition for the entrance examina-
tions of the prestigious Ecole Polytechnique, a kind of governmental M.I.T.,
but even more difficult to enter, and was admitted as the fourth man on the
entrance list. He registered in October and moved to Paris—a city he was
never to leave again, except for relatively short periods.

The Emperor had never been very popular in the Ecole Polytechnique,
which had been created by the Convention as a scientific school. He had re-
organized it on a military model and had it directed by a military governor
and his general staff. From the point of view of Napoleon, the school ought
to have trained mainly officers, even though it was also set up to furnish
engineers for the major public services. The students, still having the original
scientific character of the school clearly in their minds, saw themselves as
budding scientists and disagreed with Napoleon’s practical emphasis.

Early in 1814, when the Allies attacked Paris, young polyrechnicians fought
in the suburbs against the enemy, but in November the school operated again
as usual, and the young Comte, though a bit bored, could enjoy the privilege
of sitting at the feet of many of the eminent scientists of France. He soon felt
that this was Ais school, a school from which he not only wished to graduate
with honors, but where he hoped to teach after the end of his studies. Yet the
young Comte, whom most of his comrades already considered the leader of
his class, continued the disorderly and unruly behavior of his Montpellier
lycée days. Then the ardent hater of Napoleonic tyranny, he now found the
restoration of the Bourbon kings even less to his taste. He shared the Republi-
can faith of the majority of his schoolmates; with the reestablished monarchy
and its mediocre servants, even the Napoleonic Empire appeared beautiful.

When Napoleon returned, the school as a whole enthusiastically joined
his camp, and Comte was one of the leaders of his revolutionary fellows. But
the hundred days passed quickly. After Waterloo and the capitulation of
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Paris, order was reestablished and the school routine began all over again.
Comte returned to his course of studies—and to his usual insubordinate and
insolent behavior toward the school authorities.

In April 18106, six students protested to the administration against its
antiquated mode of examination. When these six were to be punished, the
whole student body expressed its solidarity. The administration appealed to
the minister in charge. Soon the governor announced that the school was to
be closed. It was to be reorganized, and those students who had behaved
themselves could apply for readmission at a later date. Boiling with rage,
Comte went home. But Montpellier did not hold him for long. The action
was in Paris.

Returning to the capital in July, Comte supported himself by tutoring and
lived in hopes of the imminent overthrow of the Bourbon oppressors. He met
a general who had a number of connections in the United States and who
promised to find him a position in an American version of the Ecole Poly-
technique, which was about to be organized. Comte, full of Republican ardor,
dreamed of emigrating forever to the land of the free. But the project fell
through. Congress approved in principle the idea of creating an American
Polytechnique but postponed the opening indefinitely.

Comte continued to give private lessons in mathematics and helped trans-
late a book on geometry from the English, but the future looked bleak. He
did not even try to gain readmission to the Ecole Polytechnique, which was
being reopened. And then came the coup de foudre, which was to change the
direction of his life.

THE ALLIANCE WITH SAINT-SIMON

In the summer of 1817 Comte was introduced to Henri Saint-Simon, then
director of the periodical Industrie, a creative, fertile, disorderly, and tumultu-
ous man who was to have a major and lasting influence on Comte’s life and
works. Saint-Simon, at this point nearly sixty years old, was attracted by the
brilliant young man who possessed a trained and methodical capacity for
work, which Saint-Simon so conspicuously lacked. Comte became his secretary
and close collaborator.

The two men worked for a while in intimate conjunction. In the beginning
Comte was paid three hundred francs a month, but when Saint-Simon again
experienced those financial straits with which he was frequently afflicted,
Comte stayed on without pay both for intellectual reasons and in hopes of
future reward.

A number of scholars have argued the question of who benefited the
most from the close collaboration, Comte or Saint-Simon. There is no need to
take sides in this somewhat byzantine quarrel. It suffices to say that Comte was
influenced in a major way by his patron, even though his close contact with
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Saint-Simon may have brought to fruition ideas that had already germinated
in Comte’s mind. It is certain, in any case, that the young Republican advocate
of equality was converted to an elitist point of view soon after meeting Saint-
Simon; one of Comte’s first essays, written in July 1819, testifies to this fact.
The elitist conception stayed with him throughout his career.

The sketches and essays that Comte wrote during the years of close as-
sociation with Saint-Simon, especially between 1819 and 1824, contain the
nucleus of all his later major ideas. One finds here not only the major scientific
ideas he was to develop in his Cours de philosophie positive, but also, and this
is often overlooked, the beginnings of his later conceptions concerning the
need for a unifying communal order based on a newly instituted spiritual
power.

In 1824 Comte finally broke with his master. The immediate cause con-
cerned a somewhat involved and rather squalid fight over the form in which
one of Comte’s essays was to be published. Should it be under Saint-Simon’s
name as in the past? Or as Auguste Comte’s Systéme de politique positive,
first volume, first part? Comte was given one hundred copies of his
work under his own name. At the same time, Saint-Simon put out one
thousand copies entitled Catechisme des industriels by Henri de Saint-Simon,
Third Installment, a work that included Comte’s essay, with an unsigned
preface written by Saint-Simon in which he found fault with his disciple.
Comte now repudiated the master whose name became anathema to him dur-
ing the rest of his life. The master once denied was rejected over and over
again.

The quarrel had intellectual as well as material causes. To be sure, Comte
had begun to chafe under the pretension of the old man who continued to
treat him as the obedient pupil he had once been rather than as a member of
a kind of competitive alliance. Comte had already begun to make a name for
himself in the world of liberal journalism and among an elite of scientists. But
the two collaborators now also diverged in regard to the strategy to be used
for winning consent and influence among the public. Saint-Simon, ever the
activist, wished to emphasize the need for immediate reform. What he wanted
above all was to inspire the liberal industrialists and bankers who were his
backers to take prompt steps for the reorganization of French society. Comte,
in contrast, emphasized that theoretical work had to take precedence over re-
form activities, and that establishing the foundations of the scientific doctrine
was more important for the time being than effecting any practical influence.
Furthermore, and such are the ironies of intellectual history, Comte, the future
High Priest of Humanity, objected strenuously to the religious cast that Saint-
Simon now began to give to his doctrine.

And so, although he now basked in the glory of having received letters
of admiration and encouragement for his last work from such eminent scien-
tists as Cuvier and von Humboldt, as well as from a variety of liberal deputies
and publicists, Comte again stood alone—a marginal intellectual, only tenuously
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connected with the Parisian world of letters and science. There was now a
Comtean system, but its author was without position or office, without chair
or salary.

In the meantime, Comte thought that he had at least found some security
in his personal life. In February 1825, he decided to marry Caroline Massin,
a young woman whom he had known for several years, more recently as the
owner of a small bookstore and catlier as a streetwalker in the neighborhood
of the Palais Royal. The marriage was a tempestuous one—they separated
several times and finally parted ways forever—but for a time Comte felt that
he had found domestic anchorage, although he was still adrift in his search
for professional recognition and social position.

Comte refused to accept a proffered position as a chemical engineer, con-
tinuing instead to eke out a meager living by giving private lessons. In this
way he could devote himself to theoretical rather than practical problems and
was sometimes able to establish close ties with the high-born families whose
sons he taught. For a while he also gained some additional income from
writing, more particularly for the Producteur, a journal founded by the
spiritual sons of Saint-Simon after the death of their master.

During these years Comte’s major preoccupation was centered in the
elaboration of his positive philosophy. When the work seemed advanced
enough to be presented to a wider audience, Comte, having no official chair
from which to expound his theories, decided to offer a private course to which
auditors would subscribe in advance and where he would disclose his summa
of positive knowledge. The course opened in April, 1826. Some illustrious men
graced the audience. Alexander von Humboldt, several members of the
Academy of Sciences, the economist Charles Dunoyer, the duc Napoléon de
Montebello, Hippolyte Carnot, the son of the organizer of the revolutionary
armies and brother of the great scientist Sadi Carnot, and a number of former
students of the Ecole Polytechnique were in attendance.

Comte gave three of his lectures, but when the audience came for the
fourth, they found the doors closed. Comte had fallen ill, having suffered a
serious mental collapse. For a while he was treated for “mania” in the hospital
of the famous Dr. Esquirol, where this author of a Treatise on Mania at-
tempted to cure him by cold-water treatment and bloodletting. When Madame
Comte finally decided to bring him back to their home, Esquirol objected.
The register of discharge of the patient had a note in Esquirol’s hand, “N.G.”
(Non Guéri—not recovered.)

After returning home, Comte fell into a deep melancholic state, and he
even attempted suicide by throwing himself into the Seine. But in the course
of the year 1827, and after an extended trip to his native Montpellier, the
patient slowly recovered. In August 1828, he symbolized his victory over the
illness by writing a review of a book entitled Irritation and Folly.

The course of lectures was resumed in 1829, and Comte was pleased
again to find in the audience several great names of science and letters. Yet,
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the small reputation he enjoyed proved a fragile support. A number of eminent
men continued to stand by him, but as time went on he gradually became an
object of ridicule in the scientific community. Specialists of every field united
in condemnation of a man who seemed to have the promethean ambition to
encompass the development of all the sciences in his encyclopedic enterprise.

Comte now resumed his wretched life in neglect and isolation. During
the years 1830-1842, when he wrote his masterwork, the Cours de philosophie
positive, he continued to live miserably on the margin of the academic world.
All attempts to be appointed to a chair at the Ecole Polytechnique or to a
position with the Academy of Sciences or the Collége de France were of no
avail. He only managed in 1832 to be appointed “répétiteur d’analyse et de
mécanique” at the Ecole; five years later he was also given the position of
external examiner for the same school. The first position brought a meager
two thousand francs, the second little more. He also taught mathematics at a
private school, and these three positions, together with unused per diem fees
paid him as a traveling examiner for the Ecole, allowed him to live just above
the margin of poverty.

During the years of intense concentration when he wrote the Cours, he
not only was troubled by financial difficulties and continued academic rebuffs,
but by increasing marital difficulties. Slowly Comte withdrew further and
further into his shell. The system he elaborated began to dominate the man.
For reasons of “cerebral hygiene,” he no longer followed the current literature
in all the many fields he wrote about. In fact, he decided in 1838 that he
would no longer read any scientific work, limiting himself to the reading of
fiction and poetry. In his last years the only book he read over and over again
was the Imitation of Christ.

Yet despite all these adversities, Comte slowly began to acquire disciples.
Perhaps more gratifying than the conversion of a few remarkable French
disciples, such as the eminent scholar Emile Littré who became his close
follower, was the fact that his positive doctrine now had penetrated across the
Channel and received considerable attention there. Sir David Brewster, an
eminent physicist, welcomed it in the pages of the Edinburgh Review in 1838
and, most gratifying of all, John Stuart Mill became a close admirer and
spoke of Comte in his System of Logic (1843) as “among the first of European
thinkers.” Comte and Mill corresponded regularly, and Comte told his British
correspondent not only of his scientific work but of the trial and tribulations
of his marital life and the difficulties of his material existence. Mill even ar-
ranged for a number of British admirers of Comte to send him a considerable
sum of money to tide him over his financial difficulties.

Soon after the Cours was finally finished, Comte’s wife left him forever.
Lonely and isolated, he continued to assail those scientists who refused to
recognize him. He complained to ministers, wrote quixotic letters to the press,
needled his enemies, and taxed the patience of his few remaining friends. In
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1844, having created too many cnemies at the Ecole Polytechnique, his appoint-
ment as examiner was not renewed. Hence, he lost about half of his income.
(He was to lose his other position with the Ecole in 1851.)

The year 1844, when he had been publicly humiliated by not being re-
appointed at the Ecole, was also, it turned out, the year of his greatest elation.
He fell in love with Clothilde de Vaux, an upper-class woman not yet thirty
years old, who had been abandoned by her husband, a petty official. He had
absconded with government funds and had gone to Brussels, leaving her, as
well as his gambling debts, in Paris. Comte met her at a young disciple’s
house and fell passionately in love with her. Suddenly the cool and methodical
mask that Comte had presented to the outside world scemed to dissolve.
Comte in love was a Comte transformed. All the previously repressed pas-
sionate clements of his nature now came to the fore. The encounter with
Clothilde, short as it was to be, proved as important to the middle-aged Comte
as the encounter with Saint-Simon had been to the young man.

The grande passion never led to physical fulfillment. Clothilde resisted
all his entreaties and kept the affair on a lofty platonic and romantic plane.
And, only a few months after they had exchanged their first love letters,
Clothilde took to her bed, stricken by that most romantic of illnesses, tubercu-
losis. Almost a year after the beginning of the affair she died.

Comte now vowed to devote the rest of his life to the memory of “his
angel.” The Systéme de politique positive, which he had begun to sketch in
1844, was to become a memorial to his beloved. In its pages, Comte now
hailed the primacy of emotion over intellect, of feeling over mind; he pro-
claimed over and over again the healing powers of warm femininity for a
humanity too long dominated by the harshness of masculine intellect.

When the Systéme finally appeared between 1851 and 1854, Comte lost
many, if not most, of those rationalist followers he had acquired with so much
difficulty over the last fifteen years. John Stuart Mill and Emile Littré were
not willing to concede that universal love was the solvent for all the difficulties
of the age. Nor could they accept the Religion of Humanity of which Comte
now proclaimed himself the High Priest. The multiple ritual observances, the
special calendar, the whole elaborate rigmarole of the cult now unveiled
appeared to them a repudiation of Comte’s previous message. The prophet of
the positive stage secmed to fall back into the darkness of the theological
stage. The intimation of things to come, which can already be found in his
earliest writings, had not commanded their attention.

Comte was undismayed by the loss of disciples. Let them go; he would
attract others to the bosom of the new Church. Comte decided that he would
henceforth sign all his circulars “The Founder of Universal Religion, Great
Priest of Humanity.” From the seat of the new pontiff now poured letters to
the powerful of the world—the Czar Nicholas, the Grand Vizier of the Otto-
man Empire, the head of the Jesuits—trying to convert them to the new
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order. And at home, Comte now lectured to diverse audiences, more particu-
larly the working class, to convert them to the new creed. He wrote appeals
to the workers, a Positive Catechism, Appeals to Conservatives—in fact,
appeals to anybody and everybody who seemed at all disposed to listen.

In 1848, a few days after the February Revolution, he had founded the
Société Positiviste, which became in th¢ early fifties the main center of his
teaching. The members tithed themselves to assure the livelihood of the master
and vowed to spread his message. Comte now sent weekly messages to his
disciples in the provinces and abroad, which he compared to Saint Paul’s
epistles. Missions functioned in Spain, England, the United States, and Hol-
land. Every evening, from seven to nine, except on Wednesday when the
Société Positiviste had its regular meetings, Comte received his Parisian disciples
at home. Former polytechnicians and future politicians, intellectuals and
manual workers, here intermingled in their great love for the master. He who
had been denied so often finally found rest in the knowledge that he had at
last found disciples who, unlike the former false friends, did not come together
admiring his intellect alone, but basked in the emanation of his love and loved
him in return.

Comte had travelled far from the republican and libertarian enthusiasms
of his youth. The rebellious student from Montpellier now preached the
virtues of submission and the necessity of order. The twin motto of the Posi-
tive Church was still Order and Progress, but in these last years the need for
order assumed ever greater weight in the eyes of its founder. Revulsion from
the bloody events of the June days of 1848 had finally brought Comte into the
camp of Napoleon III, and it was this rage for order that now made him see
Czars and Grand Viziers, even the head of the Jesuits, as brothers under the
skin.

On the seventeenth of June, 1857, Comte, for the first time in eleven
years, failed to visit the grave of Clothilde at the Pére Lachaise cemetery. The
early symptoms of an internal cancer kept him at home. The illness pro-
gressed swiftly, and he died on the fifth of September. The following Tuesday,
a small group of disciples, friends, and neighbors followed his bier to the
Pere Lachaise. Here his tomb became the center of a small positivist cemetery
where, buried close to the master, are his most faithful disciples.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Auguste Comte was a son of the Enlightenment carrying on the tradition
of the philosophers of progress of the late eighteenth century, especially the
tradition established by Turgot and Condorcet. This much is beyond dispute;
yet, standing by itself, this statement is a serious distortion of his intellectual
portrait.,
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Auguste Comte was a thinker in the tradition of de Bonald and de
Maistre, a resolute antagonist of the individualistic approach to human society
that had predominated throughout the eighteenth century. Appalled by the
breakdown of social order in his days, he called, just as did the traditionalist
thinkers, for the reconstruction of a moral community. Since he was scan-
dalized by “the anarchy which day by day envelops society,” a rage and quest
for order hovers over his work. This, too, is beyond dispute, though later
commentators have not always scen this aspect of Comte’s work quite as
clearly as his link to the tradition of enlightenment.

Auguste Comte was a liberal. This statement is much less defensible than
are the first two, yet it too contains more than a grain of truth. During a
period of his life, especially in his formative years, he was deeply influenced
by liberal thinkers and especially by the liberal political economists from
Adam Smith to Jean Baptiste Say.

One could list still other intellectual traditions to which Comte can be
linked in one way or another. He knew, for example, some of the writings
of Immanuel Kant, more particularly his seminal Idee zu einer allgemeinen
Geschichte in weltbuergerlicher Absicht. Comte considered Kant “the meta-
physician most close to the positive philosophy,” and wrote in 1824 that, had
he read him earlier, this would have “spared him much effort.”**

Comte saw himself as the continuator of the dissimilar scientific traditions
of Bacon and Descartes, but he was also much impressed with Bossuet’s
Catholic vision. Montesquicu and Hume, de Condillac and the idéologues, as
well as the major natural scientists from Newton’s day until his own, all exercised
considerable influence on his thought. In debt to many traditions but not fully
belonging to any, he assimilated various doctrines in order to present a syn-
thesis which, even when it is juxtaposed to the work of Saint-Simon that so
deeply influenced him, is uniquely his own. From his young manhood till
his middle thirties when he ceased reading other men’s works, Comte drew
on many sources and selected from them the multiple strands that he wove
into the rich texture of his own summa. This chapter does not attempt a com-
plete intellectual history, and so only a few of these strands can be considered
in some detail.

THE TRADITION OF PROGRESS

In 1750, the Baron Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, the future minister of
Louis XVI, then only twenty-three years of age, dclivered two lectures at
the Sorbonne that were, in Frank Manuel’s words, “the first important version
in modern times of the ideology of progress.””* Contrasting the order of nature
with its eternal sameness to the world of man, Turgot wrote: “The succession

33 Letter to d’Eichthal, quoted in Littré, op. cit., pp. 150-51.
4 The Prophets, p. 13.
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of men ... presents a changing spectacle from century to century. . .. All
ages are linked to each other by a series of causes and effects which binds the
present state of the world with all those which have preceded it.” Language
and writing were the vehicles by which men transmitted their culture so that
“all detailed forms of knowledge constitute a common treasury, which one
generation transmits to another like a legacy that is ever being augmented
with the discoveries of each century, so that the human race appears . . . to be
one immense whole which, like every individual, has its infancy and its prog-
ress.””® Turgot was convinced of the inevitability of progress. There could be
no stop to the continuous enlargement of man’s intellectual inheritance, and
although science, morality, technology, and the arts might each develop at a
different pace, thus creating some unequal developments and temporary dis-
locations, science, and more particularly the mathematical sciences, would al-
ways be in the vanguard of progress. The march of science, and hence the for-
ward thrust of mankind, could never be stopped.

The stress on necessary linkages between the ages of mankind, the
emphasis on the inevitable increase in the cultural inheritance of humanity,
the belief in the powers of science—these and many other elements clearly
are major ingredients in Comte’s synthesis and make him a continuator of
the tradition that was started by Turgot.

Comte was even more deeply indebted to the Marquis Jean-Antoine-
Nicolas Caritat de Condorcet, whose Esquisse d'un tableau historique des
progres de Uesprit humain, written while he was hiding from Robespierre’s
police, continued Turgot’s emphasis on the long historical chain of progress
now culminating in modern rational man. “We pass by imperceptible grada-
tions from the brute to the savage and from the savage to Euler and New-
ton.”*® Like his predecessor, Condorcet believed that he could document the
operation of progress in the past. Its projection into a future of infinite per-
fectibility was to him a foregone conclusion. Like Turgot, he saw in science
and technology the means by which mankind had been propelled forward as
well as the main engine of future advances. But while Turgot had still relied
on the regular appearance of men of genius to spur the movement of progress,
Condorcet thought that with enlightenment and state-supported mass instruc-
tion, the number of productive scientists could be deliberately increased, and
hence the rate of progress could be enormously accelerated. Taking his clue
from Bacon’s New Atlantis, he elaborated a plan for a new scientific society
of the future in which an elite of scientists would collaboratively share their
labors and enhance scientific productivity. These men of science would be in
the vanguard of humanity. The progress of the ordinary run of mankind
would be more sluggish than that of men of scientific training, but common
men would eventually accept scientific guidance to reach for further per-
fectibility. Certain inequalities would continue to exist, but, given the high

55 Quoted in ibid., p. 21. 56 lbid., p. 62.
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level of achievement of the race as a whole, they would no longer lead to
suffering and deprivation. In the tenth epoch of human history (Condorcet
had described the previous march of humanity in terms of nine key epochs),
mankind would come into its kingdom. Rejecting the last remnants of super-
stition and clerical domination, men, trusting in the authority and high mission
of science, would all move forward and become free and rational citizens.
Intellectual and moral progress would go hand in hand, and the heightened
pace of scientific discovery and invention would accelerate the rate of general
advance.”

Comte’s close kinship to the major ideas of the author of the Esquisse is
clearly evident, and he recognized repeatedly the great debt he owed to Con-
dorcet. However, he never followed Condorcet in two of the Marquis’ major
tenets: the belief in individualism and in relative equality. Comte’s doctrine
had a strongly hierarchic, anti-individualist and inegalitarian cast. Although in
this respect the influence of Saint-Simon was a decisive element, the impact
of the traditionalist thinkers was equally marked.

THE TRADITION OF ORDER

Comte heaped high praise on the traditionalists. He referred to them as
“that immortal school which emerged . . . under the noble leadership of de
Maistre and was dignifiedly brought to completion by de Bonald with the poetic
assistance of Chateaubriand.”® The encomium was justified; Comte owed a
great deal to these enemies of the promises and the premises of the Enlighten-
ment—at least as much as he owed to the Enlightenment itself.

The major traditionalists had all been among the émigrés. Some of them
had not initially been hostile to the Revolution; de Maistre, for example, had
even been considered close to the Jacobins in the carly years of the Revolution.
But they all turned their backs on it during its later radical stages. Writing
from foreign shores, they castigated their fellow Frenchmen for the errors of
their ways. Devout Catholics and royalists, they saw in the later stages of the
Revolution the work of the devil. And the names of the devil's work were
individualism, secularism, and the notion of natural rights.

A society not bound together by the ties of moral community, they
taught, must collapse into a sandheap of unrelated individuals. A society with-
out the firm support of legitimate authority and without hierarchy was a
nonviable monstrosity. Society was an organic whole or it was nothing. The
attempt to base social living on contracts between individuals, or to recon-
struct socicty on the basis of natural individual rights, was inspired by hubris
or madness, or both. Men had duties rather than rights.

Rousseau and Condorcet were the particular targets of the traditionalists’

57 My account of Turgot and Condorcet is deeply indebted to Manucl's The Prophets.
58 Systéme, 111, p. 605.
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contempt. Rousseau had asserted that man, unspoiled by society, had been
naturally good. “Coming from the hand of the author of all things,” began
his Emile, “everything is good; in the hand of men everything degenerates.”
In reply, de Bonald asserted the primacy of society. Society had humanized, it
had created, man. “We are bad by nature,” he stated, “good through society.
The savage is not a man, he is not even a childish man, he is only a degen-
erate man.”*®

Condorcet had dreamed of perfecting the society of man—an absurd
undertaking in the eyes of the traditionalists. “Condorcet wants men to perfect
society,” wrote de Bonald, “and I maintain on the contrary that it is only
society which perfects man in his intellectual and physical aspects.”® The
cardinal error of the Enlightenment, the traditionalists believed, had been to
consider that society served the purposes of men. “Man does not exist for
society,” snorted de Bonald, “society forms him only for its own purposes.”!
The social dimension had primacy over the individual dimension both logi-
cally and morally.

To the rationalist and utilitarian image of socicty as an aggregate of in-
dividuals engaged in the pursuit of their private ends, the traditionalists
counterposed the notion of the social group. The Revolution, they argued, had
destroyed those security-giving groupings that shiclded individuals and struc-
tured their pursuits. Without such intermediary groupings there could be no
community. The family, taught de Bonald, is the nucleus of primitive society.
He quoted Cicero, “Prima societas in ipso conjugio est.” Domestic societies in
their turn form larger groups. All these stand in hierarchical relations to one
another, the whole culminating in the spiritual power of the Pope and the
sccular power of the king. Without religious institutions to keep individual
propensities and drives in check, no society can endure. Without religion there
is no moral community, and without moral community social living is a lonely
ordeal. Devoid of morally sanctioned ties to superiors and inferiors, the society
of men decays into a collection of isolated, insulated, and acquisitive persons.
The liberated individual of the Enlightenment, the traditionalists contended, is
in reality the socially alienated individual.

Society is healthy only when the different orders of which it is composed
stay in harmony. The good socicty of the traditionalists is a pluralistic
society, like the medieval world. (Though, it should be remarked in passing
that the traditionalists have no monopoly on the notion of pluralism—it is
held by many liberals as well.) The family, the estates, the guild, the local
community all have their proper sphere of authority, and so, on a higher plane,
have the Church and the State. Only through a proper adjustment of these
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institutions and groups to one another can social stability and harmony be
assured. The social order exists in a delicate and finely adjusted balance that
men tamper with only at their peril. “Oh, when degree is shaked,” the tradi-
tionalists might have quoted Shakespeare, “the enterprise is sick.”**

Order, hierarchy, moral community, spiritual power, the primacy of groups
over individuals—these and many other themes of the traditionalists find an
echo in Comte. In fact, there is but little in his social statics that cannot be
traced to their influence. Yet he could not accept their retrograde vision; to him
the good society was not to be found in the medieval past but in a future yet
to come. Even though he shared with them an admiration for the medieval
papacy and the glory that was the Church, he was not willing to relinquish
the optimistic and futuristic vision that he had imbibed from the Enlighten-
ment. He clung to the idea of progress, even though beholden to the vision
of social order. He appreciated and admired the traditionalists’ view of past
organic society; nevertheless, he also believed that this view did not equip them
to do justice to the new critical forces that had come to the fore in his day.

To understand the Industrial Revolution, Comte had to turn toward its
most determined analysts and apologists, the liberal economists from Adam
Smith to Jean Baptiste Say and their allies among the political thinkers of
French liberalism.

THE TRADITION OF LIBERALISM

Comte had high praise for Adam Smith, though not for most of his suc-
cessors. He called Smith “the illustrious philosopher” and referred to his
“luminous analyses relating to the division of employments.”*® But he was
also critical of Smith, and particularly his successors, for their belief in the
self-regulating character of the market. Laissez faire, Comte believed, “sys-
tematizes anarchy.” In as far as the political economists set up “as a dogma,
the absence of all regulating intervention whatever,”®* Comte naturally re-
garded them as the sworn enemies of his world view.

Comte’s belief in the beneficial effects of the division of labor derives
directly from Smith. He agreed with Smith that the industrial form of the
division of labor had brought in its wake a specially potent form of social
cooperation, which allowed men to increase their production immeasurably.
In Smith’s view, with which Comte concurred, a nation was a vast workshop

62 0On the traditionalists see Robert Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (New York, Basic Books,
1966) as well as his carlier papers quoted therein and several essays in his Tradition and Revolt
(New York, Random House, 1968). Cf. also Dominique Baggs, Les Idées politiques en France
sous la restauration (Paris, Presses Universitaires, 1952); Jacques Godechot, La Contre-révolu-
tion (Paris, Presses Universitaires, 1961); and, for a sharply critical account, Roger Soltau,
French Political Thought in the 19th Century (New York, Russell and Russell, 1959).

68 Positive Philosophy, 11, p. 204. St 1bid., p. 206.



26 Masters of Sociological Thought

where the labor of each, however diverse in character, added to the wealth of
all.®®

It would not be correct to say that Comte’s realization of the detrimental
consequences of the division of labor, which appeared concomitantly with its
beneficial results, derived solely from his reading of economists, such as
Sismondi, who were critical of prevailing liberal doctrine. There, too, he was
beholden to Adam Smith. Most readers of the Wealth of Nations confine their
reading to the first two or three books of that work. Were they to read the fifth
book, they would find formulations as critical of the division of labor as those
of Sismondi:

In the progress of the division of labor, the employment of the far greater
part of those who live by labor, that is, of the great body of the people comes
to be confined to a few very simple operations; frequently to one or two. . . .
But, the man whose whole life is spent in performing a few simple operations,
of which the effects too are, perhaps, always the same, or very nearly the
same, has no occasion to exert his understanding, or to exercise his invention.
. . . He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion, and generally
becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to be-
come.

Such pessimistic views about the effects of the division of labor were, of course,
extended and enlarged upon by later socialist and left-Catholic reformers but
were neglected in the main writings of liberal political economists. It remains,
however, that Comte stood in the line of the Smith tradition both when he
praised the new industrial division of labor and when he was sharply critical
of its human effects.

There is still one other point for which Comte is directly indebted to the
liberal economists: his recognition of the major creative functions of “in-
dustrialists” or, in modern parlance, enzreprencurs. In this Comte followed
Smith’s French disciple, Jean Baptiste Say, whose Le Traité d'économie politi-
que, which first appeared in 1803, was essentially a work of popularization of
ideas from across the Channel. But in at least one aspect it went beyond
Smith, who spoke of capitalists, alongside workers and landowners, as the
major agents of production. Say distinguished the capitalist from the entre-
preneur. He stressed the special and distinct function of entreprencurship and
delineated the role of the entrepreneur. It is he, rather than the capitalist, who
directs and superintends production and distribution. The entrepreneur,
through his guiding and directing activities, becomes for Say the true pivot of
the new industrial system.

Adam Smith had talked about the creative contributions of labor. Say
corrected him by pointing out that what was needed was not simply labor but
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“industry,” that is, the creative conjunction of labor and capital. Say main-
tained that the entrepreneur is a man who uses initiative to create value
through the judicious employment of factors of production. An industrial
product emerges only when raw material is transformed through labor under
the directing guidance of an entrepreneur.®®

Say had not only written a cool description of the new creative role of
the “industrieux” as he called them; he had in fact exalted their functions and
attempted to make them into the heroes of the dawning industrial world. His
influence on his contemporaries and more particularly on the liberal political
thinkers of the Restoration was profound. Thus Benjamin Constant, for ex-
ample, could write, “Industrial property amounts to the amelioration of the
whole of society, and one might call it the legislator and the benefactor of the
human kind.”*

Saint-Simon and the Saint-Simonians were to expand on the creative
functions of enterprising industrialists, and it may well be that Comte first
fully appreciated Say’s work under the guidance of his one-time master. Be
this as it may, it is readily apparent that the exaltation of the role of the in-
dustrial entreprencur in the work of Comte, as in that of Saint-Simon, had
its roots in the liberal teaching of Jean Baptist Say. Comte, though he was
assuredly not a liberal, still stands in major aspects of his work under the
shadow of Adam Smith and his French disciple.

THE INFLUENCE OF SAINT-SIMON

The notion of a positive Science of Man and that of the hierarchy of the
sciences can be found, though in an unsystematic and often only embryonic
form, in the work of Saint-Simon. Saint-Simon’s knowledge of the natural
sciences was rudimentary; yet some of his writings during the Empire already
sound surprisingly Comtean. “All sciences,” he wrote then, “began by being
conjectural, the greater order of things has ordained that they all become posi-
tive.” The sciences were developed in a series, Saint-Simon contended, which
went from the relatively simple to the highly complex. The time had now
come for the emergence of a fully positive Science of Man that would revolu-
tionize the institutions of Europe. At this point, “Morals will become a positive
science. Politics will become a positive science. Philosophy will become a posi-
tive science. The religious system will be perfected. The clergy will be re-
organized and reconstituted. The reorganization of the clergy can only mean
the rcorganization of the scientific corps because the clergy must be the
scientific corps.”®® Such notions abound, and one could go on quoting.

Not only the embryo of the general philosophy of positivism but also
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many specific Comtean notions are adumbrated in Saint-Simon’s writings:
the emphasis on the key role of industrialists in ordering the temporal affairs
of society; the stress on the need to reconstitute spiritual power in the hands
of an elite of scientists; the distinctions between organic and critical epochs in
history, and the realization that after the critical work of the Enlightenment and
the Revolution had been accomplished, there was an urgent need to build the
foundations for a new organic unity; the stress on social engineering and plan-
ning and the concomitant revulsion from the anarchy of the age; the emphasis
on the need for hierarchy and on the creative powers of elites—these, and
many other Comtean notions, can be found in the work of Saint-Simon.

There are, nevertheless, major differences in Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s
approach. To cite only one, the aristocratic Saint-Simon never failed to put
great stress on the ideal of individual self-realization in all his Utopian dreams.
His followers would develop this notion and stress sexual liberation, the “re-
habilitation of the flesh.” In contrast, Comte, the son of a petty functionary,
pictured the man of the future as an ascetic—a self-abnegating, self-denying
creature totally devoted to the Whole.*

THE EFFECTS OF INTELLECTUAL COMPETITION:
A NOTE ON COMTE AND QUETELET

Comte came upon the term “social physics,” which he used quite ex-
plicitly in his 1822 paper, through an extension of the notions of the natural
sciences. “We now possess,” he wrote, “a celestial physics, a terrestrial physics,
either mechanical or chemical, a vegetable physics and an animal physics; we
still want one more and last one, social physics, to complete the system of our
knowledge of nature. I understand by social physics the science which has
for its subject the study of social phenomena.”” This was a terminological
(and partly conceptual) analogue. A few years later, Comte abandoned the
term “social physics” in favor of the neologism “sociology.” This was not be-
cause he now judged organismic analogies to be more appropriate in the study
of society than physical ones; rather, he dropped the term because it had been
used by a Belgian statistician, Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874). Not knowing of
Comte’s usage, Quetelet had published in 1835 a book called On Man and the
Development of Human Faculties, which bore the subtitle, An Essay on Social
Physics. Comte was outraged, especially since Quetelet’s system was based on
the notion that the normal curve of distribution of social phenomena points
to the crucial importance of “the average man,” and hence contradicted Comte’s
hierarchical notions.

To distinguish his system from that of Quetelet, Comte coined the hybrid
term sociology. This episode is worth recounting if only because it evidences,
once again, how decisions of thinkers are affected by their interactions with
other scholars in their significant environment, and by their concern to be
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distinctively identifiable in their own thinking. There is, beyond that, how-
ever, more than a terminological aspect. Quetelet introduced the notion of
“social physics” as an off-shoot of his empirical mode of investigation in which
he demonstrated, for the time being, statistical uniformities in man’s behavior.
Comte went at it in quite another way, through the philosophical style of
analogy. This highlights marked differences in the intellectual currents of the
time. Quetelet and Comte represent opposite poles in sociological thinking,
and it is hence fortunate that they came to employ different terminologies.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

Auguste Comte lived through seven political regimes and an untold num-
ber of insurrections, uprisings, and popular revolts. For more than fifty years
France had experienced an almost continuous series of upheavals punctuated
by only fairly short periods of relative calm. The major revolutions resulted
not only from political causes but also from acute and widespread economic
and social unrest in an age of rapidly quickening social change. They marked
the belated coming of the Industrial Revolution.

While France was in this period a seedbed of disorder and upheaval, she
was also the undisputed and unrivaled center of scientific advance in Europe.
In all the natural sciences and in mathematics, French scholars took the lead
and made key contributions that were to determine the future course of
European scientific development. These same scholars, moreover, were also
instrumental in efforts to unify and synthesize the hitherto dispersed scientific
findings of a variety of disciplines.

George Sabine, commenting on Bodin’s development of the doctrine of
the “divine right of kings” in sixteenth century France, remarked upon the
fact that Bodin’s Republic was written only four years after the Massacre of
Saint Bartholomew and in the midst of the instability and violence of religious
wars that tore apart the fabric of French society. Sabine suggests that Bodin
exalted the role and authority of the king so as to bring order and stability
to a society that floundered in endless civil war.™ Comte’s concern with order
can be understood in similar terms. But he lived in an age in which science
had made major strides so that he was enabled to wed the traditionalist appeal
for order to the Enlightenment tradition of scientific progress.

THE GENERAL SCENE

When Comte was born, France was ruled by the Directory, which had
been established by the moderate Thermidorcans after the overthrow of
Robespierre’s regime of terror. Within two years Napoleon staged his coup

7L George H. Sabine, 4 History of Political Thought (New York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1961), p. 399.



30 Masters of Sociological Thought

d’état and became first consul; five years later he was crowned Emperor of the
French. After Napoleon’s defeat in 1814, the brother of the king who had
died on the guillotine returned to France as King Louis XVIII. A year later
Napoleon escaped from Elba and began the short rule generally called the
Hundred Days. In June 1815 he abdicated for the second time, and Louis
XVIII was reinstalled. The Restoration, as his regime and that of his brother
Charles X who succeeded him was called, lasted till 1830, when it was over-
thrown by the July revolution which led to the reign of Louis Philippe, Duke
of Orléans. The February revolution of 1848 inaugurated the shortlived
Second Republic. In December 1851 Louis Napoleon, who had been President
of the French Republic since 1848, staged a coup d’état and assumed dicta-
torial powers. In 1852 the Empire was reestablished and Napoleon III was
proclaimed Emperor.

This period of political revolutions and popular revolts was also the
period of the Industrial Revolution which, in France, came into its own only
during the post-Napoleonic years. From 1816 to 1829, the French cotton in-
dustry tripled its production. There were 7,000 silk looms in Lyons in 1817;
there would be 42,000 in 1832. The production of pig iron doubled from 1818
to 182872 By 1832 there were only 525 steam engines in all of France (in 1818,
there had been no more than 200), but in 1841 there were 2,807, and six years
later there were 4,853. (In England there were already 15,000 such engines in
1826.)™®

During the first part of the nineteenth century, a modern French working
class slowly and painfully emerged out of what had been largely a mass of
small artisans, craftsmen, and handicraft workers. Most workers still con-
tinued to be employed in very small enterprises, but by the middle forties, in-
dustrial establishments employing more than ten workers had already more
than a million employces.™ Salaries varied considerably from region to region
and among craftsmen, factory workers, and farmer-artisans in the countryside.
In general, salaries were very low, and rural workers suffered most. The urban
craft workers formed an aristocracy of labor, while industrial workers lived in
acute misery. Working and hygienic conditions in the new factories were
horrible. The long work day, which had been endurable in the family work-
shop, became an ordeal in larger manufacturing enterprises.

Wages declined steadily from 1820 onward. In 1830 the Lyons silk weavers
carned only a third of their 1810 wages. Economists have estimated that during
the Restoration, the average annual wage of a worker varied between 400 and
500 francs, and that the minimum living wage for a family of three was
around goo francs. Hence, a family could escape abject poverty only if women
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and children became additional breadwinners. The number of utterly destitute
men and women who had to be assisted by welfare payments increased enor-
mously, especially in those areas in which industrial production had begun to
hit its stride. In 1828, out of 224,000 workers in the Département du Nord,
163,000 had to be helped by welfare agencies.”” Conditions among displaced
artisans were equally frightening. In all, welfare agencies assisted 700,000
persons in 1833 and double that number fourteen years later.’

The revolutionary movements between 1830 and 1848 were not yet domi-
nated by the new industrial working class but still consisted mainly of urban
craftsmen and journeymen in the skilled trades. These men often expressed
their discontent through unorganized rioting, smashing of machines, and the
like. But when the times were propitious, they would also appear in the van-
guard of more organized political movements in the capital or in major in-
dustrial centers such as Lyons.”

The Bourbons were overthrown by a combination of a political crisis and
popular unrest caused by economic depression. “The people” or the “laboring
poor” who manned the barricades were composed not only of craftsmen or
journeymen as in the past, but also of industrial workers.” Those workers
assumed even more of the burden of fighting in 1848.

Post-revolutionary France, in part during the Restoration but to a full
extent after 1830, was a bourgeois society dominated by nouveaux riches. Their
elemental greed was hardly tamed by the noblesse oblige that characterized
older ruling classes. They were usually self-made men of lowly origin who
owed little to family background or education. What they lacked in refine-
ment and status, they more than made up for by their ferocious energy and
self-confidence. They were generally considered a crude and unappetizing lot,
and Balzac has drawn their collective portrait in the Comédie humaine with
deep loathing and revulsion.

These new men also possessed an iron will to succeed, unlike the older
ruling strata, which had by now settled into a routinized style of life. They
became the daring entreprencurs of the new age. They managed the venture-
some banking houses, organized railroads, and built new factories. Many of
these new men, especially among the bankers, had yet another incentive for
their extraordinary exertion: they were of Protestant or Jewish origin and
attempted to compensate for their minority status by special assiduity in the
amassing of wealth and fortune.

These, sketched with very broad strokes, were some of the salient character-
istics of the scene which Comte entered when, as a young man from the pro-
vinces, he registered at the Ecole Polytechnique and became a Parisian intel-
lectual.
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COMTE’S GENERATION—LE MAL DU SIECLE

Coming into manhood during the Restoration was fraught with both
material and spiritual frustrations. The opportunities for careers that had
existed in the revolutionary and Napoleonic period were blocked. Since so
many political and administrative places had been filled in the earlier period
by very voung men, there were now but few openings. Promotions of young
men who had been appointed under the Empire naturally delayed appoint-
ments and promotions for those who came later. Moreover, the émigrés who
had returned from exile preempted many places that would normally have
gone to younger men. As a consequence, the age structure of employment
changed by favoring the middle-aged over the young in public office. For ex-
ample, the proportion of prefects over the age of fifty was 15 percent in 1818,
but changed to 55 percent by 1830. In 1828, a Genevan author, James Fazy,
expressed the discontents of the young in a pamphlet called On Gerontocracy,
or the Abuse of the Wisdom of Old Men in the Government of France. “They
have reduced France,” he said. “to seven thousand or eight thousand asthmatic,
gouty. paralytic, eligible candidates with enfeebled faculties.”™

Some openings could be found in the new industrial enterprises, but these
developed slowly and really came to matter only during the latter part of the
July monarchy.

Just because France had created an excellent educational system, the
educated vouth of 1820, whose supply exceeded the demand, faced what they
considered a bleak future. The France of the Restoration abounded in doctors
without patients, lawyers without clients, and young men spending their time
in the waiting rooms of the high and mighty.*® Not really being in demand,
these young men suffered not only from material discontent but also from a
deep-seated spiritual malaise that came to be called /e mal du siécle. They had
no ideological explanations for their fate, nor did they have firm beliefs and
commitments as guidelines for their existence. Although the Church was now
again in an honored position and the altar was a prized ally of the throne, re-
ligion failed to regain its old moral authority. It had not recovered from the
shock administered by the Revolution. The romantic Catholic revival led by
men like Chateaubriand did not succeed in capturing the imagination of most
voung men. Nor was there any other system of values available to fill the
vacuum. “Alas, alas,” wrote Alfred de Musset of his generation in La Con-

fession d'un enfant du siécle, “religion is vanishing. . . . We no longer have
either hope or expectations. not even two little pieces of black wood before
which to wring our hands. . . . Everything that was is no more. All that will

be is not vet.” A young generation, dissatisfied with the official smugness and
self-confidence of the Restoration and the July monarchy, was thirsting for a
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new faith to give sense to what seemed devoid of meaning, to fill the aching
void of loneliness and despair.

THE PROMISE OF SCIENCE

The Ecole Polytechnique, founded in 1794, was, in Comte’s days, the fore-
most scientific school in France, and France was in the first part of the nine-
teenth century the unrivaled center of European scientific advance. The list of
illustrious scientists who taught at the Ecole is impressive. Lagrange, Monge,
Fourier, and Poinsot were among the early teachers of mathematical and
physical science; Berthollet taught chemistry. The second generation, which
began to take over during the latter part of Napoleon’s reign, included Pois-
son, Ampere, Gay-Lussac, Arago, Fresnel, and Cauchy.

Although eminent theoretical scientists taught at the Ecole, the school was
mainly devoted to the applied sciences. The teaching centered around descrip-
tive geometry, the art of blueprint making. since, in contrast to the Ecole
Normale that had been organized at the same time, its students were prepared
to become civil or military engineers rather than theoretical scientists.™

Although the majority of students became expert engineers and applied
mathematicians. a significant minority refused to accept the prospect of such
quotidian careers. They fused longing for a new faith and a new order with
the positivistic and scientific spirit they were imbued with at the Ecole, and
they decided to become scientific reformers. Not only Auguste Comte, but
Prosper Enfantin, the future Pope of the Saint-Simonian Church, Victor Con-
sidérant, the future spokesman of Fourierist doctrine, and Frédéric Le Play, the
Catholic sociologist and reformer, had been students of the Ecole, as were
several hundreds of later Saint-Simonians and many of Comte’s disciples.*

When Comte entered the Ecole, he soon found 2 group of voung poly-
techniciens with whom he could share his ideas and ideals. Gouhier, who has
followed the careers of a good number of Comte’s schoolmates, documents the
fact that his class contained an especially large number of social reformers,
Saint-Simonian or otherwise. Comte, the provincial novice, found here a sus-
taining group of young men from all over France, activated like himself by
scientific ardor and the reformer’s zeal. An unkind commentator, Albert
Thibaudet, once remarked that these young men thought that “one could
create a religion in the same way as one learned at the Ecole to build a
bridge.”** Although the remark is on the caustic side, it touches upon an im-
portant point. These men tended to think that social engineering—even the
engineering of a new faith—was not essentially different from the trade of the
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civil engineer. One had but to apply the laws of science to the creation of new
structures, be they physical or social.

Of the eminent men who taught at the Ecole many made major contribu-
tions to their particular discipline, but there were also men given to generaliza-
tion and to attempts to bridge the gap between the natural and the social
sciences. They saw themselves as the nincteenth-century continuators of a
synthesizing trend, which was already pronounced in Diderot’s and d’Alem-
bert’s Encyclopédie. Among them, and in French science in general, it was
felt that the time had come to put together many heretofore disjointed pieces
of theorizing and research and to build a unified scientific system that would
encompass both the natural and the social sciences. “The scientists of this gen-
eration,” writes Sébastien Charléty, “accomplished or prepared a work which
has the mark of a general conception of the world similar to that of the social
and political theoreticians.”®* The scientists of the day attempted to prove the
connectedness of phenomena hitherto thought to be distinct. They began to
assert the essential unity of all forces of nature, and certain scientists, especially
those pondering the laws of probability, began to conjecture about the basic
similarity of the laws of nature and those governing the life of man.

It is no wonder, then, that the young polytechniciens looked upon their
teachers as men who, through their own work or through their teaching, pro-
vided models of a generalizing and synthesizing approach. No wonder also
that they studied modern writers in the social sciences, such as Jean Baptiste
Say, in the hope of learning from them the operation of social laws.*®

Those polytechnicians who suffered from mal du siécle attempted in one
way or another to substitute a faith based on the authority of science for their
lost religious beliefs at the same time as they espoused a variety of reforming
doctrines, all of which included the notion of social engineering. Frederick
Hayek summed this up when he wrote:

The very type of the engineer with his characteristic outlook, ambition, and
limitations was created [at the Ecole Polytechnique]. That synthetic spirit
which would not recognize sense in anything that had not been deliberately
constructed, that love of organization that springs from the twin sources of
military and engineering practices, the aesthetic predilection for everything
that had been consciously constructed over anything that had “just grown,”
was a strong new clement which was added to—and in the course of time
began to replace—the revolutionary ardor of the young polytechniciens.®

Comte, while he made his unique contribution, is quite typical of his
generation at the Ecole Polytechnique. The Ecole provided him with an in-
tellectual milieu in which he could evolve his peculiar views through daily
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contacts with like-minded equals and with superiors who, even though they
may not have shared all the enthusiasms of the young, stimulated them
through their teachings. Among the few human ties that Comte maintained
throughout most of his life were those he had established with co-students and
with some of his teachers. When he first attempted to find a sympathetic
audience for his innovating ideas, he sent his early (1824) version of the
Systeme de politique positive to former students of the Ecole and to his
teachers Gay-Lussac, Hachette, Ampére and Poisson.*” Throughout most of his
life, although he had dropped out of the school before graduating, Comte
signed his letters, “Auguste Comte, former student of the Ecole Polytechnique.”

COMTE WITHOUT COLLEAGUES

Although it had been Comte’s fortune in his brief years as a student to
find role models, like-minded peers, and a willing audience for his ideas, it
was his abiding tragedy that he could not find similar intellectual companion-
ship and support during his subsequent career.

Many of his letters testify that during the first part of his association with
Saint-Simon, he experienced an intense elation through his close intellectual
exchange with the older man. But the period in which Comte looked upon
Saint-Simon as his master was short-lived. Latent disputes over intellectual
priorities cooled their relationship even before the final break. It proved im-
possible to establish a genuine peer relationship between men who belonged
to different generations and had sharply dissimilar social and intellectual back-
grounds.

Through Saint-Simon Comte made the acquaintance of a number of pro-
gressive and liberal journalists and writers, and he no doubt profited from
intellectual exchanges with them. But most of these contacts were lost again
when Comte broke with the master. From then on, Comte had hardly any
friends with whom he could deal on the basis of intellectual equality. A few
men, like the physiologist de Blainville, remained close to him for over a
quarter of a century, but even that friendship broke in the end. Relatively
early in his career Comte acquired a few disciples. But like the young Gus-
tave d’Eichthal, who admired him greatly for a while in the twenties only to
leave him for the Saint-Simonians soon after, most of these disciples remained
close for a short while only; and most of them, morcover, were hardly his in-
tellectual peers.

Neither did Comte have academic colleagues. It will be remembered that
he never attained a regular academic position and hence never profited from
the sustained benefits of structured collecagueship that fall to most academic
men. The give-and-take of critical stimulation and appraisal, which forms

87 La Jeunesse, 1, p. 219.
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the sustaining medium in which most scholars operate, was forever denied
him.

Yet Comte was not a total academic outsider as Darwin had been through-
out his life and Nietzsche through most of his. He was relegated to the margin
of the academy, performing lowly academic tasks. In constant contact with
academic scientists, he was yet clearly their status inferior. He examined stu-
dents to find out what they had retained of the lectures of other men or, as a
répétiteur, he repeated to them the lessons of the masters. Rebuffed again and
again in all his efforts to become a regular academic man, he was condemned
through most of his career to gain his livelihood as a lowly assistant to men
he soon came to look upon as his scientific inferiors.

For years on end Comte went through a process of anticipatory socializa-
tion. He prepared to develop the attitudes and values necessary for full
academic position, without ever having the chance to enact the role he had
learned with so much assiduity. When it finally became clear that he would
never attain the hoped-for institutionalized role, he resolved to create a new
role for himself, that of a prophet. But prophets are lonely men who may
have disciples but lack co-equals. In his later years, Comte, though now sur-
rounded by adoring followers, still remained without colleagues. He managed
from time to time to establish a semblance of colleague-type relationships—
the most notable being with John Stuart Mill with whom he entertained an
intensive correspondence for many years. But one ventures to think that this
relationship would have been shorter than it was had Mill lived in Comte’s
proximity rather than in England.

Progressively removed from sustaining relations with peers, and rebuffed,
or feeling rebuffed, by the eminent men of science whose critical comments he
had once craved, Comte increasingly withdrew from the current intellectual
scene. And as he became deprived of critical commentary by equals, he relied
increasingly on fawning approval by disciples. The bizarre character of many
of his later ideas is in some measure the result of a partly involuntary and
partly willed insulation from colleagues.

THE SEARCH FOR AN AUDIENCE

During the days in which he worked for and with Saint-Simon, Comte
had begun to create for himself an audience among liberal writers and jour-
nalists and among powerful leaders in the world of business and politics. He
wrote for influential publications, first under Saint-Simon’s name and then
under his own. Readers of the leading liberal periodicals began to pay attention
to him. Moreover, scientists he had known at the Ecole, and others he met
later, eagerly listened to his message. When he published the first version of
his Systéme in 1824, Cuvier wrote a flattering letter in the name of the
Academy of Sciences; French scientists of the stature of Poinsot, de Blainville,
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de Broglie, and Flourens applauded the work. The German scientist-explorer
Alexander von Humboldt responded with enthusiasm.

But after the break with Saint-Simon, this audience slowly dwindled,
whether because of Comte’s self-destructive capacity to irritate friends and
foes alike or because the competition of the Saint-Simonians undercut his ap-
peal. Apart from his brief collaboration with the new Saint-Simonian publi-
cation, Le Producteur, Comte found no regular journalistic outlets. Academic
audiences were not available either. Whatever teaching Comte now did, be it
in private schools, in private lessons, or in his humdrum menial work for the
Ecole Polytechnique, did not allow him to test his own ideas. Whatever
audience was provided through teaching was an audience for the ideas of
other men, whom, moreover, Comte came increasingly to loathe.

Being deprived of an institutional setting, Comte resolved single-handedly
to create one by offering a course of public lectures to an invited audience of
eminent men, There were a good number of status equals and superiors among
his listeners, and for once he had an appreciative audience. But, perhaps be-
cause he had been deprived of it for so long, he felt unequal to the task—and
fell ill. The strain of the situation appears to have contributed, or so one may
surmise, to his breakdown after he had given only a few lectures.

He resumed lecturing after his illness and again enjoyed a number of
eminent men in the audience, among them four members of the Academy of
Sciences. His “Opening Discourse” was soon published by the Revuice Encyclo-
pédique, and subsequent chapters of the Cours now appeared in installments.
But these successes were not to last. The first full volume of the Cours came
off press in July 1830—when, in the midst of revolution, it attracted but little
attention. Soon afterward, the publisher went bankrupt. These were temporary
mischances, of course, but it soon became apparent that Comte had per-
manently lost the intellectual audience he first scemed to attract. And, as sub-
sequent parts of the Cours appeared in print, most of the scientists who had
once stood high in Comte’s estimation turned against him. When the six
volumes of the Cours were finally published, it did not receive a single review
in all the French press!

In the middle forties, Emile Littré, a newly found disciple, published six
major articles on Comte’s work in Le National and attracted some attention
to positive philosophy. Slowly, some other disciples were recruited in France;
in England men like Mill and George Lewes were receptive to Comte’s
message. But these admirers again left the fold when Comte turned to the
Religion of Humanity. Intellectuals, so Comte reasoned, were a fickle audience.

Comte now turned to other publics. As early as December 1830 he pro-
posed to the Association Polytechnique to give a free public course in ele-
mentary astronomy—a course he was to continue to give for ecighteen years
and which became more important to him when he had lost his academic
audience. Here his public consisted of men who were but partly educated.
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They were not his peers or his status superiors within the academy. Comte
now exalted the virtues of the Parisian workers who formed a significant part
of the audience. (“The rest [of the audience],” he said, “is composed of a
variegated mixture in which old men are strongly represented.”)*® His further
description of this audience is most revealing and worth quoting at some
length.

The fortunate absence among them of our stupid scholastic culture enables
them . . . to seize directly, though necessarily in a very confused manner, the
true spirit of a philosophical renovation which is reached only with great
difficulty, and very imperfectly at that, by the badly trained intellectuals who
abound in the world of letters. Among minds who are not professionally
philosophical, it is amidst true workers (watchmakers, mechanics, printers,
etc.) that I have found up till now the sanest appreciation . . . of the new
philosophy.*®

Shunned by his intellectual peers, the philosopher scorned chose for himself a
less critical audience of intellectual inferiors.

To complement his oral teaching, Comte wrote a Philosophical Treatise
of Popular Astronomy, the preamble of which is the well known Discourse
on the Positive Spirit of 1844. Already in this work, and increasingly in all that
was to follow, Comte’s style changed significantly. In contrast to the Cours
and his early works, which were written in a dry, ponderous, and methodical
style that would appeal to fellow intellectuals and scientists, Comte’s new style
was florid, emotional, and imprecise. Whether deliberately or unwittingly, he
now tried to capture the feelings of his audience at least as much as he tried
to capture their minds. His style and thought became increasingly flaccid and
flabby as he abandoned his hopes for an audience of peers and attempted in-
stead to broaden his intended public to include the educated as well as the un-
educated, workers as well as intellectuals, in fact the whole of mankind. As the
circle to which he addressed himself became wider and wider in his mind, his
thought and style became less and less controlled. Deprived of social control
exercised by peers, he seemed to lose his own control over his ideas. His
carlier writings had resembled the Cartesian order of a well tended French
garden; now his work came to look like an untamed tropical forest.

Finally, after 1849, Comte retired completely into the security of the sect
he had founded. The warm esoteric and encapsulated universe of his Religion
of Humanity now eclipsed for Comte the surrounding hostile world of un-
believers. Preaching every Sunday at the Palais-Royal, lecturing to his beloved
disciples at his home, sending epistles and missives to recruits in other lands
and to foreign potentates, Comte became increasingly bizarre in his pronounce-
ments. No wonder that the unconverted came to regard him as a madman.

85 La Vie, p. 219.  *91bid., pp. 218-19.
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Perhaps he was mad in these last years. In any case, his almost total insulation
from the intellectual currents of his day (remember that he had long since
ceased to read other men for reasons of “cerebral hygiene”), as well as his
being reduced to an audience of mostly half-educated but admiring followers,
can account for at least a part of that madness. The Pope of positivism now
lashed out against intellectuals whom he failed to reach: “Those so-called
positivists who think of themsclves as intellectuals are the least intellectual of
all.”®® Comte now asserted that the workers “have a natural aptitude to be-
come the auxiliaries of spiritual power.”* He relied on the untutored feelings
of the simple in spirit—or on those who pretended for a while that they were
“simple.” Among the disciples who sat at the feet of the Pope in those last
years were mechanics, carpenters, and unsuccessful poets, as well as librarians,
future politicians, and past students of the Ecole Polytechnique. The appeal for
funds to insure Comte’s livelihood in the last years of his life is signed by
the following: Ch. Jundzill, professor of mathematics; Belpaume, shoemaker;
Fili, mechanic; Pascal, student of philosophy; Ch. Robin, medical doctor; F.
Magnin, carpenter; Littré, member of the Institut; Second, medical doctor;
Contreras, medical student; Francelle, watchmaker; Leblais, professor of
mathematics; A. Ribet, law student.’* When preaching to this motley crew,
Comte used a hortatory and florid language that had little in common with
the precise and purposeful style that he had once employed to convince his
peers by rational argument. Having moved very far indeed from the intel-
lectual center and occupying as he did an ex-centric position in the society of
his time, Comte had become eccentric in the extreme in his writings and
preachments.

In the days of his youth Comte must have perceived, and correctly so,
that there was a demand for a new intellectual and moral synthesis such as
he proposed to fashion. Not only Saint-Simon but, as Gouhier has shown, a
number of lesser minds attempted in their diverse way to supply this demand.

Yet it appears that Comte was nevertheless out of step with the demands
of the time. When the mal du siécle was at its height, Comte limited himself
in the main to severely scientific writings, leaving the field of moral regenera-
tion to Saint-Simonian and other peddlers of nostrums of salvation. When he
finally turned to the new role of religious prophet, after the upheavals of 1848,
France had already begun to adjust to what were to become the routines of
Louis Napoleon’s Empire, and many of the earlier devotees of new religions
had already settled in comfortable positions in banking, politics, and industry.
While the Saint-Simonians had attracted in their day the intellectual flower
of young France, Comte was reduced to preaching to the untutored and the

99 1bid., p. 277.
91 Quoted in Maxime Leroy, Histoire des doctrines sociales en France (Paris, Gallimard, 1954),
Vol. 111, p. 234. 92 Liwré, op. cit.,, pp. 600-01.
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unadjusted. His doctrine was much more successful in Latin America, where
liberal intellectuals and aspiring bourgeois politicians could use it for their
purposes. But in his native France, demand and supply were never properly
balanced. Though Comte had a deep influence on later generations of French
social scientists and historians—Renan, Taine, Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, and Durk-
heim among them—and though part of his message was to be picked up by
men like Charles Maurras on the right and by many of the luminaries of the
Third Republic on the left, there never developed a Comtean school of in-
tellectual consequence. What survived of his doctrine was his method rather
than the specific content. His influence, though great, remained diffuse.*®

IN SUMMARY

Comte’s was an enormously creative mind. Sociology cannot attempt to
penctrate to the sources of such creativity, but it can help to explain the par-
ticular shape and form of the work of creative intelligence.

The product of a constricting provincial environment, Comte was lucky
enough to escape to Paris, the center of all things political and intellectual.
Having been trained in the foremost scientific school of his age and exposed
to brilliant teachers and schoolmates, Comte absorbed the diverse intellectual
currents of his day with rapidity and thoroughness. Courses and lectures, as
well as informal bull sessions, were formative experiences. The later associa-
tion with Saint-Simon completed the intellectual formation of the young man.

Growing up in a critical age of breakdown and anarchy, of loss of faith
and certitude, he resolved early to fashion a philosophical system that would
bring mankind back to that organic wholeness that seemed so conspicuously
lacking. The appeal and the rage for order pervade all his work. But at the
same time, this progressive scientist was firmly convinced that a new order was
to be sought in the future, rather than in some return to the ancien régime.
Like Saint-Simon, he was the spiritual son of both de Maistre and Condorcet.

Comte lived through most of his life on the margin of the academic
establishment. The lack of control by disciplined and methodical colleagues
may explain, at least in part, the boldness and daring of his intellectual efforts,
while at the same time it helps account for the decline of his work in later
years. The distance from colleagues and the lack of a secure audience may
initially have enabled Comte to plow his lonely furrow, unimpeded by the
ordinary requirements of academic discipline, but later he paid a heavy price
for it.

And so we are left with twin images of the man: The creator of the first

98 Cf. Donald G. Charlton, Positivist Thought in France During the Second Empire (Oxford,
Clarendon, 1959), and Walter M. Simon, European Positivism in the Nineteenth Century
(Ithaca, New York, Cornell University Press, 1963).
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major sociological synthesis, and the pathetic Pope of Humanity; the origina-
tor of sociological insights, which later generations can ignore only at the risk
of a scrious impoverishment in their heritage, and the little old man piously

_preaching to his audience of carpenters and intellectual failures; the flaming
spirit who wished to provide a unified vision of the past and future of man-
kind, and the fearful old man who counseled the Czar to tighten his censor-
ship to prevent the emergence of subversive ideas.**

Perhaps it is only just that sociology, which has done so much to analyze
the profound ambiguities of modern society, should have had its beginning in
the work of a man who was himself so ambiguous and Janus-faced a figure.
If he was torn between the twin demands of order and progress, so are we.

94 Systeme, 111, p. xxix.
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THE WWORK

Karl Marx was a socialist theoretician and organizer, a major figure in
the history of economic and philosophical thought, and a great social prophet.
But it is as a sociological theorist that he commands our interest here.

THE OVERALL DOCTRINE

Society, according to Marx, comprised a moving balance of antithetical
forces that generate social change by their tension and struggle. Marx’s vision
was based on an evolutionary point of departure. For him, struggle rather
than peaceful growth was the engine of progress; strife was the father of all
things, and social conflict the core of historical process. This thinking was in
contrast with most of the doctrines of his eighteenth century predecessors, but
in tune with much nineteenth century thought.

To Marx the motivating force in history was the manner in which men
relate to one another in their continuous struggle to wrest their livelihood from
nature. “The first historical act is . . . the production of material life itself.
This is indeed a historical act, a fundamental condition of all history.” The
quest for a sufficiency in eating and drinking, for habitation and for clothing
were man’s primary goals at the dawn of the race, and these needs are still
central when attempts are made to analyze the complex anatomy of modern
society. But man’s struggle against nature does not cease when these needs are
gratified. Man is a perpetually dissatisfied animal. When primary needs have
been met, this “leads to new needs—and this production of new needs is the first
historical act.”? New needs evolve when means are found to allow the satis-
faction of older ones.

In the effort to satisfy primary and secondary needs, men engage in
antagonistic cooperation as soon as they leave the primitive, communal stage of

1Karl Marx, Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy, newly translated by T. B.
Bottomore (London, McGraw-Hill, 1964), p. 60. I have used this useful volume throughout,
since it is easily available. Other easily available editions, such as the Moscow edition of Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, Selected Works, 2 vols. (Moscow, Foreign Language Publishing
House, 1962), have also been used extensively so as to facilitate students’ search for relevant
materials. In some cases, where the translation was outmoded, I have slightly modified it.

2 Selected Writings.
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development. As soon as a division of labor emerges in human society, that
division leads to the formation of antagonistic classes, the prime actors in the
historical drama.

Marx was a relativizing historicist according to whom all social relations
between men, as well as all systems of ideas, are specifically rooted in historical
periods. “Ideas and categories are no more eternal than the relations which
they express. They are historical and transitory products.”® For example,
whereas the classical economists had seen the tripartite division among land-
owners, capitalists, and wage earners as eternally given in the natural order of
things, Marx considered such categories as typical only for specific historical
periods, as products of an historically transient state of affairs.

Historical specificity is the hallmark of Marx’s approach. When he asserted,
for example, that all previous historical periods were marked by class struggles,
he immediately added that these struggles differed according to historical stages.
In marked distinction to his radical predecessors who had tended to see history
as a monotonous succession of struggles between rich and poor, or between the
powerless and the powerful, Marx maintained that, although class struggles had
marked all history, the contenders in the battle had changed over time.
Although there might have been some similarity between the journeymen of
the late Middle Ages who waged their battle against guildmasters and the
modern industrial workers who confronted capitalists, the contenders were,
nevertheless, in a functionally different situation. The character of the overall
social matrix determined the forms of struggle which were contained within
it. The fact that modern factory workers, as distinct from medieval journey-
men, are forever expropriated from command over the means of production
and hence forced to sell their labor power to those who control these means
makes them a class qualitatively different from artisans or journeymen. The
fact that modern workers are formally “free” to sell their labor while being
existentially constrained to do so makes their condition historically specific and
functionally distinct from that of earlier exploited classes.

Marx’s thinking contrasted sharply with that of Comte, as well as of Hegel,
for whom the evolution of mankind resulted primarily from the evolution of
ideas or of the human spirit. Marx took as his point of departure the evolution
in man’s material conditions, the varying ways in which men combined together
in order to gain a livelihood. “Legal relations as well as form of state are
to be grasped neither from themselves nor from the so-called general develop-
ment of the human mind, but rather have their roots in the material conditions

of life, the sum total of which Hegel . . . combines under the name of ‘civil
society.” . . . The anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political econ-
omy.”*

The change of social systems could not be explained, according to Marx, by
extra-social factors such as geography or climate, since these remain relatively

3 Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, Chapter 11, p. 1. * Selected Works, 1, p. 362.
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constant in the face of major historical transformations. Nor can such change
be explained by reference to the emergence of novel ideas. The genesis and
acceptance of ideas depend on something that is not an idea. Ideas are not
prime movers but are the reflection, direct or sublimated, of the material in-
terests that impel men in their dealings with others.

It was from Hegel, though perhaps also from Montesquicu, that Marx
learned the holistic approach that regarded socicty as a structurally inter-
related whole. Consequently, for Marx, any aspect of that whole—be it legal
codes, systems of education, religion, or art—could not be understood by itself.
Societies, moreover, are not only structured wholes but developing totalities.
His own contribution lay in identifying an independent variable that played
only a minor part in Hegel’s system: the mode of economic production.

Although historical phenomena were the result of an interplay of many
components, all but one of them, the economic factor, were in the last analysis
dependent variables. “The political, legal, philosophical, literary, and artistic
development rests on the economic. But they all react upon one another and
upon the economic base. It is not the case that the economic situation is the
sole active cause and that everything else is merely a passive effect. There is,
rather, a reciprocity within a field of economic necessity which in the last in-
stance always asserts itself.”

The sum total of the relations of production, that is, the relations men
establish with each other when they utilize existing raw materials and
technologies in the pursuit of their productive goals, constitute the real founda-
tions upon which the whole cultural superstructure of society comes to be
erccted. By relations of production Marx does not only mean technology,
though this is an important part, but the social relations people enter into by
participating in economic life. “Machinery is no more an economic category
than is the ox which draws the plough. The modern workshop, which is
based on the use of machinery, is a social relation of production, an economic
category.””

The mode of economic production is expressed in relationships between
men, which are independent of any particular individual and not subject to
individual wills and purposes.

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite re-
lations that are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations
of production correspond to a definite stage of development of their material
powers of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes
the economic structure of society—the real foundation, on which legal and
political superstructures arise and to which definite forms of social conscious-

51 have relied heavily in this paragraph, and in those that follow, on Sidney Hook’s brilliant
article, “Materialism,” in the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York, Macmillan, 1933).

6 Selected Works, 11, p. 304. This is a late formulation, earlier statements are considerably more
dogmatic in their insistence on the priority of economic factors. 7 Selected Writings, p. 93.
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ness correspond. The mode of production of material life determines the
general character of the social, political and spiritual processes of life. It is not
the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary,
their social being determines their consciousness.®

Basic to these observations is that men are born into societies in which
property relations have already been determined. These property relations in
turn give rise to different social classes. Just as a man cannot choose who is to
be his father, so he has no choice as to his class. (Social mobility, though
recognized by Marx, plays practically no role in his analysis.) Once a man is
ascribed to a specific class by virtue of his birth, once he has become a feudal
lord or a serf, an industrial worker or a capitalist, his mode of behavior is
prescribed for him. “Determinate individuals, who are productively active in
a definite way, enter into . . . determinate social and political relations.”™
This class role largely defines the man. In his preface to Das Kapital Marx
wrote, “Here individuals are dealt with only in so far as they are personifica-
tions of economic categories, embodiments of particular class-relations and
class-interests.” In saying this, Marx does not deny the operation of other
variables but concentrates on class roles as primary determinants.

Different locations in the class spectrum lead to different class interests.
Such differing interests flow not from class consciousness or the lack of it
among individuals, but from objective positions in relation to the process of
production. Men may well be unaware of their class interests and yet be moved
by them, as it were, behind their backs.

Despite his emphasis on the objective determinants of man’s class-bound
behavior, Marx was not reifying society and class at the expense of individual
actors. “It is above all necessary to avoid postulating ‘society’ once more as an
abstraction confronting the individual. The individual is a social being. The
manifestation of his life—even when it does not appear directly in the form
of social manifestation, accomplished in association with other men—is there-
fore a manifestation and affirmation of social life.”*® Man is inevitably en-
meshed in a network of social relations which constrain his actions; therefore,
attempts to abolish such constraints altogether are bound to fail. Man is human
only in society, yet it is possible for him at specific historical junctures to
change the nature of these constraints.

The division of society into classes gives rise to political, ethical, philo-
sophical, and religious views of the world, views which express existing class
relations and tend either to consolidate or to undermine the power and
authority of the dominant class. “The ideas of the ruling class are, in every
age, the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the dominant material force in
society is at the same time its dominant intellectual force. The class which has

81bid., p. 51. 9 lbid. p. 74. 1°1bid., p. 77.
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the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the same time
over the means of mental production.”* However, oppressed classes, although
hampered by the ideological dominance of oppressors, generate counter-
ideologies to combat them. In revolutionary or prerevolutionary periods it even
happens that certain representatives of the dominant class shift allegiance.
Thus, “some of the bourgeois ideologists, who have raised themselves to the
level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole™*? go
over to the proletariat.

Every social order is marked by continuous change in the material forces
of production, that is, the forces of nature that can be harnessed by the ap-
propriate technologies and skills. As a consequence, “the social relations of
production are altered, transformed, with the change and development of the
material means of production, of the forces of production.”® At a certain
point the changed social relations of production come into conflict with exist-
ing property relations, that is, with existing divisions between owners and
nonowners. When this is the case, representatives of ascending classes come to
perceive existing property relations as a fetter upon further development.
Those classes that expect to gain the ascendancy by a change in property re-
lations become revolutionary.

New social relationships begin to develop within older social structures
and result from contradictions and tensions within that structure at the same
time as they exacerbate them. For example, new modes of industrial produc-
tion slowly emerged within late feudal society and allowed the bourgeoisie,
which controlled these new modes of production, effectively to challenge the
hold of the classes that had dominated the feudal order. As the bourgeois
mode of production gained sufficient specific weight, it burst asunder the
feudal relations in which it first made its appearance. “The economic structure
of capitalist society has grown out of the economic structure of feudal society.
The dissolution of the latter scts free the elements of the former.”** Similarly,
the capitalist mode of production brings into being a proletarian class of factory
workers. As these men acquire class consciousness, they discover their funda-
mental antagonism to the bourgeois class and band together to overthrow a
regime to which they owe their existence. “The proletariat carries out the
sentence which private property, by creating the proletariat, passes upon it-
self.”*® New social and economic forms arc fashioned in the matrix of their
predecessors.

1 1bid., p. 78. 12 Selected Works, 1, p. 43. 13 Selected Writings, p. 147.  141bid., p. 133.
15 Ibid., p. 232.
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CLASS THEORY

Marx’s class theory rests on the premise that “the history of all hitherto
existing society is the history of class struggles.”*® According to this view, ever
since human society emerged from its primitive and relatively undifferentiated
state it has remained fundamentally divided between classes who clash in the
pursuit of class interests. In the world of capitalism, for example, the nuclear
cell of the capitalist system, the factory, is the prime locus of antagonism be-
tween classes—between exploiters and exploited, between buyers and sellers of
labor power—rather than of functional collaboration. Class interests and the
confrontations of power that they bring in their wake are to Marx the central
determinant of social and historical process.

Marx’s analysis continually centers on how the relationships between men
are shaped by their relative positions in regard to the means of production,
that is, by their differential access to scarce resources and scarce power. He
notes that unequal access need not at all times and under all conditions lead
to active class struggle. But he considered it axiomatic that the potential for
class conflict is inherent in every differentiated society, since such a society
systematically generates conflicts of interest between persons and groups differ-
entially located within the social structure, and, more particularly, in relation
to the means of production. Marx was concerned with the ways in which
specific positions in the social structure tended to shape the social experiences
of their incumbents and to predispose them to actions oriented to improve their
collective fate.

Yet class interests in Marxian sociology are not given ab initio. They de-
velop through the exposure of people occupying particular social positions to
particular social circumstances. Thus, in early industrial enterprises, competi-
tion divides the personal interests of “a crowd of people who are unknown to
each other. . . . But the maintenance of their wages, this common interest
which they have against their employer, brings them together.”" “The
separate individuals form a class only in so far as they have to carry on a
common battle against another class; otherwise they are on hostile terms with
each other as competitors.”**

Class interests are fundamentally different from, and cannot be derived
from, the individual interests imputed by the utilitarian school and classical
British political economy. Potential common interests of members of a particu-
lar stratum derive from the location of that stratum within particular social
structures and productive relations. But potentiality is transformed into
actuality, Klasse an sich (class in itself) into Klasse fuer sich (class for itself),

16 Selected Works, 1, p. 34. 17 Selected Writings, p. 186.
18 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (New York, International Publishers,

1930), pp. 48-49.
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only when individuals occupying similar positions become involved in common
struggles; a network of communication develops, and they thereby become
conscious of their common fate. It is then that individuals become part of a
cohesive class that consciously articulates their common interests. As Carlyle
once put it, “Great is the combined voice of men.” Although an aggregate of
people may occupy similar positions in the process of production and their
lives may have objectively similar determinants, they become a class as a self-
conscious and history-making body only if they become aware of the similarity
of their interests through their conflicts with opposing classes.

To Marx, the basis upon which stratification systems rest is the relation
of aggregates of men to the means of production. The major modern classes
are “the owners merely of labor-power, owners of capital, and landowners,
whose respective sources of income are wages, profit and ground-rent.”*
Classes are aggregates of persons who perform the same function in the or-
ganization of production. Yet self-conscious classes, as distinct from aggregates
of people sharing a common fate, need for their emergence a number of con-
ditions among which are a network of communication, the concentration of
masses of people, a common enemy, and some form of organization. Self-
conscious classes arise only if and when there exists a convergence of what
Max Weber later called “ideal” and “material” interests, that is, the combina-
tion of economic and political demands with moral and ideological quests.

The same mode of reasoning that led Marx to assert that the working
class was bound to develop class consciousness once the appropriate conditions
were present also led him to contend that the bourgeoisie, because of the in-
herent competitive relations between capitalist producers, was incapable of
developing an overall consciousness of its collective interests.

The classical economists picture the economic system of a market economy
as one in which each man, working in his own interest and solely concerned
with the maximization of his own gains, nevertheless contributes to the inter-
ests and the harmony of the whole. Differing sharply, Marx contended, as
Raymond Aron has put it, that “each man, working in his own interest, con-
tributes both to the necessary functioning and to the final destruction of the
regime.”’

In contrast to the utilitarians who conceive of self-interest as a regulator
of a harmonious society, Marx sees individual self-interest among capitalists as
destructive of their class interest in general, and as leading to the ultimate
self-destruction of capitalism. The very fact that each capitalist acts rationally
in his own self-interest leads to ever deepening economic crises and hence to
the destruction of the interests common to all.

The conditions of work and the roles of workers dispose them to solidarity

19 Selected Writings, p. 178.
20 Raymond Aron, Main Currents in Sociological Thought (New York, Basic Books, 1965), Vol. I,
p. 135.
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and to overcoming their initial competitiveness in favor of combined action
for their collective class interests. Capitalists, however, being constrained by
competition on the market, are in a structural position that does not allow
them to arrive at a consistent assertion of common interests. The market and
the competitive mode of production that is characteristic of capitalism tend to
separate individual producers. Marx granted that capitalists also found it pos-
sible to transcend their immediate self-interests, but he thought this possible
primarily in the political and ideological spheres rather than in the economic.
Capitalists, divided by the economic competition among themselves, evolved
a justifying ideology and a political system of domination that served their
collective interests. “The State is the form in which the individuals of a ruling
class assert their common interests.” “The ideas of the ruling class are . . .
the ruling ideas.”** Political power and ideology thus seem to serve the same
functions for capitalists that class consciousness serves for the working class.
But the symmetry is only apparent. To Marx, the economic sphere was always
the finally decisive realm within which the bourgeoisie was always the victim
of the competitiveness inherent in its mode of economic existence. It can evolve
a consciousness, but it is always a “false consciousness,” that is, a consciousness
that does not transcend its being rooted in an economically competitive mode
of production. Hence neither the bourgeoisic as a class, nor the bourgeois state,
nor the bourgeois ideology can serve truly to transcend the self-interest en-
joined by the bourgeoisie. The bourgeois reign is doomed when economic con-
ditions are ripe and when a working class united by solidarity, aware of its
common interests and energized by an appropriate system of ideas, confronts
its disunited antagonists. Once workers became aware that they are alienated
from the process of production, the dusk of the capitalist era has set in.**

ALIENATION

For Marx, the history of mankind had a double aspect: It was a history
of increasing control of man over nature at the same time as it was a history
of the increasing alienation of man. Alienation may be described as a condition
in which men are dominated by forces of their own creation, which confront
them as alien powers. The notion is central to all of Marx’s carlier philosophi-
cal writings and still informs his later work, although no longer as a philo-
sophical issue but as a social phenomenon. The young Marx asks: In what
circumstances do men project their own powers, their own values, upon ob-
jects that escape their control? What are the social causes of this phenomenon?

To Marx, all major institutional spheres in capitalist society, such as re-

21 Selected Writings, p. 223. 221bid., p. 78.

23 In the preceding pages T have used a number of ideas first developed in “Karl Marx and Con-
temporary Sociology,” by Lewis A. Coser, Continuities in the Study of Social Conflict (New
York, The Free Press, 1967).
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ligion, the state, and political economy, were marked by a condition of aliena-
tion. Moreover, these various aspects of alienation were interdependent. “Ob-
jectification is the practice of alienation. Just as man, so long as he is engrossed
in religion, can only objectify his essence by an alien and fantastic being; so
under the sway of egoistic need, he can only affirm himself and produce ob-
jects in practice by subordinating his products and his own activity to the
domination of an alien entity, and by attributing to them the significance of
an alien entity, namely money.”** “Money is the alienated essence of man’s
work and existence; the essence dominates him and he worships it.”** “The
state is the intermediary between men and human liberty. Just as Christ is the
intermediary to whom man attributes all his own divinity and all his religious
bonds, so the state is the intermediary to which man confides all his non-
divinity and all his human freedom.”® Alienation hence confronts man in the
whole world of institutions in which he is enmeshed. But alienation in the
workplace assumes for Marx an overriding importance, because to him man
was above all Homo Faber, Man the Maker. “The outstanding achievement of
Hegel’s Phenomenology . . . is that Hegel grasps the self-creation of man as a
process . . . and that he, therefore, grasps the nature of labor and conceives
objective man . . . as the result of his own labor.”*

Economic alienation under capitalism is involved in men’s daily activities
and not only in their minds, as other forms of alienation might be. “Religious
alienation as such occurs only in the sphere of consciousness, in the inner life
of man, but economic alienation is that of real life. . . . It therefore affects
both aspects.”*

Alienation in the domain of work has a fourfold aspect: Man is alienated
from the object he produces, from the process of production, from himself,
and from the community of his fellows.

“The object produced by labor, its product, now stands opposed to it as an
alien being, as a power independent of the producer. ... The more the
worker expends himself in work the more powerful becomes the world of
objects which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in his
inner life, and the less he belongs to himself.”**

“However, alienation appears not merely in the result but also in the
process of production, within productive activity itself. . . . If the product of
labor is alienation, production itself must be active alienation. ... The
alienation of the object of labor merely summarizes the alienation in the work
activity itself.”*°

Being alienated from the objects of his labor and from the process of pro-
duction, man is also alienated from himself—he cannot fully develop the
many sides of his personality. “Work is external to the worker. . . . It is not

24 Karl Marx: Early Writings, trans. and ed. by T. B. Bottomore (New York, McGraw-Hill,
1964), p. 39. 231bid., p. 37. 26 1bid., p. 11. 27 Jbid., p. 202. 28 [bid., p. 156.
29 Ibid., p. 122.  301bid., p. 124.
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part of his nature; consequently he does not fulfill -himself in his work but
denies himself. . . . The worker therefore feels himself at home only during his
leisure time, whereas at work he feels homeless.”** “In work [the worker] does
not belong to himself but to another person.”** “This is the relationship of the
worker to his own activitiy as something alien, not belonging to him, activity
as suffering (passivity), strength as powerlessness, creation as emasculation,
the personal physical and mental energy of the worker, his personal life . . .
as an activity which is directed against himself, independent of him and not
belonging to him.”**

Finally, alienated man is also alienated from the human community, from
his “species-being.” “Man is alienated from other men. When man confronts
himself he also confronts other men. What is true of man’s relationship to his
work, to the product of his work and to himself, is also true of his relationship
to other men. . . . Each man is alienated from others . . . each of the others
is likewise alienated from human life.”** Marx would have liked the lines of
the poet, A. E. Housman, “I, a stranger and afraid/In a world I never made.”
Only Marx would have replaced the poet’s [ with We.

The term alienation cannot be found in the later writings of Marx, but
modern commentators are in error when they contend that Marx abandoned
the idea. It informs his later writings, more particularly Das Kapital. In the
notion of the “fetishism of commodities,” which is central to his economic
analysis, Marx repeatedly applies the concept of alienation. Commodities are
alienated products of the labor of man, crystallized manifestations, which in
Frankenstein fashion now dominate their creators. “The commodity form,”
writes Marx in Das Kapital,

and the value relation between the products of labor which stamps them as
commodities, have absolutely no connection with their physical properties
and with the material relations arising therefrom. It is simply a definite rela-
tion between men, that assumes in their eyes the fantastic form of a relation
between things. To find an analogy, we must have recourse to the nebulous
regions of the religious world. In that world the productions of the human
brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and entering into re-
lation both with one another and with the human race. So it is in the world
of commodities, with the products of men’s hands. This I call the fetishism
which attaches itself to the products of labor, as soon as they are produced
as commodities.*

Explicitly stated or tactily assumed, the notion of alienation remained
central to Marx’s social and economic analysis. In an alienated society, the
whole mind-set of men, their consciousness, is to a large extent only the re-

31 Jbid., pp. 124-25. 321bid., p. 125. 33 1bid., p. 126. 341bid., p. 129.
35 Selected Writings, pp. 175-76.
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flection of the conditions in which they find themselves and of the position in
the process of production in which they are variously placed. This is the
subject matter of Marx’s sociology of knowledge, to which we now turn.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

In an attempt to dissociate himself from the panlogical system of his
former master, Hegel, as well as from the “critical philosophy” of his erstwhile
Young Hegelian friends, Karl Marx undertook in some of his early writings
to establish a connection between philosophies, ideas in general, and the con-
crete social structures in which they emerged. “It has not occurred to any of
these philosophers,” he wrote, “to inquire into the connection of German
philosophy with German reality, the relation of their criticism to their own
material surroundings.”® This programmatic orientation once established,
Marx proceeded to analyze the ways in which systems of ideas appeared to
depend on the social positions—particularly the class positions—of their pro-
ponents.

In opposing the dominant ideas of his time, Marx was led to a resolute
relativization of those ideas. The eternal verities of dominant thought appeared
upon inspection to be only the direct or indirect expression of the class inter-
ests of their exponents. Marx attempted to explain ideas systematically in
terms of their functions and to relate the thought of individuals to their social
roles and class positions. We must go astray, he believed, “if . . . we detach
the ideas of the ruling class from the ruling class itself and attribute to them
an independent existence, if we confine ourselves to saying that in a particular
age these or those ideas were dominant, without paying attention to the con-
ditions of production and the producers of these ideas, and if we thus ignore
the individuals and the world conditions which are the source of these ideas.””*"

Ideas, Marx maintained, must be traced to the life-conditions and the
historical situations of those who uphold them. For example, it is not sufficient
to state that the ideas of bourgeois writers are the ideas of the bourgeoisie.
Distinctions must be made between those ideas that emerge at the beginning
of the bourgeois era and those that come at its height. Utilitarian notions in the
writings of Helvétius and d’'Holbach differed from those that made their ap-
pearance with James Mill and Bentham. “The former correspond with the
struggling, still undeveloped bourgeoisie, the latter with the dominant, de-
veloped bourgeoisie.”*

It is with revolutionary ideas as it is with conservative ideas. “The exist-
ence of revolutionary ideas in a particular age presupposes the existence of a
revolutionary class.”* “The ruling ideas of cach age have ever been the ideas

36 The German Ideology, p. 6. 37 Selected Writings, pp. 79-80. 38 1bid., p. 164.
39 Ibid., p. 79.
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of the ruling class. When people speak of ideas that revolutionize society, they
do but express the fact that within the old society the elements of a new one
have been created, and that the dissolution of the old ideas keeps even pace
with the dissolution of the old conditions of existence.”*®

The ideologists and the political representatives of a class need not share
in all the material characteristics of that class, but they share and express the
overall cast of mind.

One [must not] imagine that the democratic representatives are indeed
all shopkeepers or enthusiastic champions of shopkeepers. According to their
education and their individual position they may be as far apart as heaven
from earth. What makes them representatives of the petty bourgeoisie is the
fact that in their minds they do not go beyond the limits which the latter do
not get beyond in life, that they are consequently driven, theoretically, to the
same problems and solutions to which material interest and social position
drive the latter practically.**

Moreover, Marx granted that particular individuals might not always think in
terms of class interests, that they “are not ‘always’ influenced in their attitude
by the class to which they belong.”** But categories of people, as distinct from
individuals, are so influenced.

In his more polemical writings Marx used his functional analysis of the
relations between ideas and the social position of their proponents as a means
of unmasking and debunking specific opponents and specific ideas. His aims
were wider, however. Karl Mannheim perceived this when he wrote:

[Marx’s] undertaking . . . could reach its final goal only when the in-
terest-bound nature of ideas, the dependence of ‘thought’ on ‘existence,” was
brought to light, not merely as regards certain selected ideas of the ruling
class, but in such a way that the entire ‘ideological superstructure’ . . . ap-
peared as dependent upon sociological reality. What was to be done was to
demonstrate the existentially determined nature of an entire system of
Weltanschauung, rather than of this or that individual idea.*?

In Marx’s later writings, and in particular in a remarkable series of Engels’
letters that date from the 1890’s, some of the sharp edges of carlier polemical
writings were smoothed out. Marx and Engels were now led to repudiate the
idea that the economic “infrastructure” alone determined the character of the
“superstructure” of ideas and only held onto the assertion that it “ultimately”
or “in the last analysis” was the determining factor.

According to the materialist conception of history, the ul/timately deter-
minant element in history is the production and reproduction of real life. . . .

40 Selected Works, 1, p. 52. 41 Selected Writings, p. 82. 42 Jbid., p. 202.
43 Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (New York, Oxford University Press,
1952), p. 143.
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Hence if somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the
only determining one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, ab-
stract and senseless phrase. The economic situation is the basis, but the
various elements of the superstructure . . . also exercise their influence upon
the course of the historical struggle and in many cases preponderate in de-
termining their form.**

In their later writings, both Marx and Engels were led to grant a certain
degree of intrinsic autonomy to the development of legal, political, religious,
literary, and artistic ideas. They now stressed that mathematics and the
natural sciences were exempt from the direct influence of the social and
economic infrastructure, and they now granted that superstructures were not
only mere reflections of infrastructures, but could in turn react upon them.
The Marxian thesis interpreted in this way gained considerable flexibility, al-
though it also lost some of its distinctive qualities.*®

DYNAMICS OF SOCIAL CHANGE

Marx’s focus on the process of social change is so central to this thinking
that it informs all his writings. The motor force of history for Marx is not
to be found in any extra-human agency, be it “providence” or the “objective
spirit.” Marx insisted that men make their own history. Human history is the
process through which men change themselves even as they pit themselves
against nature to dominate it. In the course of their history men increasingly
transform nature to make it better serve their own purposes. And, in the
process of transforming nature, they transform themselves.

In contrast to all animals who can only passively adjust to nature’s re-
quirements by finding a niche in the ecological order that allows them to
subsist and develop, man is active in relation to his surroundings. He fashions
tools with which to transform his natural habitat. Men “begin to distinguish
themselves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their means of
subsistence. . . . In producing their means of subsistence men indirectly pro-
duce their actual material life.”*®

Men “who every day remake their own life”*" in the process of production
can do so only in association with others. This is what makes man a zoon
politicon. The relations men establish with nature through their labor are re-
flected in their social relationships.

247

44 Selected Works, 11, p. 488.

451n this section I have used a few sentences from my article “Sociology of Knowledge,” in the
International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York, Macmillan, 1968). For a com-
parison of Marx’s sociology of knowledge with that of others, sce Robert K. Merton, Social
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The production of life, both of one’s own by labor and of fresh life by
procreation, appears at once as a double relationship, on the one hand as a
natural, on the other as a social relationship. By social is meant the coopera-
tion of several individuals, no matter under what conditions, in what manner
or to what end. It follows from this that a determinate mode of production,
or industrial stage, is always bound up with a determinate mode of coopera-
tion, or social stage, and this mode of cooperation is itself a ‘productive
force.™*®

In their struggle against nature, and to gain their livelihood through
associated labor, men create specific forms of social organization in tune with
specific modes of production. All these modes of social organization, with the
exception of those prevailing in the original stage of primitive communism,
are characterized by social inequality. As societies emerge from originally un-
differentiated hordes, the division of labor leads to the emergence of stratifica-
tion, of classes of men distinguished by their differential access to the means
of production and their differential power. Given relative scarcity, whatever
economic surplus has been accumulated will be preempted by those who have
attained dominance through their expropriation of the means of production.
Yet this dominance never remains unchallenged. This is why “the history of
all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”

Free men and slaves, patricians and plebeians, barons and serfs, guild-
masters and journeymen, exploiters and exploited have confronted one another
from the beginning of recorded time. Yet Marx insisted on the principle of
historical specificity, that is, he thought it essential to note that each particular
class antagonism, rooted in particular productive conditions, must be analyzed
in its own right. Each stage in history is conceived as a functional whole, with
its own peculiar modes of production, which give rise to distinctive types of
antagonisms between exploiting and exploited classes. Not all exploited classes
have a chance to assert themselves in successful combat against their exploiters.
The revolts of the slaves of antiquity or of the German peasantry at the time
of the Reformation were doomed to failure because these classes did not rep-
resent a mode of production that would dominate in the future. On the other
hand, the bourgeoisie in the last stages of feudalism and the proletariat in
modern times were destined to be victorious since they represented a future
mode of production and social organization.

While Marx can be considered a historical evolutionist, it would be a
mistake to think of him as a believer in unilinear evolution. He was acutely
aware of periods of relative stagnation in human history—for example, in
Oriental societies—and he knew of historical situations characterized by a
stalemate, a temporary equilibrium, between social classes. His writings on

48 [bid., p. 62.
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the regime of Napoleon I1I illustrate in masterful fashion a historical situation
in which the forces of the old class order and of the new are so nearly balanced
that neither is able to prevail, thus giving rise to a “Bonapartist” stalemate.
Moreover, though throughout his life Marx held fast to the belief that the
future belongs to the working class, which will lead the way to the emergence
of a classless society, he was nevertheless willing to consider the possibility
that the working class may not be equal to its “historical task” so that man-
kind would degenerate into a new kind of barbarism.

Marx conceived of four major successive modes of production in the his-
tory of mankind after the initial stage of primitive communism: the Asiatic,
the ancient, the feudal, and the modern bourgeois form. Each of these came
into existence through contradictions and antagonisms that had developed in
the previous order. “No social order ever disappears before all the productive
forces for which there is room in it have been developed; and new higher
relations of production never appear before the material conditions of their
existence have matured in the womb of the old society.”**

Class antagonisms specific to each particular mode of production led to
the emergence of classes whose interests could no longer be asserted within the
framework of the old order; at the same time, the growth of the productive
forces reached the limits imposed by previous productive relations. When this
happened, the new classes, which represented a novel productive principle,
broke down the old order, and the new productive forces, which were de-
veloped in the matrix of the old order, created the material conditions for
further advance. However, “the bourgeois relations of production are the last
antagonistic form of the social process of production.” When they have been
overthrown by a victorious proletariat, “the prehistory of human society will
have come to an end,”* and the dialectical principle that ruled the previous
development of mankind ceases to operate, as harmony replaces social conflict
in the affairs of men.

Marx’s emphasis on the existential roots of ideas, his stress on the need
to view thinking as one among other social activities, has remained—no matter
what qualifications have to be made—one of the enduring parts of his work.
Together with his economic interpretation of the course of human history, his
theory of class relations, and his focus on the alienating aspects of social life in
modern society, it has become a permanent part of the sociological enterprise.

49 1bid., p. 52. 50 Ibid.  511bid., p. 53.
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THE MAN

Karl Marx, the eldest son of Heinrich and Henrietta Marx, was born on
May 5, 1818 in the Rhenish city of Trier, where his father practiced law and
later rose to become head of the bar. Both his mother and father came from
long lines of rabbis, Heinrich’s in the Rhineland and Henrictta’s in Holland.**

Marx’s father, the first in his line to receive a secular education, had broken
with the world of the ghetto.and had become a disciple of the Enlightenment
—of Leibniz and Voltaire, of Kant and Lessing. His native Trier had once been
the scat of a Prince-Archbishop, but early in the century it had been occupied
by the French and incorporated by Napoleon in the Confederation of the Rhine.
Under the French regime, the Jews, who had suffered from grievous civil dis-
abilities earlier, achieved equal rights as citizens. The doors of trades and pro-
fessions hitherto closed to them were now open. Since the Jews of the Rhine-
land owed their emancipation to the Napolconic regime, they supported it with
ardor. They faced a major crisis, however, when, after Napoleon’s defeat, the
Rhineland was assigned by the Congress of Vienna to Prussia, where Jews
were still deprived of their civil rights. Threatened with the loss of his legal
practice, Marx’s father decided in 1817 to convert to the mildly liberal Lutheran
Church of Prussia. Being a vague deist and having had no contacts with the
synagogue, he regarded conversion as an act of expediency without great
moral significance.

The young Marx grew up in a bourgeois household where tensions
stemming from its minority status were at best subjacent. His mother, a
fairly uneducated woman who never learned to write correct German or
to speak it without an accent, does not seem to have had a major influence on
him. In contrast, relations with his father, despite some strain, remained close
almost throughout the latter’s life. He introduced the young Marx to the
world of human learning and letters—to the great figures of the Enlighten-
ment and to the Greek and German classics. Although Marx was early re-
pelled by his father’s subservience to governmental authority and the high and
mighty, the intellectual bonds that had been created between father and son
began to be severed only in the last year of the father’s life, when the son be-
came a Young Hegelian rebel at Berlin University.

52 This section is based in the main on standard biographies among which Franz Mechring’s
classic, Karl Marx: The Story of His Life, trans. by Edward Fitzgerald, new ed. (Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan Press, 1967), is still most helpful, though it is superseded in much detail
by later work. E. H. Carr’s Karl Marx, A Study in Fanaticism (London, Dent, 1934) has much
new detail not available to Mchring, and counterposes a very sceptical view to Mehring's
worshipful attitude. Isaiah Berlin’s Karl Marx, His Life and Environment, 2nd ed. (New York,
Oxford University Press, 1048) is by far the best short study in English or in any other
language. I have relicd on it heavily here. Nothing that has appeared since (and there have
been whole shelves of books written on Marx since the forties) overshadows it.
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The young Marx was fortunate to have another role model besides his
father, the Freiherr Ludwig von Westphalen, a next-door neighbor. West-
phalen, though socially his superior, enjoyed cordial relations with Marx’s
father: they were both at least nominal Protestants in a largely Catholic city,
and they shared an admiration for the Enlightenment and for liberal ideas. An
uncommonly cultivated man, Westphalen spoke several languages, knew
Homer by heart, and was exceedingly well read in ancient and modern philos-
ophy and literature. He soon found himself attracted to his neighbor’s son;
he encouraged him, lent him books, and took him on long walks during
which he talked to him about Shakespeare and Cervantes and also about the
new social doctrines, especially that of the Saint-Simonians, which had lately
created such a stir in Paris. The bond between the two was close, and the
distinguished upper-class Prussian government official became the spiritual
mentor of the future leader of proletarian socialism.

MARX BECOMES A YOUNG HEGELIAN

After uneventful years at the Trier Gymnasium, the young Marx, follow-
ing his father’s advice, registered at the age of seventeen at the faculty of law
in the University of Bonn. In 1836 he left Bonn to transfer to the University
of Berlin. Although this transfer secems to have been motivated by nothing
more than the desire of a provincial to move to the more exciting and lively
atmosphere of the capital, it was to prove the decisive turning point in the
young man’s career.

Hegel was alrcady dead when Marx entered the University of Berlin, but
his spirit still dominated it fully. And Marx, after but a short period of re-
sistance, surrendered to that spirit.

His teachers at the faculty of law, Savigny in jurisprudence and Gans in
criminal law, exerted some influence over the young Marx. Savigny, the founder
of the Historical School of Jurisprudence, impressed him with his historical
erudition and his power of argumentation. Gans taught him methods of theo-
retical criticism in the light of philosophy of history. But it was not these older
Hegelians or near-Hegelians who converted the young man to his new vision;
it was a group of near-contemporaries, the Young Hegelians. These young
philosophers had formed a little band of heretics who, though in many re-
spects beholden to the master, had moved away from his teachings. Through
them Marx was initiated into the Hegelian world system at the same
time as he became a member of a group of iconoclasts who irreverently began
to raise awkward and critical questions about major parts of the great man’s
synthesis.

The informal Doktorklub, of which Marx now became a member, was
comprised of young marginal academics—a radical, somewhat antireligious,
and more than slightly bohemian lot. Outstanding among them were the
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brothers Bruno and Edgar Bauer, both radical and freethinking Hegelians of
the Left, and Max Stirner, the later proponent of ultra-individualistic anarch-
ism. Under the influence of these men Marx abandoned law and resolved to
devote himself to philosophy. He also became a “man-about-town,” frequent-
ing the advanced salons of the capital, as well as the beer cellars, where the
Young Hegelians debated for hours on end the fine points of Hegelian doc-
trine.

In these student years Marx saw himself as a future professor of philoso-
phy. In fact, Bruno Bauer, who had recently been appointed to the University
of Bonn, promised that he would find him a position there. But soon after
this, Bauer himself was dismissed for his antireligious, liberal views, and Marx
abandoned forever his hope for an academic position. His student days came
to an end with the submission to the University of Jena in 1841 of his thesis,
On the Differences between the Natural Philosophy of Democritus and Epi-
curys. The dissertation was a fairly traditional exercise, except for a flaming
antireligious preface which, upon the advice of his friends, was not submitted
to the academic authorities. Marx faced an uncertain future: he was now
twenty-three years of age, an amateur philosopher who had made a marked
impression in advanced salons and bohemian gatherings, but had otherwise
no prospects for a career.

It is no wonder that when an early admirer, the socialist firebrand Moses
Hess, asked him to become a regular writer for the new liberal-radical and
bourgeois paper Rheinische Zeitung in Cologne, he grasped the opportunity.
He became its editor-in-chief ten months later after writing a number of out-
standing contributions. Back in his native Rhineland as an editor of a leading
radical publication, Marx for the first time became involved in the immediate
practical battles of the day. He wrote a series of articles on social conditions,
among them, the misery of the Mosclle vine-growing peasantry and the harsh
treatment the poor reccived for the theft of timber in forests to which they
thought they had a communal right. These articles attracted considerable
attention, and Marx began to be regarded as a leading radical publicist. But
his editorship was short-lived. He had to battle with the censor continuously
and to use all his ingenuity to get his thinly veiled democratic and republican
propaganda past their scrutiny. When he acidly portrayed the Russian govern-
ment as the chief bulwark of reaction in Europe, his own government’s toler-
ance gave out. The Russian Emperor Nicholas I, who happened to have read
one of Marx’s attacks, complained to the Prussian ambassador, and conse-
quently the Rfeinische Zeitung was suppressed. The whole adventure had.
lasted only half a year and Marx was again without a position.

Soon afterward, in April 1843, he married his childhood sweetheart,
Jenny von Westphalen, to the dismay of most of her family who grumbled
about the misalliance with a social inferior, indeed, one who had no standing
whatever.
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Following their marriage, the young couple stayed in Bad Kreuznach
for several months. During those idyllic months of honeymoon and young
love, Marx filled five large exercise books with extracts from nearly a hundred
volumes of political and social history and theory, including Montesquieu'’s
Spirit of the Laws and Rousseau’s Social Contract. In November 1843, despair-
ing of any hope to attain a position in the increasingly reactionary atmosphere
of Germany, Marx and his wife left for Paris.

PARISIAN DAYS: MARX BECOMES A SOCIALIST

The Paris years, from 1843 to 1845, were as decisive for Marx’s intellectual
development as the years of association with the Young Hegelians in Berlin.
Under the relatively tolerant July monarchy, Paris had become the center
of social, political, and artistic activity and the gathering place of radicals and
revolutionaries from all over Europe.

During the Paris years, Marx plunged into the study of various reformist
and socialist theories that had been inaccessible in Germany. He read Prou-
dhon and Louis Blanc, Cabet and Fourier, Saint-Simon and the Saint-Simo-
nians, as well as the revolutionary disciples of Babeuf such as Blanqui. In addi-
tion, he became familiar with the British political economists from Adam
Smith to Ricardo and with their liberal and radical critics such as Sismondi.

In Paris Marx not only had an opportunity to study novel doctrines, but
he also was able to meet a number of radicals in person. Among the émigrés,
he was especially attracted to the Russian revolutionary Michael Bakunin, and
among the Germans, he frequented the radical poets Heinrich Heine and
Ferdinand Freiligrath, the revolutionary itinerant tailor Wilhelm Weitling,
and the radical left-Hegelian writer Arnold Ruge. Among the Frenchmen
Marx met in person, Proudhon may have made the strongest impression. Marx
had already read his What Is Property? in Cologne and had praised it very
highly. At first the two seemed to be made for each other, but after a fairly
short period the friendship dissolved. A few years later Marx savagely at-
tacked Proudhon’s Philosophy of Misery in his The Misery of Philosophy,
charging him with a misuse of Ricardo’s economic concepts and with doing
away with the movement of history by neglecting and neutralizing the thrust
of dialectical contradictions.

Above all, it was in Paris that the remarkable lifelong friendship with
Friedrich Engels began. Here Marx became intimate with the textile manu-
facturer’s son who had turned socialist from revulsion about the conditions of
the working class, which he had observed both in his native Rhineland and in
England, where he was now a manager of one of his father’s enterprises. It was
through Engels and his work that Marx was introduced to an understanding
of the concrete conditions and the misery of working-class life.

Besides the leading intellectuals of the radical and liberal movement whom
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Marx had an occasion to meet in Paris, he also encountered for the first time
those artisan and craftsman radicals, German and French, who, in alliance
with intellectuals, were the mainstay of the socialist and revolutionary move-
ment. In almost daily commerce with them, Marx, although often contemptu-
ous of their simple-mindedness and lack of intellectual distinction, was im-
pressed by this new type of man, so very different from the academically
trained intellectual with whom he had associated before.

Marx, the radical liberal, completed his conversion to socialism in the
heady atmosphere of Paris. It was here that, sometimes alone and sometimes
in collaboration with Engels, he wrote those carly works that served to define
his new philosophical and political position and helped to sever the ties that
had bound him to his erstwhile Young Hegelian companions. Some of these
writings appeared as articles in a short-lived review, Deutsch-Franzoesische
Jahrbuecher, which he edited with Arnold Ruge. Most, however, like the now
famous Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts and The German Ideology
(which was completed in Brussels), were never published during his lifetime,
having been written primarily as a means for intellectual self-clarification.
The Holy Family, his final scttling of accounts with the key figures of the
Young Hegelian “family,” appeared in Frankfort in 1845. It received little
attention since it appeared to most readers, not without reason, as a tedious
family quarrel within the ranks of the Hegelian Left. The Misery of Philoso-
phy was published in French in 1847.

In the beginning of 1845 Marx was expelled from Paris by the Guizot
government. Just as the Prussian government had once terminated Marx’s
editorial career as a result of protests from Russia, so the French government
now acted to expel him upon representations of Prussia, which had been
offended by the antiroyalist comments of the socialist paper Vorwaerts on
which he collaborated. Marx moved to Brussels and established contacts with
the German refugees who had taken shelter there. In particular, he sought out
the remaining members of the dissolved radical League of the Just, an inter-
national revolutionary organization influenced by the aforementioned Weit-
ling. Marx now saw himself as a member of the international revolutionary
movement and eagerly cultivated relations not only with German but also
with Belgian and other socialist individuals and organizations. He had become
a professional revolutionary, writing, lecturing, and conspiring in the service
of a revolution which he, like his newly found comrades, believed imminent.
From then on, as Isaiah Berlin has said, “His personal history which up to
this point can be regarded as a series of episodes in the life of an individual
[became| inseparable from the general history of socialism in Europe.”*

53 Berlin, op. cit., p. 146.
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THE END OF APPRENTICESHIP

Among the socialist organizations Marx made contact with in Brussels was
the German Workers' Educational Association, headed by a type-setter
(Schapper), a cobbler (Bauer), and a watchmaker (Moll); its headquarters
were in London, and it was affiliated with a federation called the Communist
League. In 1847 this group commissioned Marx to write a document expound-
ing its aims and beliefs. Reworking a first draft provided by Engels, Marx
wrote The Communist Manifesto in a burst of creative energy and dispatched
it to London ecarly in 1848. It was published, without having any major im-
pact, a few weeks before the outbreak of the Paris revolution. The by now
familiar first sentence, “The history of all hitherto existing society is the his-
tory of class struggle,” adumbrates what is perhaps the most distinctive aspect
of all of Marx’s later work. His period of apprenticeship was over. He would
elaborate and refine his message later on, and his specific political views and
orientations would undergo many changes, but the main line of his intellectual
development was determined.

When the 1848 revolution broke out in Germany, Marx returned to the
Rhineland, after having spent some time in revolutionary Paris, and once
again assumed the editorship of a radical newspaper, the Newe Rheinische
Zeitung. He and Engels now worked for an alliance of the liberal bourgeoisie
with the incipient working-class movement against the reactionary govern-
ment. When the revolution failed, Marx, back again in exile, entertained for a
while the will-o-the-wisp of an impending new revolutionary outbreak.
Castigating the liberals for their failure and their cowardice, Marx still ex-
pected that the revolutionary flame would be rekindled in the very near future.

In August 1849, Marx was presented by the French government with the
alternatives of retiring into a distant provincial retreat or leaving the country.
He made his decision and embarked for London. He was never to leave this
city again for any length of time.

During the first phase of his stay in London, Marx considered the city
a temporary port he would soon leave when the Continental revolution came
again. In these early years he wrote his most brilliant historical pamphlets,
The Class Struggles in France (1850) and The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte (1852). These works are informed by a burning revolutionary
ardor, but perhaps more importantly, they show Marx at his best in his new
role as a social historian of distinction.

As the London years went on, Marx, although never despairing of the
coming of a new revolutionary upsurge, realized that the fires of 1848 had
burned out. Refusing to participate in a variety of insurrectionary conspiracies
advocated by Continental revolutionaries, Marx and Engels withdrew from
most of their fellow refugees. Since he had not managed to make many con-
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tacts in the British labor and socialist movement, Marx now retired almost
completely into the narrow circle composed of his family, Engels and a few
other devoted friends and disciples. He remained in this isolated condition
throughout most of his life. When he wrote to Engels about “our party” he
was referring to Engels and himself.

In June 1852 Marx obtained an admission card to the reading room of
the British Museum. There he would sit from 10:00 A to 7:00 P, every
day, pouring over Blue Books of factory inspectors and perusing the immense
documentation about the inequities of the operation of the capitalist system
that was to become an important part of Das Kapital. Here also, filling note-
book after notebook, he deepened his knowledge of the British political
economists whom he had begun to study during the Paris days.

Throughout most of the London period Marx lived in dire and abject
poverty. Only once had he attempted to find regular gainful employment (as
a clerk in a railway office) but was turned down because of his illegible hand-
writing. Being entirely devoted to his work and absolutely convinced that the
anatomy of the political economy of capitalism, which he now was describing,
would provide an indispensable instrument for the “necessary” emancipation
of the working class, Marx continued his scholarly tasks even when he and
his family were pursued by angry creditors and found it hard to obtain lodging.
Three of his children died from malnutrition or lack of proper care. When
one of them died, he had no money to pay for a coffin until a fellow refugee
came to his rescue. He and his family were exhausted by a variety of illnesses,
some of which clearly stemmed from their miserable living conditions. But
Marx persevered. Had it not been for the financial support that the devoted
Engels gave to the full measure of his ability, the family might have gone
down completely.

Meanwhile, work on what was to become Das Kapital proved even more
time-consuming than had been anticipated. A first sketch entitled 4 Contribu-
tion to the Critique of Political Economy had been published in 1859 but at-
tracted little attention. The first volume appeared in 1867. Marx never com-
pleted the subsequent volumes; they were finally published by Engels and
Kautsky after his death.

Marx’s grinding poverty was slightly relieved for a time when the foreign
editor of the New York Daily Tribune, then probably the world’s largest news-
paper and one with a radical orientation to boot, asked him to become its
regular correspondent for Furopean affairs at one pound sterling for each
article. He was to send them regular weekly dispatches for almost ten years.
When ill health, lack of detailed knowledge, or the pressure of work on Das
Kapital prevented him from writing, Engels, much more the facile journalist,
took over. Recently, efforts to establish which of the unsigned articles were
written by Marx and which by Engels have proved a profitable occupation for
Marxicologists. In any case, these occasional writings provide privileged access
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to the operation of Marx’s mind. The articles range over a variety of subjects—
diplomatic events, social histories of England and the Continent, analyses of
the secret sources of war and crisis, analytical accounts of the consequences of
British domination in India—and reveal his reactions to the passing scene that
are otherwise available only in his Correspondence, particularly with Engels.

Throughout the fifties, Marx and Engels watched expectantly for signs
of the major economic crisis that would inaugurate a new period of revolu-
tions. None came for many years. When a serious slump finally occurred in
1857, it had no revolutionary consequences. Marx then concentrated less on
the expected economic breakdown and more on organizing the working class,
but here too he was disappointed for a long time. To be sure, Ferdinand
Lassalle, the romantic firebrand of German socialism, had created a German
labor movement. But Marx disapproved of its political orientation even more
than of Lassalle’s histrionic manners. Jealousy of Lassalle, who had borrowed
most of his theoretical weapons from Marx, may have been one of the motives
for Marx’s hostility, but there were more objective reasons. He was suspicious
of Lassalle’s tendency to build a socialist movement upon some sort of un-
spoken alliance with Bismarck and the Prussian government.

On the rest of the Continent, more particularly in France, the working-
class movement was quiescent, not having fully recovered from the disasters
of 1848. As for England, Marx never managed to have much sympathy for the
stolid, unideological and pragmatic labor leaders who dominated the union
movement there. He regarded most of them with withering contempt and
they, in turn, to the extent that they knew him at all, returned the compliment.

THE FOUNDING OF THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL

The great change came in the year 1863. In that year, a delegation of
French workers was given permission to visit England for the opening of the
London Exhibition of Modern Industry in order to study industrial develop-
ments and to establish contact with their English counterparts. English and
French labor leaders soon resolved to create a continuing economic and politi-
cal cooperation, to invite representatives of other Continental nations to join
them, and to constitute an international federation of working men pledged
to end the prevaling economic system and to replace it with some form of
collective ownership. The International, as it was to be called, was composed
of various elements. Among the French, the Proudhonists and Blanquists were
in the majority; among the Italians, there were nonsocialist radical democrats
of Mazzini’s persuasion; among the British, nonpolitical unionists and radical
reformers, some of whom were followers of Comte, worked side by side.

Marx, contrary to his previous aloofness from organizations that were not
fully committed to his own view, sensed the importance of this gathering and
resolved not only to join it but to become its directing genius. German artisans
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residing in London made him their representative, and soon after the first
meeting, Marx took full command. The Inaugural Address of the Inter-
national, which Marx composed and which was adopted by the organization,
is a historic document hardly less important in the Marxist canon than The
Communist Manifesto penned fifteen years earlier.

During the next ten years of his life, Marx devoted a major part of his
energies to the affairs of the International. He fought for his theoretical
orientation against middle-class reformers and Bakuninist anarchists alike; he
waged a continuous battle with the disciples of Blanqui and Proudhon in
France and with the Lassalleans in Germany. Throughout these years he strove
to make what had started as a loose alliance with divergent ideologies into a
united movement informed by that one revolutionary ideology which he had
forged in the many years of loneliness and isolation during his British exile.

The International soon became a powerful movement, inspiring fear in the
defenders of the status quo. Branches of the International were formed in all
the principal countries of Europe. From then on, Marx, as head of the General
Council of the International, was in effective control of the movement and
insisted on rigid adherence to the line he had set down. The specter of Com-
munism that Marx had seen haunting Europe in 1847 seemed much more real
to the men of power of the late sixties than it had been twenty years earlier.
The obscure scholar from the British Museum suddenly became an object of
choice attention for the various intelligence services that combed the world of
London revolutionaries for information about subversive activities.

When the first volume of Das Kapital was published in 1867, Marx was
already in the limelight as the leader of the International. Although the book
did not attract as much immediate attention as he had no doubt expected, it
soon gained an audience, particularly among Continental socialists. In England
there was only one critical review, which amusingly remarked that “the pre-
sentation of the subject invests the driest economic questions with certain
peculiar charm”; but on the Continent there was a more understanding re-
action. A number of Marx’s friends propagandized it strongly, and some of
his old German associates sent him praise. In Russia, in particular, reviews
were very favorable and more searching than anywhere else. Generally, quite
apart from its scientific merits, the book was widely read by members of the
International. Marx’s previous books had been neglected even in German
speaking countries. The first volume of Das Kapital was translated into
Russian, French, English, and Italian within ten years of its publication.

In the late sixtics, Marx, as head of the International and author of a book
that sought to lay bare “the economic law of motion of modern society,” must
have felt that he had finally achieved the union of socialist theory and revolu-
tionary practice that he had aimed for ever since 1847. He had provided the
intellectual foundation for a socialist movement over which he exercised full
organizational control. Yet that dream was soon shattered.
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Ironically, the Paris Commune of 1871, the first instance of the working
class achieving power for itself and thus seemingly vindicating Marx’s vision,
also proved the undoing of the Inzernational. Although the Paris Commune
was dominated by Proudhonians and latter-day Jacobins rather than by
Marxists, Marx had risen to its defense in an eloquent address published
under the title, The Civil War in France. But soon after the Commune was
drowned in blood, the latent dissensions in the ranks of the International
came to a head. The English trade unionists grew frightened; they feared to
be associated in the mind of peaceful British workers with the “red terrorists
of Paris.” The French movement was shattered, and its exiled leaders, as is the
wont of émigré politicians, fell to quarreling among themselves. Followers
of Bakunin now attempted to grasp the opportunity to wrest control from
Marx. In order to insure his continued domination of the International, Marx
managed to have its seat transferred to the United States where his followers
were in full control. This proved to be the fatal blow. The International
finally expired in Philadelphia in 1876.

In the few years that remained, Marx, wrecked by illness, produced no
major work. When his followers and those of Lassalle united in 1875 to form
a united socialist party at a congress in Gotha, he wrote a series of marginal
and highly critical notes on its program in which he formulated for the last
time his conception of the theory and practice that should guide the socialist
movement. This Critique of the Gotha Program, published after his death,
was his last major writing.

Toward the end of his life Marx finally achieved a measure of comfortable
living. Engels, by now quite prosperous, settled an annuity on him, enabling
him to spend his last few years in relative case. He had become a famous man,
and socialists from all over Europe consulted him by letter or in person.
Russian radicals in particular—to the astonishment of Marx who for thirty
years had attacked Russia as the charnel house of Europe—now flocked to him
and asked for his advice. In addition, the young leaders of the now united
German Social Democratic movement—Bebel, Bernstein and Kautsky—visited
him and consulted him on all important issues. The German movement
flourished, and one of the leaders of the revived French movement, Jules
Guesde, consulted Marx on the program to be adopted. Slowly, the Bakuninist
influence was pushed back by Marxist leaders in Italy and Switzerland, with
whom Marx also carried on a long correspondence.

A revered figure in the growing socialist movement, Marx had finally
found an audience and a satisfying role. But his creative powers were dimin-
ished. He still read voraciously; he even taught himself new languages such as
Russian and Turkish, but, to Engels’ despair, he wrote less and less, and more
obscurely than ever.

In 1881, his wife died of cancer. A year later his eldest daughter, the wife
of the French socialist leader Jean Longuet, also died. Marx never recovered
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from these blows. He died in an armchair in his study on March 14, 1883,
Only a few friends and socialist representatives from abroad accompanied the
casket to Highgate cemetery. His death was hardly noticed by the general
public.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

It has often been said the Marx fashioned his doctrine out of three major
elements: German idealism, especially in its Hegelian version, French socialist
tradition, and British political economy. Though not incorrect, this is hardly
the whole truth. Other streams of thought, primarily the German and French
Enlightenment, were equally important to him. Even before he came into
contact with most other doctrines, Marx had already acquired from his father
and from Ludwig von Westphalen a deep love for the Enlightenment and for
the philosophy of Spinoza.

An omnivorous reader throughout his life, Marx managed to fuse in his
thought a variety of previous intellectual traditions. He had above all a
synthesizing mind. In the words of Isaiah Berlin, “What is original in the
result is not any one component element, but the central hypothesis by which
each is connected with the others, so that the parts are made to appear to follow
from each other and to support cach other in a single systematic whole.”**
Marx was not the bull in the china shop of Western culture as he is sometimes
pictured by the uninformed. On the contrary, his work stands in a direct line
of descent from the mainstream of European thought. He was in debt to many
past doctrines and to his contemporary thinkers as well.

Among the significant themes in the works of his predecessors that are
important for the understanding of Marx, four major ones stand out: the idea
of progress, whether peaceful or conflictive; the idea of alienation; the idea of
perfectibility; and the holistic view of socicty and of historical epochs.

THE IDEA OF PROGRESS

The notions of growth, development, becoming, and the like were central
to the German philosophical tradition ever since Leibniz. At the beginning of
the eighteenth century, Leibniz had stressed that each growing entity went
through stages of development, that “nature never makes leaps” and that at
each moment it was “charged with the past and pregnant with the future.”
He wrote but little about historical matters, but his religious writing on the
theodicy and his secular considerations on the advancement of science docu-

54 1bid., p. 13.
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ment his view that mankind would progressively reach greater happiness and
perfection, above all through the further spread of science.”

As the eighteenth century advanced, the notion of progress became
secularized. Lessing, in T/he Education of the Human Race, couched his picture
of the progressive moral development of mankind in a three stage theory—a
theory that was still rooted in Christian tradition although fundamentally
secular. To Lessing, human history appears divided into the pre-Christian
moral world of harsh punishment and tangible reward, the Christian stage
of more refined and spiritual morality, and a third imminent stage in which
moral man would no longer be in fear of external punishment or internal
guilt but would freely and autonomously make reasoned moral judgments. In
the future, the whole human race would enjoy the fruits of rational mastery
and moral autonomy.

The doctrines of the Enlightenment, which stressed the gradual and more
or less harmonious progress of mankind, were countered, toward the end of
the century, by a harsher philosophy. Kant in particular, although holding
onto the belief in human progress, injected a more pessimistic note. For him,
antagonism between men was the ultimate driving force in history. Far from
associating harmoniously with one another, men were given to an “unsociable
sociability.” Men, he argued, had an inclination to associate because only in
this way could they develop their natural endowment. Yet they were also in-
clined to hold themselves apart because of their unsociable desire to have
everything their own way. Progress came about through antagonistic coopera-
tion. Men may wish concord, but nature has created discord to stir people
from their sheeplike passivity. The progress of the race was but the result of
innumerable antagonisms among individuals.’® Natural potentialities for
growth and perfection manifest themselves not in individuals but only in the
race as a whole.

The Kantian view of the centrality of conflict became one of the points
of departure of Hegelian doctrine. The Leibnizian conception of progress as
smooth development from potentiality into actuality was abandoned there. The
history of mankind is indeed the history of the gradual unfolding of the
Spirit, but it is also a history of bloody battles, of wars and revolution, of rival
claims and tragic entanglements. Man’s history is marked by necessary stages
in which the Absolute Spirit gradually comes into its own. Mankind slowly
arrives at true self-consciousness, but this history is tragic if viewed from the
perspective of the historical actors. Advance can be perceived only from the
vantage point of the Whole. “This may be called the cunning of reason—that

55 Cf. Frank E. Manuel, Shapes of Philosophical History (Stanford, California, Stanford University
Press, 1965), pp. 78 fi.

56 Cf. Kant on History, trans. by Beck, Anchor and Fackenheim (Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill,
1963)-
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it sets the passions to work for itself, while that which develops its existence
through such impulsion pays the penalty, and suffers loss. . . . The particular
is for the most part of too trifling value as compared with the general: indi-
viduals are sacrificed and abandoned.”*

For Hegel, the question of freedom, to give just one example, can never
be answered in terms of individual desires and propensities; it is an historical
question. For Hegel as for Spinoza, freedom is only the recognition of neces-
sity. In previous stages of the progress of the world spirit, only a few could
attain freedom, and they could gain it only at the expense of the many who
were not free. Solely in the new era that had dawned with the French Revolu-
tion could man begin to envisage the possibility of general freedom.

The German doctrine of progress, at least since the later eighteenth cen-
tury, was considerably less optimistic and less simple than the French view at
that time, which is discussed in the previous chapter. Marx was influenced
by both. He was a son of the French Enlightenment as well as of the German
Enlightenment. But the influence of the German tradition was perhaps more
profound, as is apparent in his notion of alienation.

THE IDEA OF ALIENATION

Rousseau’s Second Discourse is among the chief early sources of the notion
of alienation. His vivid depiction of the natural goodness of men and of their
corruption by society, his stress on “the equality which nature established
among men” and “the inequality which men have instituted,” the horror with
which he contemplated the havoc that society had created in its impact upon
human nature—all these later stimulated critical views of the fallen condition
of man.

Rousseau’s influence, however, was not limited to “the defiant individual-
ism of the Discours sur l'inégalité,” in which he depicted how men had been
cut from their natural moorings by oppressive and unjust social laws. He also
showed in his Social Contract how, by associating together in a new com-
munity they could voluntarily forge new bonds that would overcome their
suffering through common subjection to the General Will. The individualism
of the Second Discourse was followed by “the equally defiant collectivism of
the Social Contract.”*® The work of Rousseau can be read, and no doubt was
often read, as a secular version of the old story of man’s sin and subsequent
redemption.

Many of Rousseau’s German readers were unimpressed by his idyllic
description of the nobility of savages. Schiller, for example, called it “the
tranquil nausea of his paradise.” But Rousseau’s indictment of society and its

57 F. W. Hegel, “Introduction,” The Philosophy of History (New York, Bohn Library, n.d.), p. 34.
38 C. E. Vaughn as quoted in George H. Sabine, A4 History of Political Thought (New York,
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1961), p. 580.
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deleterious effects became a common theme among many German thinkers
of the late cighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In particular, these men,
although sceptical about the alleged wholeness of the life of savages, still de-
- plored with him the torn condition of man in contemporary society. Communal
integration and individual wholeness in antiquity were contrasted with the
disintegration of community and the separateness of man’s existence in the
modern age. Schiller, for example, claimed that man was torn asunder by the
modern division of labor; a specialized cog in the clockwork of modern
society, he could no longer develop his full potentialities. “Eternally bound
to but a small fraction of the whole, man himself becomes but a fraction . . .
and never develops the harmony of his being. Instead of representing the
totality of mankind in his own nature, he becomes but a replica of his business
or his science.” “We see not only single individuals but whole classes of men
develop but a part of their gifts, while the rest, as in the case of crippled
plants, only faintly suggest the given potentialities.” Not only is the individual
harmony of men aborted in the present fallen condition; society is likewise
crippled. “State and Church have been torn apart and so have law and
morality; fulfillment has been severed from labor, the means from the end,
exertion from remuneration.”*®
Similar indictments of the alienation of modern man are common among
other representatives of German idealism. Fichte, for example, characterized
the modern age as marked by “breakdown,” “absolute sinfulness,” “destruc-
tion of everything positive,” “anarchy.” But these thinkers were united not only
by their criticism of present conditions but by a common straining toward a
future of reintegration and positive synthesis. Man and society having been
sundered, they must be made whole again. Mankind must rationally con-
struct a future in which what has been separated can be reunited, so that in-
dividuals can again become whole and find their place in a harmoniously
organized society.

THE IDEA OF PERFECTIBILITY

If there is one idea that united the otherwise divergent doctrines of the
French and English Enlightenments, it was the idea of human perfectibility.
Whether rationalists in the manner of most French philosophes, or sensation-
alists like most of the British, including Locke, or materialists like La Mettrie,
the philosophers of the Enlightenment were at one in their common belief in
the possibility of altering the human environment in such a way as to allow
a fuller and more wholesome development of human capacities. They were in

59 Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Letters, ed. by Wilkinson
and Willoughby (New York, Oxford University Press, 1967). See also Heinrich Popitz, Der
Entfremdete Mensch (Basel, Verlag fuer Recht und Gesellschaft, 1953). I have relied heavily
on this superb introduction to the ideas of the young Marx.
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accord that man has no divine soul, that he is an object in nature, but that he
has the capacity for self-improvement through education and environmental
changes. When men’s minds are released from the fetters of superstition and
irrational belief, when they are enabled through education to make full use
of their intelligence, the human race will come into its own. Men are the
creatures of circumstances and upbringing. Hence changed circumstances and
changed upbringing will result in better men.

THE IDEA OF TOTALITY

In contrast to most of the philosophes, who tended to be individualistic
and atomistic in their views and to have a fairly weak historical imagination,
Hegel stressed cultural totalities and historical determinism.

In Hegel’s doctrine, two dimensions, the vertical or historical and the hori-
zontal or structural, have to be examined simultaneously.® In the first, history
is viewed as a temporal succession, as a series of necessary stages. Each point
in time must be considered in its double aspect of being determined by what
went on before and as containing within it the seeds of the future. In the
horizontal perspective, on the other hand, the focus is on the structural unity
of a society or an epoch as an interconnected whole with a unitary pattern or
form.

Hegel taught that the error of all previous thinkers had been to assume
the relative independence of the various spheres of culture. They had severed
the study of warfare from the study of art; they had separated philosophy
from daily life. The historians had isolated phenomena which could only be
understood as parts of a totality. In contrast, the modern historian, according
to Hegel, must be holistic in his orientation. “He must,” to quote Isaiah Ber-
lin, “endeavor to paint a portrait of an age of movement, to collect that which
is characteristic, to distinguish between its component elements, between the
old and the new, the fruitful and the sterile, the dying survivals of a previous
age and the heralds of the future, born before their time.”*" Historians must
describe cultural phenomena in their fullest historical context. Henceforth,
the history of art or the history of philosophy were to be treated as comple-
mentary elements in a general history of culture, and even activities that had
been regarded as trivial by the old history, such as trade, commerce, the
mechanical arts, now had to be considered essential elements in the “organic”
institutional history of mankind.

The intertwined notions of progress and perfectibility, of alienation and
integration, were all part of the intellectual heritage Marx assimilated even
before he set upon writing his own synthesis with the ideas gathered from his
contemporaries and near-contemporaries.

60 The following is deeply indebted to Berlin, op. cit., especially pp. 35-60.
61 Jbid., p. 52.
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MARX’S DEBT TO HIS CONTEMPORARIES

The criticism of Hegel, which Marx encountered among the Young
Hegelians, deeply influenced his thought. During the later stages of his Berlin
career, Hegel had become increasingly conservative in his orientation. The
young Hegel had welcomed the French Revolution with fervent enthusiasm,
but he had now stiffened into an old man who feared any further revolution
and most reform, and considered the Prussian state under Frederick William
III the very embodiment of freedom and rationality and as close to perfection
as any human institution was ever likely to be. He now proclaimed that,
“Whatever is real is reasonable, and whatever is reasonable is real,” which
was generally thought to mean that all that existed was reasonable and hence
worthy of support, although he himself denied this interpretation.

It was this political and philosophical quietism of the old master that his
young erstwhile disciples turned against in the 1830%. Seizing upon some
remarks that Hegel had made toward the end of his life, they asserted that the
truly real was the perfectly ideal, and that the struggle to attain it was still
on the agenda of history.®” Hegel had taught them to see how throughout
mankind’s past, philosophical thought had always been critical of a given
state of affairs, how the negative critique of philosophy had been a key instru-
ment for destroying the complacency of the given and for preparing the way
for the birth of new cultural possibilities. The need for corrosive criticism of
the status quo, they argued, had by no means ceased in the present age.
Philosophy still had as its central mission the need to be critical. Suffering
from the spiritual oppression that marked the reign of the King whom Hegel
extolled, they turned their critical weapons to an examination of the culture
of their time.

The state of Germany, the Young Hegelians asserted, was marked by
blind unreason and spiritual chaos, and therefore it could hardly be considered
“real” in the metaphysical sense. In particular, German culture was still
dominated by an unenlightened and oppressive religiosity. Hence, the critique
of religion became to them the major philosophical task of the day.

In 1835, David Strauss, one of the Young Hegelians, published a critical
Life of Jesus in which he used the Hegelian historical method to show that
certain portions of the Gospels were pure invention whereas others were only
reflections of semimythological beliefs common in primitive Christian com-
munities. Bruno Bauer, a more radical Young Hegelian, followed suit by
denying the historical existence of Jesus altogether and treating the Gospels
as works of pure imagination, as simple reflections of the ideology of the time.

62 Cf, Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marx (New York, Reynal and Hitchcock, 1936), p. 20. The
whole of this work remains indispensable for an understanding of Marx’s relationships to the
Young Hegelians.
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Finally, Ludwig Feuerbach, in his Essence of Christianity (1841) and in other
philosophical works, defined religious beliefs as only the projection of ele-
ments of human experience into objects of worship.*®

Utilizing Hegelian notions for his purposes, Feuerbach depicted religious
phenomena as alicnated reifications that can be analyzed in terms of the social
relations to which they owe their origins. To Feuerbach, anthropology is the
secret of theology. The existence of religion testifies that man is alienated from
himself. Through religion, men are ruled and oppressed by their own un-
conscious creation. Feuerbach urged that the time had come for a truly
Copernican turn in the history of ideas. Men, acting in relation with their
fellows, rather than Gods or the Hegelian Absolute Spirit, must now be the
focus for the understanding of man’s past and his future. The God-centered
world of the imprisoned past must give way to the man-centered universe of
the liberated future. This liberation once accomplished, man will truly be-
come the measure of all things.

Marx’s own philosophical development was considerably furthered by the
critical philosophy of the Young Hegelians who saw in religious beliefs only
the reflection of “real” social phenomena. Marx was impressed in particular
with Ludwig Feuerbach’s turn from a spirit-centered or God-centered world
to the analysis of those unhappy social conditions which had led men to find
consolation in a world of religious entities of their own creation. Other cle-
ments of Young Hegelian philosophy, such as the activist radicalism of Arnold
Ruge and the iconoclastic individualism of Max Stirner, also influenced him
in various ways. But there is still one other figure, the socialist rebel Moses
Hess, who contributed in considerable measure to Marx’s conversion from
critical liberalism to a radical socialist analysis of social relations.

Feuerbach had mainly used the notion of alienation in his attack on re-
ligion, but Moses Hess employed it in a corrosive critique of current social and
economic arrangements. To Hess, the reign of money and of private property
symbolized the alienated condition of mankind just as much as, if not more
than, the existence of revealed religion. In his earlier writings, Hess had
tended to indulge in the rather cloudy abstractions of an ethereal socialism,
but by 1847 he turned to a realistic analysis of economic phenomena. In the
words of Sidney Hook, “In [his essay “The Consequences of the Revolution
of the Proletariat”] will be found . . . the theory of the concentration and
centralization of capital, the theory of increasing misery, the theory of over-
production to account for the periodicity of crisis, the doctrine that the collapse
of capitalism is inevitable . . . theories which were to receive classic formulation
...a few months later, in the Communist Manifesto.”** Though largely
unacknowledged by Marx, his debt to Hess is considerable.

The Young Hegelians in general, and Ludwig Feuerbach in particular,

63 Cf. ibid., p. 221.  ®41bid., p. 204.
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provided Marx with elements of that theoretical equipment which enabled
him “to stand Hegel on his head.” That is, they led him to anchor his views
in an examination of the social system—of the social relationships in which
. men were enmeshed—rather than the world of disembodied ideas and the
Spirit.

But it was only in his Paris years that he was converted to socialism
through contact with some of its major protagonists and through a thorough
reading of their works—some of which he had already begun to peruse in
Germany, having been guided in this respect by Hess and by Lorenz von
Stein’s Socialism and Communism in Contemporary France (1842).

Marx’s specific socialist doctrine is not relevant in this context. What is
relevant, however, is the extent to which he utilized certain aspects of con-
temporary and near-contemporary French social thought in rounding out his
own view of history and of the social order. From Saint-Simon and the Saint-
Simonians, as well as from “bourgeois historians” such as Guizot and Thierry,
he took elements of his theory of class struggle. To Saint-Simon, in particular,
he owes the notion that human history is largely the history of wars between
classes. In the words of Frank Manuel, “Classes were the key to Saint-Simon’s
philosophy of history. In its very fabric history was the conflict of classes, and
the historical process could be explained solely in these terms.”*

In Saint-Simon can be found not only the notion of the struggle between
classes, but also that property relations rather than governmental forms are
central to an understanding of history. “The form of government,” he wrote,
“is but a form, and property relations are the basis; hence property relations
are the real basis of the social edifice.”®® In contrast to the Hegelian tradition,
which had focused on the State, the tradition of Saint-Simon focused on social
relations. Moreover, it will be remembered, Saint-Simon was one of the first
who saw society as a gigantic workshop of industrial relationships.

Class struggle, the crucial importance of the working class in the modern
industrial world, the emphasis on the centrality of industry and labor, and,
above all, the emphasis on an activistic social philosophy that called not only
for interpreting the world but for changing it—all these elements of Marx’s
synthesis were stimulated through his reading of French socialist or near-
socialist doctrine, more particularly of the Saint-Simonian variety. Marx and
Engels later denied this inheritance as much as possible and came to regard
the French socialists as “utopians” whom they contrasted unfavorably with
their own “scientific” version of socialism. But the historian of ideas need not
accept their judgment; they owed to these utopians much more than they were
later prepared to acknowledge.

While in Paris, Marx turned from his preoccupations with philosophy to

65 Frank E. Manuel, The New World of Henri Saint-Simon (Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press, 1956), p. 244.
66 Quoted in Rubel’s “Introduction” to Karl Marx, Selected Writings, op. cit., p. 10.
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the analysis of the contradictions and struggles within civil society—that is
within social structures. It was also during the Paris days that he turned to
the idea that “the anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political economy.”
The classical economists from Smith to Ricardo and Malthus, as well as their
heterodox critics such as Sismondi, loomed large in Marx’s final synthesis.
This tradition will not be detailed here since it mainly concerns his economic
doctrine and has often been analyzed, most perceptively by Joseph Schumpe-
ter.%

Enough has been said to document the claim that Marx’s thought stood
at the confluence of a wide variety of European streams of thought: the
French and German Enlightenments; German idealism, especially as repre-
sented by Hegel; the critical tradition of the Young Hegelians and the anthro-
pological vision of Feuerbach; French social thought, especially in its Saint-
Simonian version; and British political economy.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

THE GENERAL SCENE

The eighteen thirties and early forties, the years of Marx’s young man-
hood, were years of profound despair for the German educated classes. A
blanket of repression covered all those who attempted to think independently.
The Holy Alliance, established by the powers that had defeated Napoleon in
order to repress the forces of libertarian revolution, of radicalism and the Rights
of Man, seemed forever able to stifle even faintly liberal stirrings.

The repressive regime was especially galling to those who, like the in-
habitants of the Rhineland, had breathed the air of comparative freedom under
Napoleonic administration. But even in other parts of Germany great hopes
had been aroused by the war of National Liberation and the reforms that had
been made in order to enlist the population at large, especially the educated
classes, in the anti-Napoleonic crusade. These hopes were now dashed. Patriotic
liberals, who had dreamed of thorough reform after Napoleon’s defeat, in-
stead found themselves in a police regime considerably more efficient than its
predecessors. Especially in Prussia under the reign of Frederick William III,
all expectations for political and social reform were disappointed. And when
the Crown Prince, a romantic who had prattled a good deal about allying
patriotism, democratic principles, and constitutional monarchy, and who had
been the great hope of the liberals, ascended the throne in 1840, it soon became
apparent that the liberals’ aspirations would again remain unfulfilled. What he

67 Joseph Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 3rd ed. (New York, Harper &
Row, 1950); History of Economic Analysis (New York, Oxford University Press, 1954); Ten
Great Economists: From Marx to Keynes (New York, Oxford University Press, 1951).



Karl Marx 77

sought to attain was not liberal unity through constitutionalism, but a revival
of the mystic glories of a divinely consecrated and patriarchal monarchy.

German intellectuals, especially students, had organized liberal societies

- (Burschenschaften). They had gotten together in large gatherings such as the
Wartburg Festival of 1817, at which the emblems of reaction were burned, and
the Hambach Festival of 1832, where 25,000 men drank to Lafayette and de-
manded a unified German Republic. All this had been to no avail.

Since 1819, the sovereigns of the German Confederation had pledged them-
selves to control the universities in their territories through special commissions
and had provided for strict censorship of all publications. In the thirties, in
response to the threat of an extension to Germany of the French July revolu-
tion, additional repressive measures were instituted, including the prohibition
of all political meetings, the surveillance of suspicious political “agitators,” and
even tighter control of universities. Germany had no parliament, no trial by
jury, no rights of free speech or assembly. It is no wonder that Germany in
general, and especially its pivotal state, Prussia, appeared to the liberals among
the educated classes as a formidable bulwark of reaction.

Germany was lagging behind France and England not only in its
political development, but socially and economically as well. The middle
classes had failed to attain power, and various traditional, sectional, and re-
ligious interests divided the country, thus preventing the emergence of a uni-
fied middle-class movement. Germany was still predominantly agricultural; it
lacked a self-conscious bourgeoisic and was largely dominated, especially in
its Prussian part, by a semifeudal nobility. To be sure, manufacturing, mining,
and shipping grew fairly rapidly in the post-Napoleonic period and increased
national wealth, but the middle classes, fragmented as they were within the
boundaries of thirty-ninc German states, were preoccupied with parochial con-
cerns and were unwilling, by and large, to think in terms of national interests.

The Krupps of the Ruhr installed their first steam engine in 1835, and the
first shafts of the Ruhr coal-fields were sunk in 1837. New industrial areas
developed, such as the textile towns of Barmen and Krefeld in Prussia. Trans-
portation nctworks were being built, and the new rapid mail, which linked
Berlin to Magdeburg after 1824, shortened travel time from two and a half
days to fifteen hours. But all these were only islands of modernity still largely
submerged in an ocean of tradition. The bulk of production was still centered
in the shop of the artisan rather than in factories. The traditional guild system
of master, journeyman, and apprentice continued to prevail and prevented
mobility of labor and business enterprise.

Moreover, government supervision hampered the growth of a free capi-
talism. Until the thirties cach mercantilist and paternalistic state government
regulated export and import. Later a custom union between the states did
away with barriers to interior commerce, but each state continued to control
productive activities within its boundaries. The Prussian government, for ex-
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ample, controlled the quality and fair price of handicraft production, the
activities of the Silesian domestic line-weaving industry, and the operations of
mine owners in the Rhineland. Government permission was required before a
mine could be opened; it could also be withdrawn after the owner was already
in business.®®

Under such social and economic conditions, the lower and middle strata
of the professionals, the administrators, and the intellectuals, in other words
the educated, became the major proponents of nationalism and liberalism.
Young men not yet encumbered by responsibility and position were in the
lead of this movement. Yet, these educated men, while being permitted to
spin intricate abstract theories about freedom in general, were firmly prevented
from engaging in any practical activities that might bring about concrete free-
dom. These general conditions form the background against which Marx’s
peculiar circumstances can be assessed.

MARX'S PARENTAL BACKGROUND AND EARLY COMPANIONS

If ever there was a man who fitted the notion of marginality to the full, it
was Karl Marx. Marx’s family, it will be remembered, had converted to
Christianity for prudent reasons. They had become Lutherans. But Protestants,
although imbued with prestige, were only a small minority in predominantly
Catholic Trier where the Marx family resided. Moreover, although the
specifically racial notion of Jewish inferiority was not yet prevalent, even con-
verted Jews suffered from discrimination and prejudice. As a consequence,
Marx’s contemporaries or near-contemporaries among Jewish intellectuals,
whether they were converted or not, usually felt uneasy about their Jewish-
ness. For example. Ludwig Boerne, Heinrich Heine, Ferdinand Lassalle, and
Rahel Varnhagen, as well as many others, were still considered socially inferior
in spite of having attained intellectual eminence.®* Many of them suffered
deeply from status contradictions, which resulted, to a greater or lesser degree,
in an expression of Jewish self-hatred.

Marx was no exception. As a matter of fact, his lifelong attempts to dis-
sociate himself from a Jewishness that was imposed on him from the outside,
led him to equate it with all the detestable and vile characteristics and activities
he despised. In Marx’s writings the Jew appears typically as the usurer and
moneychanger: the Children of Israel are portrayed as forever dancing before
the Golden Calf. (Marx’s lifelong aversion to the making of money is probably
connected with this struggle against his Jewishness.) Among the most un-
attractive features of Marx is the profusion of deprecating references to Jews
and Jewishness that are to be found in his letters. Such expressions as, “There

6~ Cf. Hobsbawm. The Age of Rerolution (New York. Mentor. 1967), pp. 210-11 and passim.
69 Cf. Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, new ed. (New York, Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1960), Chapter 3.
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are many Jews and fleas here,” or references to Lassalle as “the Jewish nigger”
are painfully abundant. In his later career, Marx was subject to a good deal of
anti-Semitic abuse, but it is evident that even before that time he suffered in-
tensely from his marginal status as a Jew and never came to terms with it.

The status disequilibrium that characterized Marx’s position was com-
pounded by what might be termed a disequilibrium in his role models. His
father, whom he admired on other counts, exhibited attributes that he as-
sociated in his mind with a specifically Jewish defect: weakness and sub-
missiveness. Ludwig von Westphalen, on the other hand, seemed to exhibit
admired Zivilcourage, but he was of much higher status than Marx and his
family could dream of attaining.

Only once in his life had Heinrich Marx taken a courageous public
stand. He had spoken at a public dinner on the desirability of reform. How-
ever, when the police inquired, Marx’s father retracted at once. This sub-
missive attitude made a definitive impression on the son, who was then six-
teen years old. Forty years later, when one of his daughters submitted to him
one of those characteristically Victorian questionnaires that required him to
state “the vice you most detest,” he entered: “Servility.”

It is probable that Marx’s admiration for Ludwig von Westphalen, to
whose memory, rather than to his father’s, he dedicated his dissertation, may
have been connected with his feeling that Westphalen possessed those admired
virtues, especially courage, which he felt his father so conspicuously lacked.
The high-status Westphalen, imbued with noblesse oblige, became a role model
to the lower-status Marx, thus increasing his sense of marginality.

Marx’s sense of being on the margin of things was reinforced by the
associates he sought out in his student days in Berlin. Here he dealt almost
exclusively with men who refused to come to terms with academic proprieties
in the university, and who saw themselves as principled opponents of the
political regime. Some of them, to be sure, toyed with the idea of attaining
academic positions, and a very few managed temporarily to gain a foothold
in the academy. By and large, however, their point of reference was no longer
the university but a diffuse public of dissatishied liberals and revolutionaries
among the professional and educated strata, loosely attached, if at all, to
specific institutional settings.

Like their French contemporaries discussed earlier, they were young men
who had been highly educated and yet felt that in the stultifying atmosphere
of Germany they had been trained for what we would today call “growing
up absurd.” Hence, they would sit for hours on end in coffee houses and beer
halls, or flit from salon to salon, where they were lionized by the more staid
of the liberals as daring young men w/ho really meant it. They did gain some
gratification from all of this, and they surely sharpened their wits in the
scintillating intellectual exchanges that marked their gatherings. But all this
nervous intellectual activity was like a powerful motor running idle.
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Marx had found among peers in Berlin friends and allies with whom he
now shared the marginality previously suffered in loneliness.

Marx’s writing style in his early work shows the environment in which
his ideas matured. It is a style that was intended to appeal not to the vulgus,
but to the small and esoteric group of fellow outcasts. It is full of obscure
references to family quarrels among the young Hegelians, which the ordinary
reader could hardly be expected to understand. But it also displays brilliant
dialectical skills, a joyous manipulation of words remindful of the informal
debates in which it indeed originated. No doubt, some of this language rep-
resents an attempt to match that of Hegel, but more of it is in the style of
sectarian discussions among rhetorically proficient friends and peers. No won-
der that Marx decided not to publish much of it. By the time he left for Paris,
he had already broken with most of his erstwhile associates. Although he had
begun to discount these men as an audience, he in fact still conducted a kind
of internal dialogue with them, attacking them with the ferocious dialectic
skills he had acquired in their company.

Yet, even in these early writings one also finds analytical and descriptive
passages that scem far indeed from the dialectical fireworks Marx used in his
infightings with his former associates. One may surmise that his all too brief
experience as a writer and editor for the daily press, when he addressed him-
self to a larger educated public, stood him in good stead. The expository style
of his writings for the Rheinische Zeitung, though still distinguished by dia-
lectical skills of a high order, is markedly different from that of his other
early writings. Here he does not try to overwhelm the antagonist by the
brilliant manipulation of his intellectual rapier but rather attempts to reason
and to convince by methodical argument and factual evidence.

Both the style of thought and argumentation that Marx developed as a
young rebel in the heady atmosphere of Berlin’s bohemia and the dissimilar
way of thinking and writing that marked his journalistic contribution were
later to be fused in the writings of the mature man.

THE WORKING-CLASS AUDIENCE

The educated middle-class strata in France provided French authors with
the type of audience that was not available to their German counterparts. Ex-
cept for some literary men such as Heine, German authors in exile had to
depend mainly on their own circles and on whatever public back home the
censor allowed them to reach. This may explain, in part, the crabbed, con-
fined, and ingrown quality of much of émigré writing. But, in addition to the
company of status-equal exiles, the left-wing writers among them discovered
in Paris one group they could address themselves to both in person and in
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writing: skilled artisans and handicraft workers who had, like themselves, left
the homeland where they had been persecuted for their activities and beliefs.

In his almost daily commerce with such men, as well as through his
. gradual acquaintance with socialist writers who had in one way or another
endeavored to express their desires and to put into words their inchoate aspira-
tions, Marx was converted to socialism. From this time on, his almost demonic
intellectual energies were no longer operating in a void; they were purpose-
fully put to the service of his revolutionary goals. The philosopher’s task of
interpreting the world took a back seat to the revolutionary’s willed resolve to
change it.

During his years in Paris and Brussels, Marx associated as an equal with
various powerful intellects, including Heine and Ruge, Proudhon and Bakunin,
who were more diverse in their origins and casts of mind than the relatively
homogencous group of young bohemians who had been his companions in
Berlin. And as his circle of friends and acquaintances widened, so did his
readings. Morcover, he was now in contact with German and foreign work-
men who, although they could not pretend to the education and erudition of
his intellectual peers, exhibited that moral fortitude and strength of character
Marx so much admired. To be sure, he was to quarrel with most of them
sooner or later, just as he was to break away from almost all the intellectual
companions of his Paris years. Nevertheless, workers were to remain the
privileged audience he would address, if only in imagination, when, as in the
years of almost total isolation in London, he had no direct contact with any of
them.

Although both Marx and Comte (in the later stages of his career) ad-
dressed themselves to workers, it needs to be stressed that the nature of their
relation to their audience differed fundamentally. Comte talked down to his
working-class admirers. They were the simple in spirit who had to be brought
to the gospel by means of an emotional appeal to their limited intellectual
equipment. Marx, on the contrary, never talked down to the workers. He
attempted instead to educate them in such a way that they could share with
him the fruits of the new science that he was developing on their behalf. By
trying to instill in them an awareness of their own misery and deprivation, by
making them conscious, he wished to elevate them above the level to which
their deprived social condition had condemned them. What the German
idealistic tradition and its Greek forebears had attempted to teach individual
men—that the unexamined life was not worth living and that man attained
his dignity only through consciousness—Marx now endeavored to teach a
whole class of men.

There are propagandistic elements in Marx’s message, and it was on
these that Sorel later attempted to build his notion of useful myths. But the
main thrust of Marx’s writings is otherwise. Through rational enlightenment
and scientific education, he would show the working class how things really
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were. They would be energized into action not by vain moralistic exhortations
or by appeals to their emotions, but by the portrayal of reality as it could be
perceived once ideological blinders had been discarded. Underlying all of
Marx’s mature writings is ¢he search for social reality. It is for this reason that
Marx, in his attempt to fashion a “scientific” doctrine in the service of the
working class, also left a legacy to those who, sharing his social passions only
partly if at all, were still at one with him in their concern for understanding
the social dimensions of man’s vicissitudes on earth.

Men search for other men to whom they think their message will appeal.
In this strict sense, they seek congenial, kindred minds. Marx, after having
found a small public among sympathetic left-wing intellectuals and workmen,
went out to create an audience. By educating workers through word of mouth
and the written word, he helped them appreciate the intricacies of his own
constructions, thereby providing an outlet for his doctrines. This was in con-
trast to Comte who suffered so slight a demand for his work that he was at
last reduced to cheapening it in a desperate effort to be heard.

At the same time, Marx always wished to appeal to the highest standards
of the scientific community of his time. Although he wrote about his
“bourgeois” antagonists with withering contempt, he was far from the stance
of his later mediocre disciples who thought that Marxism gave them a war-
ranty to ignore the “bourgeois science” of their contemporaries. For these men,
Marxism became the last refuge of the untalented and inept who could not
make their way in the official groves of academe. Marx himself was far re-
moved from such conceits. It is probably true that in his last years his mind
grew rigid, so that what Vernon Parrington once said about Increase Mather—
“he closed the window of his mind against the winds of new doctrine”—could
also apply to Marx. Through most of his life, however, he did the major minds
of the “bourgeois” world the honor of taking them seriously. Darwin’s work
impressed him deeply. And, as his voluminous notcbooks as well as his pub-
lished work amply testify, he continuously conducted a close combat with his
antagonists in the “bourgeois world,” thus making them worthy objects of his
polemical wrath.

Since the Paris and Brussels days, Marx had fashioned a new image for
himself as the purveyor of a new truth about social reality for the working
class. He would bring to the workers a message he had forged through in-
dependent investigation and through close critical engagement with the major
social thinkers of his and preceding generations. Engels summed it up when
he wrote: “We had no wish to propound these new scientific conclusions in
ponderous tomes for professional wiseacres. On the contrary. We had both of
us entered bag and baggage into the political movement; we had certain con-
nections with the educated world . . . and close ties with the organized pro-
letariat. We were in duty bound to base our point of view upon a firm
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scientific foundation; but it was no less incumbent upon us to convince the
European proletariat.”™

ISOLATION AND DOUBLE MARGINALITY

In the Paris and Brussels days, Marx had been able to work for a relatively
short period in a setting in which congenial peers and an appreciative work-
ing-class audience were present at the same time. It was in this setting that
The Communist Manifesto was born. But when Marx scttled in London after
the short and disillusioning revolutionary interlude of 1848, he was deprived
of that fortunate conjunction of stimulating companions and receptive audi-
ences he had enjoyed on the Continent.

Partly because of his quarrelsome and overbearing temperament, but mainly
for objective reasons, Marx was almost totally isolated in the first period of his
London exile. He soon realized that the revolutionary dreams of his fellow
exiles were just that: dreams divorced from a serious base in reality. Hence he
withdrew as much as possible from their company. Yet he shared with them
the sociological location as a stranger, a man who, to use Georg Simmel’s
terminology, is not a sojourner, here today and gone tomorrow, but who is
bound to stay, without, however, developing those organic ties with the sur-
rounding world that characterize the native. Edmund Wilson’s superb literary
imagination grasped the peculiarities of the exile’s condition:

The life of political exiles becomes infected with special states of mind
which are unimaginable for men who have a country. Those precisely whose
principles and interests have raised them above the ordinary citizen, now
lacking the citizen’s base and his organic relation to society, find themselves
contracied to something less. And, even aside from the difficulties that the
exile encounters in finding work and making friends in a foreign country,
it is hard for him to take hold in a new place, to build himself a new career
there, because he lives always in hope of going home when the regime by
which he has been banished shall have failed.™

In the early London years Marx lived in double exile; he had little con-
tact with Germany or with British thinkers and he was also isolated from the
émigrés. In February 1851 Engels wrote to Marx: “One comes to understand
more and more that emigration is an institution in which everybody who does
not withdraw from it necessarily becomes a fool, an ass and a common
scoundrel.” And Marx replied that he welcomed “the open and authentic
isolation in which we two, you and I, now find ourselves. It corresponds to

70 Cited in Edmund Wilson, To the Finland Station (New York, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1940), p. 163. 1 1bid., p. 221.
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our position and our principles.”™ In the same letter Engels also told Marx
that they must now write “substantial books” in which they need not even
“mention these spiders of the émigré world.” Isolation and marginality, the
severing of almost all bonds to former comrades and associates, enabled Marx
to gain the necessary distance from everyday affairs and to devote himself
fully to his major work on Das Kapital in the protective shadow of the British
Museum.

In those years, Marx had only a few devoted disciples, but he had Engels
as a stable alter ego. The importance of Engels in Marx’s life can hardly be
overestimated. Engels agreed with all of Marx’s theoretical ideas, yet he was
by no means an automatic yea-sayer; he was himself a very gifted man capable
of critical judgment of a high order. Because of his profound admiration for
Marx, he tended to fall into the role of a superbly gifted and respectful son,
although he was only two years younger. This meant that Marx was not
wholly alone in his isolation and that he could accept the burden of marginality
with greater ease, being backed by at least one man who was willing to share
it with him to the hilt.”

Engels was a more earthy, more concrete, and less troubled man than
Marx; he represented for Marx the stable pole of reality from which, without
his guidance, Marx would be tempted to depart too far into the realm of
abstractions. “Engels,” Edmund Wilson has written, “was to fill in the blank
face and figure of Marx’s abstract proletarian and to place him in a real house
and a real factory.”™ It is likely that without Engels Marx would never have
managed to extract himself from the abstruse ratiocinations to which the
lonely researcher in the British Museum was temperamentally prone.

Apart from his paid journalism for The New York Tribune, Marx never
wrote for non-socialist publications. He made no attempt to find a public
among the educated readers who patronized the distinguished weekly or
monthly reviews of Victorian England. Only occasionally did he contribute to
radical émigré publications in England and on the Continent. His two his-
-torical works on the Revolution of 1848 and its aftermath were still written
for an audience of European radicals. In these works Marx had anticipated
the renewal of the Revolution, and when, during the fifties and sixties it failed
to occur, he had no public whatsoever, having cut himself off from the sur-
vivors of 1848. Those were years of physical and psychological misery for Marx.
But he was sustained by Engels, Marx’s privileged audience of one, as well as
by the imaginary audience of socialist workmen on whose behalf he was writ-
ing Das Kapital.

The expository prose of Das Kapital and related writings varies a great
deal from chapter to chapter. Sometimes, as in the famous chapter on “The

72 Marx-Engels, Correspondence, 1846-1895 (New York, International Publishers, 1934).
73 Arnold Kuenzli, Karl Marx: Eine Psychographie (Wein, Europa Verlag, 1966), p. 377.
74 Wilson, op. cit., p. 147.
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Working Day,” the style is lucid, informed by moral passion and the will to
persuade. At other times, as in certain chapters of the first volume and even
~more pronouncedly in the later volumes, the style is abstruse and cryptic. It
is as tight and dense at the atmosphere of the unventilated, smoke-filled rooms
in which Marx was forced to write. Then again, one finds a profusion of
violent images: rape, repression, mutilation and massacre, premature burial,
the stalking of corpses, the vampire living on the victims’ blood, all of which
suggest the enormous psychic costs and the buried furies that underlay the
calm, though overbearing, face that Marx usually presented to the world.

Marx’s location on the extreme margin of his society, together with his
rejection of the actually extant public for an imaginary one yet to come,
accounts for some of the deficiencies as well as for the lucidity of his vision.
As an outsider, he was able to discern fissures in the imposing edifice of
capitalist society that would remain hidden from more settled denizens. Marx’s
crucial insights into the conflicts and built-in contradictions of capitalist
society were achieved at the price of loneliness and cxile. Edmund Wilson
is probably correct when he writes that Marx found in his own experience the
key to the larger experience of society under capitalism. “His trauma reflects
itself in Das Kapital as the trauma of mankind under industrialism; and only
so sore and angry a spirit, so ill at ease in the world, could have recognized
and seen into the causes of the wholesale mutilation of humanity, the grim
collisions, the uncomprehended convulsions, to which the age of great profits
was doomed.”"

Sacial indignation and the vision of a better world to come were the
spur that drove Marx into ever closer, ever more detailed, investigations of
the operation of the capitalist system. Without them, there would have been
no Das Kapital. His personal situation, the acute misery of isolation and
marginality, in its turn fucled and refucled the sense of outrage and indigna-
tion that informs his works. His tension-ridden and conflictive private life
predisposed him to see in conflict and contention the ultimate hidden motive
force of all history.

Marx’s vision and perceptiveness derived in large part from his social
position. But the very isolation that enabled him to disregard the conventional
wisdom of the day and to penetrate into layers of social reality hitherto un-
touched by the research of specialist scholars also contributed to the defects of
the work. His lack of peers and colleagues shows up in the dogmatism and the
rigidity of many of his assertions. Admittedly, he always attempted to write
in tune with the canons of scholarly evidence, which he shared with his
“bourgeois” antagonists. Nevertheless, the lack of informed critics most
probably accounts for a number of the logical and substantive mistakes in
Das Kapital—mistakes that later critics delighted in pointing out.

75 Ibid., p. 316.
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Before the founding of The International in 1863, Marx could never be
sure for whom he wrote. Afterward, he again achieved that happy conjunction
of political and scholarly roles he had briefly enjoyed in the late forties. The
labor movement he had called into being became the consumer of his works.
The International created the demand structure for his writings that had been
absent for so long. He no longer needed to write for Engels and for an
imaginary audience of the future, but could now write for the concrete living
men who were beginning to look at him as the fountainhead of scientific
socialism. It is hard to imagine what would have been the fate of Das Kapital
had it been brought out before The International was founded. To judge from
the initial reception, or rather non-reception, in the world of scholarship and
in the public at large, it is quite conceivable that it might have shared the fate
of earlier radical and often penetrating treatises in economics, such as those
of the Ricardian socialists Thomas Hodgkins, William Thompson and John
Gray, or of Sismondi. Who reads them now?

As it was, Das Kapital, and other writings of Marx, soon gained almost
canonical stature in the labor movement, especially in the German speaking
countries. However, when this occurred, Marx was already nearing the end
of his creative energies. The addresses he wrote in the sixties and early seven-
ties in the name of The International show him at the height of his rhetorical
and analytical powers, but after the final duel with his great adversary, Baku-
nin, and the dissolution of The International, little of consequence came from
his pen. He had by now found the public for which he had craved all these
years. He bathed in the glory of devoted followership. But the volcano had
burnt out,

IN SUMMARY

Raised in a country and a region whose educated classes suffered deeply
from a spiritual malaise induced by repressive governmental measures and
general backwardness, having come to perceive himself as a marginal man
deeply discontented with the existing state of affairs, Marx was prepared to
become a principled critic of the existing order. His critical weapons were
sharpened in the heady atmosphere of radical sects and esoteric philosophical
cliques; his dialectical skills were developed in the give-and-take of debate be-
tween fellow sectarians.

Marx devoted himself to uncovering for the working class the ideological
veil that hid from them the actual operation of the existing state of affairs.
His depiction and analysis of the anatomy of civil society is his enduring life
work. Like many of his forebears, he stood on the shoulders of giants. But
the penetration of his vision was not due to this alone, but equally to his status
as a perennial outsider and to his firm anchorage in a vision of the future—a









THE 1WORK

H erbert Spencer was a theorist whose valuable insights have often been
drowned in a sea of irrelevance and specious reasoning. What is relevant in
his work will therefore have to be selected in a manner recommended by
Richard Hofstadter when he wrote about Frederick Jackson Turner, “The
most valid procedure with a historical thinker of his kind is not to try to have
sport with his marginal failings but to rescue whatever is viable by cutting
out what has proved wrong, tempering what is overstated, tightening what is
loosely put. and setting the whole in its proper place among usable perspec-
tives.” This account of Spencer’s work will be severely selective. Here, as else-
where in this book, only the writer's sociological contributions, and among
these only the central ones, will be considered. Spencer's general metaphysics,
or antimetaphysics, will be touched upon only tangentially. This is all the
easier since critics now seem to be of the opinion that deep down Spencer was
a rather shallow philosopher.

Some historians of sociology tend to see Spencer as a continuator of
Comite’s organicist and evolutionary approach. Although Spencer seems to have
protested too much in disclaiming any profound influence of Comte’s thought
on his own, it is true that his general orientation differs significantly from
Comte’s. Spencer described their different approaches in this way:

What is Comte’s professed aim? To give a coherent account of the prog-
ress of human conceptions. What is my aim? To give a coherent account of
the progress of the external world. Comte proposes to describe the necessary,
and the actual, filiation of ideas. I propose to describe the necessary, and the
actual, filiation of things. Comte professes to interpret the genesis of our
knowledge of nature. My aim is to interpret . . . the genesis of the phe-
nomena which constitute nature. The one is subjective. The other is objective.”

Comte was, of course, not only interested in the development of ideas but also
in the correlative changes in social organmization, and he dealt with social
order as well as with progress. Nevertheless, Spencer correctly perceived the
essential differences between them. Spencer’s first and foremost concern was

1 Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians (New York, Alfred A. Knopf. 196%), p. 119.
2 Herbert Spencer, An Autobiography, 2 vols. (New York, Appleton, 1904), Vol. 11, p. 570,
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with evolutionary changes in social structures and social institutions rather
than with the attendant mental states. To Spencer, like to Marx, ideas were
epiphenomenal. “The average opinion in every age and country,” he writes,
“is a function of the social structure in that age and country.”

Evolution, that is, “a change from a state of relatively indefinite, in-
coherent, homogeneity to a state of relatively definite, coherent, hetero-
geneity, 7 was to Spencer that universal process, which explains alike both the
“carliest changes which the universe at large is supposed to have undergone

.. and those latest changes which we trace in society and the products of
social life.™ Once this master key to the riddles of the universe is used, it
becomes apparent, Spencer argued, that the evolution of human societies, far
from being different from other evolutionary phenomena, is but a special case
of a universally applicable natural law. Sociology can become a science only
when it is based on the idea of natural, evolutionary law. “There can be no
complete acceptance of sociology as a science, so long as the belief in a social
order not conforming to natural law, survives.”

It is axiomatic to Spencer that ultimately all aspects of the universe,
whether organic or inorganic, social or nonsocial, are subject to the laws of
evolution. His saciological reflections concentrate, however, on the parallels
between organic and social evolution, between similarities in the structure and
evolution of organic and social units. Biological analogies occupy a privileged
position in all of Spencer’s sociological reasoning, although he was moved to
draw attention to the limitations of such analogies. Because Spencer was a
radical individualist, organic analogies caused him some sociological and
philosophical difficulties, which Comte, with his collectivist philosophy, was
spared.

Spencer’s most fruitful use of organic analogies was his notion that with
evolutionary growth come changes in any unit’s structure and functions, that
increases in size bring in their wake increases in differentiation. What he has
in mind here, to use a homely example, is the idea that if men were suddenly
to grow to the size of elephants, only major modifications in their bodily
structures would allow them to continue being viable organisms.

3 Herbert Spencer, The Study of Sociology (New York, Appleton, 1891), p. 390.

4 The Evolution of Society: Selections from Herbert Spencer’s Principles of Sociology. Edited and
with an introduction by Robert L. Carneiro (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1967),
p. xvii. This is a later and simplified definition. The more claborate definition can be found in
Herbert Spencer, First Principles (New York, Appleton, 1898), pp. 370-73, and passim.

5 First Principles, p. 337. 6 The Study of Sociology, p. 394.
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GROWTH, STRUCTURE, AND DIFFERENTIATION

Both organic and social aggregates are characterized by Spencer according
to progressive increases in size. “Societies, like living bodies, begin as germs—
originate from masses which are extremely minute in comparison with the
masses some of them eventually reach.”” Societal growth may come about
through two processes, “which go on sometimes separately, and sometimes to-
gether.” Tt results either from an increase in population, “by simple multipli-
cation of units,” or from the joining of previously unrelated units by “union
of groups, and again by union of groups of groups.”™

Increases in the size of units is invariably accompanied by an increase in
the complexity of their structure.® The process of growth, by definition, is to
Spencer a process of integration. And integration in its turn must be accom-
panied by a progressive differentiation of structures and functions if the
organism or the societal unit is to remain viable—that is, if it is to survive in
the struggle for existence. Animals that are low on the evolutionary scale, just
like embryos of those higher on that scale, have but few distinguishable parts;
they are relatively homogeneous. So it is with society. “At first the unlikeness
among its groups of units is inconspicuous in number and degree, but as
population augments, divisions and subdivisions become more numerous and
more decided.”**

Social aggregates, like organic ones, grow from relatively undifferentiated
states in which the parts resemble one another into differentiated states in
which these parts have become dissimilar. Moreover, once parts have become
unlike, they are mutually dependent on each other; thus, with growing
differentiation comes growing interdependence and hence integration. “While
rudimentary, a society is all warrior, all hunter, all hut-builder, all tool-maker:
every part fulfills for itself all needs.”**

As [society] grows, its parts become unlike: it exhibits increase of struc-
ture. The unlike parts simultaneously assume activities of unlike kinds. These
activities are not simply different, but the differences are so related as to make
one another possible. The reciprocal aid thus given causes mutual dependence
of the parts. And the mutually dependent parts, living by and for another,
form an aggregate constituted on the same general principle as is an individual
organism.'?

“This division of labor, first dwelt on by political economists as a social phe-
nomenon, and thereupon recognized by biologists as a phenomenon of living

7 The Evolution of Society, p. 9. Wherever possible I have quoted from this easily available
volume.  S1bid., p. 10.  °lbid. 1°1bid., p. 3. 11bid. 121bid., pp. 4-5.
13 1bid., p. 8.
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bodies, which they called the ‘physiological division of labor,’ is that which
in the society, as in the animal, makes it a living whole.”**

In simple hunting tribes, specialization of functions is still only crudely
developed. The same men are typically both hunters and warriors. But as
settled agricultural societies arise, the roles of cultivator and warrior become
more distinct. Similarly, small tribal groupings have but rudimentary political
institutions, but as larger political units arise, increasing political complexity
and differentiation appear with the emergence of chiefs, rulers, and kings.
With further increases in size, “a differentiation analogous to that which
originally produced a chief now produces a chief of chiefs.”*

As the parts of a social whole become more unlike and the roles individuals
play become in consequence more differentiated, their mutual dependence in-
creases. “The consensus of functions becomes closer as evolution advances. In
low aggregates, both individual and social, the actions of the parts are but
little dependent on one another, whereas in developed aggregates of both
kinds that combination of actions which constitutes the life of the whole makes
possible the component actions which constitute the lives of the parts.””*® It
follows as a corollary that, “where parts are little differentiated they can
readily perform one another’s functions, but where much differentiated they
can perform one another’s functions very imperfectly, or not at all.”*" In
simple socicties, where the parts are basically alike, they can be easily substi-
tuted for one another. But in complex societies, “the actions of one part which
fails in its function cannot be assumed by other parts.”*® Complex societies are
therefore more vulnerable and more fragile in structure than their earlier and
ruder predecessors. Contemporary examples come to mind when one thinks, for
example, of the contrast between American society and a simple agrarian
society such as that of Vietnam.

The increasing mutual dependence of unlike parts in complex societies, and
the vulnerability it brings in its wake necessitate the emergence of a “regulating
system” that controls the actions of the parts and insures their coordination.
“It inevitably happens that in the body politic, as in the living body, there
arises a regulating system. . . . As compound aggregates are formed . . .
there arise supreme regulating centers and subordinate ones and the supreme
centers begin to enlarge and complicate.”*® Early in the process of social evolu-
tion, regulating centers are mainly required for dealing with the outside en-
vironment, with the “enemies and prey”; but later such regulating systems
assume the burden of internal regulation and social control when complexity
of functions no longer allows the entirely spontaneous adjustment of parts to
one another.

The stringency and scope of internal regulation was to Spencer a major
distinguishing mark between types of societies, and he attempted to classify

1pid, p. 5. 5Ibid, p. 15. 161bid., p.25. 17Ibid.  18Ibid., p. 26. 191Ibid., p. 46.
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them in terms of the scope of internal controls. At the same time he also used
another criterion of classification—degrees of evolutionary complexity. These
two ways of establishing social types were related, yet largely independent of
“each other and led to certain difficulties for Spencer’s overall scheme.

SOCIAL TYPES: MILITANT AND INDUSTRIAL SOCIETIES

When attempting to classify types of societies in terms of their evolutionary
stage, Spencer arranged them in a series as simple, compound, doubly com-
pound, and trebly compound. The terminology is rather obscure, but what he
seems to have had in mind is a classification according to degrees of structural
complexity. More specifically, he distinguished between simple societies, which
were headless, those with occasional headship, those with unstable headship,
and those with stable headship. Compound and doubly compound societies
were likewise classified in terms of the complexity of their political organiza-
tion. Similarly, various types of socicties were ranked according to the evolu-
tion of their modes of settlement, whether nomadic, semisettled, or settled.
Societies generally were said to evolve from simple to compound and double
compound structures through necessary stages. “The stages of compounding
and re-compounding have to be passed through in succession.”*’

In addition to this classification of societies by their degree of complexity,
Spencer proposed another basis for distinguishing between types of societies.
In this other scheme the focus is on the type of internal regulation within
socicties. To distinguish between what he called militant and industrial socie-
ties, Spencer used as the basis a difference in social organization brought about
through forms of social regulation.”® This classification, it needs to be empha-
sized, is at variance with that based on stages of evolution. It is rooted in a
theory of society that states that types of social structure depend on the relation
of a society to other societies in its significant environment. Whether this
relation is peaceful or militant affects the internal structures of a society and
its system of regulations. With peaceful relations come relatively weak and
diffuse systems of internal regulations; with militant relations come coercive
and centralized controls. Internal structure is no longer dependent, as in the
first scheme, on the level of evolution, but rather on the presence or absence
of conflict with ncighboring societies.

The characteristic trait of militant societies is compulsion.

The trait characterizing the militant structure throughout is that its units
are coerced into their various combined actions. As the soldier’s will is so
suspended that he becomes in everything the agent of his officer’s will, so is
the will of the citizen in all transactions, private and public, overruled by that

20 [hid., p. 52.  211bid., p. 53.
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of the government. The cooperation by which the life of the militant society
is maintained is compulsory cooperation . . . just as in the individual organ-
ism the outer organs are completely subject to the chief nervous center.*

The industrial type of socicty, in contrast, is based on voluntary cooperation
and individual self-restraint. It is

characterized throughout by the same individual freedom which every com-
mercial transaction implies. The cooperation by which the multiform activities
of the society are carried on becomes a zoluntary cooperation. And while the
developed sustaining system which gives to a social organism the industrial
type acquires for itself, like the developed sustaining system of an animal, a
regulating apparatus of a diffused and uncentralized kind, it tends also to
decentralize the primary regulating apparatus by making it derive from
numerous classes its disputed powers.**

Spencer stressed that the degree of societal complexity is independent of
the militant-industrial dichotomy. Relatively undifferentiated societies may
be “industrial” in Spencer’s sense (not in today’s usage of “industrial society”),
and modern complex societies may be militant. What determines whether a
society is militant or industrial is not the level of complexity but rather the
presence or absence of conflict with the outside.

While the classification of societies in terms of increasing evolutionary
complexity gave Spencer’s system an optimistic cast—where he later used the
term evolution, he ecarlier spoke of progress—the militant-industrial classifica-
tion led him to less sanguine views of the future of mankind. Writing toward
the turn of the century, he stated:

If we contrast the period from 1815 to 1850 with the period from 1850 to
the present time, we cannot fail to see that all along with increased arma-
ments, more frequent conflicts, and revived military sentiment, there has been
a spread of compulsory regulations. . . . The freedom of individuals has
been in many ways actually diminished. . . . And undeniably this is a return
towards the coercive discipline which pervades the whole social life where the
militant type is pre-eminent.*

Spencer was by no means, as he is often depicted, the unalloyed believer in
continued unilinear progress. This becomes even more evident in his general
scheme of evolution.

22 Jbid., pp. 58-59.
23 Herbert Spencer, The Principles of Sociology (New York, Appleton, 1896), Vol. I, p. 569.
24 [bid., p. 587.
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THE CONTRAST BETWEEN MILITANT AND INDUSTRIAL SOCIETIES*

Characteristic

Militant Society

Industrial Society

Dominant function or
activity

Principle of social
coordination

Relations between state
and individual

Relations between state
and other organizations
Structure of state

Structure of social
stratification

Type of economic
activity

Valued social and
personal characteristics

Corporate defensive and
offensive activity for
preservation and ag-
grandizement

Compulsory cooperation;
regimentation by enforce-
ment of orders; both
positive and negative
regulation of activity

Individuals exist for
benefit of state; restraints
on liberty, property, and
mobility

All organizations public;
private organizations
excluded

Centralized

Fixity of rank, occupa-
tion, and locality;
inheritance of positions

Economic autonomy and
self-sufficiency; little
external trade; protec-
tionism

Patriotism; courage;
reverence; loyalty;
obedience; faith in
authority; discipline

Peaceful, mutual render-
ing of individual services

Voluntary cooperation;
regulation by contract
and principles of justice;
only negative regulation
of activity

State exists for benefit of
individuals; freedom; few
restraints on property
and mobility

Private organizations
encouraged

Decentralized

Plasticity and openness of
rank, occupation, and
locality; movement
between positions

Loss of economic auton-
omyj; interdependence
via peaceful trade; free
trade

Independence; respect for
others; resistance to
coercion; individual initi-
ative; truthfulness; kind-
ness

* This table has been constructed from Herbert Spencer, The Principles of Sociology, Vol. I, Chapter
10, and Vol. 11, Chapters 17 and 18, by Neil J. Smelser in his Essays in Sociological Explanation
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, 1968), p. 246.
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EVOLUTION—UNILINEAR OR MULTILINEAR

In many passages Spencer expresses what seems to be a belief in the uni-
linear evolution of mankind, in which it appears that mankind’s progress
through stages of development is as rigidly determined as the evolution of
individuals from childhood to maturity. “As between infancy and maturity
there is no shortcut by which there may be avoided the tedious process of
growth and development through insensible increments; so there is no way
from the lower forms of social life to the higher, but one passing through
small successive modifications. . . . The process cannot be abridged and must
be gone through with due patience.”” At times, especially in his earlier writ-
ings, Spencer pictures the process of evolution as unremitting, unrelenting, and
ever present. “The change from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous is
displayed in the progress of civilization as a whole, as well as in the progress
of every nation; and it is still going on with increasing rapidity.”*

Yet the mature Spencer, perhaps under the impact of his disappointment
over the “collectivist” course English society was taking toward the end of the
nineteenth century, recognized that, though the evolution of mankind as a
whole was certain, particular societies may retrogress as well as progress.
“Though taking the entire assemblage of societies, evolution may be held in-

evitable . . . yet it cannot be held inevitable in each particular society, or even
probable.”®” “While the current degradation theory is untenable, the theory
of progression, in its ordinary form, scems to me untenable also. . . . It is

possible and, T believe, probable, that retrogression has been as frequent as
progression.”™* “A social organism,” Spencer argued, “like an individual
organism, undergoes modifications until it comes into equilibrium with en-
vironing conditions; and thereupon continues without further change of struc-
ture.”* Once such equilibrium has been reached, evolution continues “to show
itself only in the progressing integration that ends in rigidity [and] practically
ceases.”™°

Although passages to the contrary could be quoted, Spencer by and large
belicved that societies do not develop irreversibly through predetermined
stages. Rather, it was his general view that they developed in response to their
social and natural environment.

Like other kinds of progress, social progress is not linear but divergent
and re-divergent. . . . While spreading over the earth mankind have found
environments of various characters, and in each case the social life fallen into,

25 The Study of Sociology, pp. 402-03.

26 Herbert Spencer, Essays, Scientific, Political and Speculative (New York, Appleton, 1892), Vol. I,
P- 19. 27 The Principles of Sociology, 1, p. 96. 28 Ibid., p. 95. 29 1bid., p. 96.

301bid., p. 95.
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partly determined by the social life previously led, has been partly determined
by the influences of the new environment; so that the multiplying groups
have tended ever to acquire differences, now major and now minor: there have
arisen genera and species of societies.’*

Spencer specifically distinguished his own thought from that of rigid upholders
of theories of unilinear stages, such as Comte, when he wrote, “Hence arose,
among other erroneous preconceptions, this serious one, that the different
forms of society presented by savage and civilized races all over the globe are
but different stages in the evolution of one form: the truth being rather that
social types, like types of individual organisms, do not form a series, but are
classifiable only in divergent and re-divergent groups.”**

By introducing the factors of stagnation and retrogression, Spencer no
doubt made his theory more flexible, but it thereby lost some of its appeal as a
universal key to the riddles of the universe. Beatrice Webb reports in her
autobiography, My Apprenticeship, that her father, a successful businessman,
once told her in dispraise of Spencer, “Some businesses grow diverse and
complicated, others get simpler and more uniform, others go into the Bank-
ruptcy Court. In the long run and over the whole field there is no more
reason for expecting one process rather than the other.”

FUNCTIONALISM

We have considered Spencer’s emphasis that changes in structure cannot
occur without changes in functions and that increases in size of social units
necessarily bring in their wake progressive differentiations in social activities.
Indeed, much of Spencer’s discussion of social institutions and their changes
is expressed in functional terms. In these analyses Spencer’s point of departure
is always the search for the functions subserved by a particular item under
analysis. “To understand how an organization originated and developed, it is
requisite to understand the need subserved at the outset and afterwards.”*®
Spencer analyzed social institutions in relation to the general matrix in which
they were variously cmbedded. He expressed the conviction “that what, relative
to our thoughts and sentiments, were arrangements of extreme badness had
fitness to conditions which made better arrangements impracticable.”®* He
warned against the common error of regarding customs that appeared strange
and repugnant by contemporary standards as being of no value to particular
societies. “Instead of passing over as of no account or else regarding as purely
mischievous, the superstitions of primitive man, we must inquire what part
they play in social evolution.”

In his discussions of sccial institutions, Spencer makes great efforts to

31 The Principles of Sociology, 11, p. 331. 32 The Study of Sociology, p- 329-
33 The Principles of Sociology, 111, p. 3. 3* The Study of Sociology, p. 399- 3 Ibid.
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show that they are not the result of deliberate intentions and motivations of
actors—he had a very acute sense for the unanticipated consequences of human
actions—but that they arise from functional and structural exigencies. “Condi-
tions and not intentions determine. . . . Types of political organization are
not matters of deliberate choice.”*® Spencer enjoins us to study institutions
under the double aspect of their evolutionary stage and of the functions they
subserve at that stage.

INDIVIDUALISN VERSUS ORGANICISM

Spencer had to find a way of reconciling his thoroughgoing individualism
with his organicist approach. In this he differed sharply from Comte, who, it
will be remembered, was basically anti-individualistic in his general philosophy
and developed an organicist theory in which the individual was conceived as
firmly subordinated to society. Spencer, in contrast, not only conceived of the
origins of society in individualistic and utilitarian terms, but saw society as a
vehicle for the enhancement of the purposes of individuals.

According to Spencer, men had originally banded together because it was
advantageous for them to do so. “Living together arose because, on the
average, it proved more advantageous to each than living apart.” And once
society had come into being, it was perpetuated because, “maintenance of
combination [of individuals] is maintenance of conditions . . . more satis-
factory [to] living than the combined persons would otherwise have.”*" In
line with his individualistic perspective, he saw the quality of a society as de-
pending to a large extent on the quality of the individuals who formed it.
“There is no way of coming at a true theory of society, but by inquiry into
the nature of its component individuals. . . . Every phenomenon exhibited
by an aggregation of men originates in some quality of man himself.”** Spen-
cer held as a general principle that “the properties of the units determine the
properties of the aggregate.”*

In spite of these individualistic underpinnings of his philosophy, Spencer
developed an overall system in which the organicist analogy is pursued with
even more rigor than in Comte’s work. The ingenious way Spencer attempted
to overcome the basic incompatibility between individualism and organicism
is best described in his own words. After having shown the similarity between
social and biological organisms, he turned to show how they were unlike
cach other. A biological organism is encased in a skin, but a society is bound
together by the medium of language.

36 The Evolution of Society, p. 141.

37 Herbert Spencer, The Principles of Ethics (New York, Appleton, 1904), Vol. 1, p. 134.
38 Herbert Spencer, Social Statics (London, Chapman, 1851), p. 16.

39 The Study of Sociology, p. 52.
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The parts of an animal form a concrete whole, but the parts of society
form a whole which is discrete. While the living units composing the one
are bound together in close contact, the living units composing the other are
free, are not in contact, and are more or less widely dispersed. . . . Though
coherence among its parts is a prerequisite to that cooperation by which the
life of an individual organism is carried on, and though the members of a
social organism, not forming a concrete whole, cannot maintain cooperation
by means of physical influences directly propagated from part to part, yet
they can and do maintain cooperation by another agency. Not in contact, they
nevertheless affect one another through intervening spaces, both by emotional
language and by the language, oral and written of the intellect. . . . That is
to say, the internuncial function, not achievable by stimuli physically trans-
ferred, is nevertheless achieved by language.*®

The medium of language enables societies, though formed of discrete units,
to exhibit a permanence of relations between component parts. But there is a
more important difference still.

In the |biological organism| consciousness is concentrated in a small part
of the aggregate. In the [social organism] it is diffused throughout the aggre-
gate: all the units possess the capacity for happiness and misery, if not in
equal degree, still in degrees that approximate. As, then, there is no social
sensorium, the welfare of the aggregate, considered apart from that of the
units, is not an end to be sought. The society exists for the benefit of its
members; not its members for the benefit of society.*!

This is not the place to judge whether Spencer really managed to reconcile
his individualism and his organicism—TI rather think that he did not—but only
to note that Spencer thought he had done so by stressing that no social body
possessed a collective sensorium. Thus, despite functional differentiations
between men, they all still aspired to a measure of “happiness” and satisfaction.

NONINTERVENTION AND THE SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST

Spencer was at one with Comte in firmly believing in the operation of
social laws, which are as deterministic as those governing nature. “There is no
alternative, Either society has laws, or it has not. If it has not, there can be
no order, no certainty, no system in its phenomena. If it has, then they are
like the other laws of the universe—sure, inflexible, ever active, and having no
exception.”** But while Comte stressed that men should aim at discovering
the laws of society in order to act collectively in the social world, Spencer
argued with equal conviction that we should study them in order 7oz to act

40 The Evolution of Society, pp. 7-8.  *! The Principles of Sociology, 1, p. 479.
42 Social Statics, p. 42.
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collectively. In contrast to Comte, who wanted to direct society through the
spiritual power of his sociologist-priests, Spencer argued passionately that
sociologists should convince the public that society must be free from the
meddling of governments and reformers. “As I heard remarked by a distin-
guished professor,” Spencer wrote, “‘When once you begin to interfere with
the order of Nature there is no knowing where the result will end.” And if this
is true of that sub-human order of Nature to which he referred, still more is
it true of that order of Nature existing in the social arrangements of human
beings.”*® Given the complexity of causes operating in society and the fact
that human actions are likely to result in consequences that can not be antici-
pated, Spencer urges us to let things well enough alone.

The only power Spencer was willing to grant the state was protection of
the rights of the individual and collective protection against outside enemies.
The state had “the duty not only of shielding each citizen from the trespasses
of his neighbors, but of defending him, in common with the community at
large, against foreign aggression.”** Everything else was to be left to the free
initiative of individuals making contracts and agreements with one another.

For the healthful activity and due proportioning of those industries,
occupations, and professions, which maintain and aid the life of a society,
there must, in the first place, be few restrictions on men’s liberties to make
agreements with one another, and there must, in the second place, be an en-
forcement of the agreements which they do make. . . . The checks naturally
arising to each man’s actions when men become associated are those only
which result from mutual limitations; and there consequently can be no re-
sulting check to the contracts they voluntarily make.*®

A good society, in Spencer’s view, is based on contracts between individuals
pursuing their respective interests. Whenever the state intervenes in these con-
tractual arrangements, whether for reasons of social welfare or any other, it
either distorts the social order or leads to a retrogression from the benefits of
industrial society to early forms of tyrannical and militant social order.

Although Spencer’s extremely anticollectivist views can be traced to a
number of extrascientific influences, it is also grounded in the doctrine of the
survival of the fittest, which he, like Darwin, derived from Malthus. His own
theory of population was somewhat more optimistic than that of the dismal
parson. He argued that an excess of fertility stimulates greater activity because
the more people there are, the more ingenuity is required to stay alive. The
least intelligent groups and individuals die off; hence, the general level of
intelligence is bound to rise gradually. “Those whom this increasing diffi-
culty of getting a living, which excess of fertility entails, does not stimulate to

43 Social Statics, abridged and revised, together with The Man Versus the State (New York,
Appleton, 1892), p. 359. 44 1bid., p. 117. 45 Ibid., p. 404.
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improvements in production—that is, to greater mental activity—are on the
high road to extinction; and must ultimately be supplanted by those whom
the pressure does so stimulate.”**

Spencer argued that the general level of intelligence will rise to the extent
that only those with superior intelligence survive in the battle for existence.
But this beneficial evolutionary mechanism will be fatally upset, he contended,
once governmental intervention in the form of poor laws or other measures of
social welfare is allowed to distort the beneficial processes of natural selection.

That rigorous necessity which, when allowed to operate, becomes so
sharp a spur to the lazy and so strong a bridle to the random, these paupers’
friends would repeal. . . . Blind to the fact that under the natural order of
things society is constantly excreting its unhealthy, imbecile, slow, vacillating,
faithless members, these unthinking, though well-meaning, men advocate an
interference which not only stops the purifying process, but even increases the
vitiation—absolutely encourages the multiplication of the reckless and in-
competent by offering them an unfailing provision, and discourages the
multiplication of the competent and provident by heightening the difficulty of
maintaining a family.*”

The intervention of government in social affairs, Spencer argued, must
distort the necessary adaptation of society to its environment. Once govern-
ment intervenes, the beneficent processes that would naturally lead to man’s
more efficient and more intelligent control over nature will be distorted and
give rise to a reverse maleficent process that can only lead to the progressive
deterioration of the human race.

OBSTACLES TO OBJECTIVITY

In sharp contrast to Comte and Marx, Spencer gave much thought to the
question of objectivity in the social sciences. Although Comte preached a good
deal about the need for scientific standards in the study of society, he was
never unduly perturbed by the thought that he himself might be found
wanting in scientific objectivity, nor did he reflect on sources of possible bias
in his own work. Marx, of course, denied altogether that there could be a
detached and objective social science. Theory to him was intimately linked to
socialist practice.

Spencer, on the other hand, was aware of the special problems of objectiv-
ity that arise in the investigation of a social world in which the investigators
themselves take part, and he saw in this a complication that does not arise in
the study of natural phenomena. The social scientist, he claimed, must make

46 Quoted in Marvin Harris, The Rise of Anthropological Theory (New York, Crowell Collier,
1968), p. 127. 7 Social Statics, p. 151.
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2 deliberate effort to free himself from biases 2nd sentiments that are entirely
appropriate and mecessary for the citizen but that would vidate the enterprise
of the scieatist were he tempied to carry them over into his scientific role. “In
no other case,” he writes,

has the inguires to investigate the properuies of an aggregate in which he is
him.&induded....H"&Lbcn.isadiﬂicul’vmwhichnootbcrsciencc
presents aoything znalogous. To cut himself short from all his relationships
of race, and country, and dtizenship—to get rid of all those interests, prej-
udices, likings. superstitioas tcncr't:d in him by the life of his own socety
and his own time—io look at all the changes socicties have undergone and are
undergoing, without reference to natonality, or creed, or personal welfare, is
what the average man cannot do 2t all, and what the exceptional man can do

very i::::)ef"‘"'-' =

No less than hzlf of Spencer’s The Study of Sociology is devoted 10 a
close 2nalysis of sources of bias and of the “intellectual 2nd emotional diffi-
culties™ that face the sociologist in his task. Chapter headings include, “The
Bizs of Patrictism,” “The Class-Bias,” “The Political Bias.” “The Theological

i2s.” Spencer here develops 2 rudimentary sociology of knowledge in which
he amempts 1o show how the defense of ideal or material interests tends to
shape and distont perceptions of social reality. Spencer clearly deserves a place,
if only 2 minor one, among those who, beginning with his great compatriot
Francis Bacon, have developed the sociology of knowledge.

This account of the major docirines of Herbert Spencer has emphasized
some of their dificulties and contradictions. It would have been intellectually
i le 1o uy to explain them away. An examination of Spencer’s life
2nd of the socizl 2nd intellectual contexts in which he worked will help ex-
plain the;

THE MAN

George Eliot once remarked of Herbert Spencer, whom she knew well,
that “the Lfe of this philosopher, like that of the great Kant, offers little
material for the narrator.”®® She was right. There is nothing in his life that
compares o the rich texture of experience, of tragedy. of trials and tribulations
that one encounters in Comte’s career or in Marx’s.

Spencer was born on April 27, 1829, in Derby, in the bleak and dismal

of Socdogy, p. 72.
J- W. Burrow, Evclution and Socety {Cambridge, England, Cambridge University

;B 179,
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English Midlands, the heart of British industry. He was the oldest of nine
children and the only one to survive. His father. George Spencer, and his
whole family were staunch nonconformist Dissenters, highly individualistic
_in their outlook. George Spencer, a rather eccentric man who combined
Quaker sympathies with Benthamite radicalism and rabid anti-clericalism,
taught school in Derby. Aggressively independent, he would not take his hat off
to anyone and would never address his correspondents as “Esquire” or
“Reverend” but always as “Mr.” Keenly interested in science and politics, he
was for a time honorary secretary of the local Philosophical Society and one
of the mainstays of local Dissent. Spencer’s mother Harriet is described as a
patient and gentle woman whose marriage to his irascible and irritable father
seems not to have been happy.

Being sickly and weak as a child, Herbert Spencer did not attend a
regular school. His father educated him at home. At the age of thirteen, he
moved to the home of a clerical uncle near Bath, from whom he received his
further education. This clergvman, who was also an advanced social reformer,
a Chartist sympathizer, and an advocate of temperance, taught young Herbert
the principles of Philosophical Radicalism as well as the rigid code of dissenting
Protestantism. When the Reverend Spencer was asked one day at a gathering
why the young Spencer wasnt dancing. he replied, “No Spencer ever dances.”

The education Spencer received from his father and uncle leaned heavily
on the scientific side. His grounding in Latin and Greek was weak, and he
never became even a tolerable linguist. He received no formal instruction in
English, and his knowledge of history was superficial. At the age of sixteen
he had a good background in mathematics and the natural sciences. but he
was not. nor was he ever to become, a generally cultivated man.

Feeling himself unfit for a university career and unwilling to attend
Cambridge as his father had done. Herbert Spencer decided to follow his
scientific interests, and in 1837 joined the staff of the London and Birmingham
Railway as an engineer. A vear later he took up a better position as a drafts-
man with the Birmingham and Gloucester Railway. In addition to his regular
duties, Spencer here busied himself with a variety of minor inventions, which
he thought much of but which came to little. When the construction of the
railroad was finished in 1841, he was discharged and returned home to Derby.

In the next few years Spencer published several articles in the radical
press, first on engineering but soon after on social and political questions as
well. A series of letters to a dissenting paper. The Nonconformisz, already
indicate the direction of his later course; these letters, entitled “The Proper
Sphere of Government.” argued for an extreme restriction of the scope of
government. He contended that the whole field of human activity, except for
policing, should be left to private enterprise. There were to be no poor laws,
no national education, no established church. no restrictions on commerce,
and no factory legislation.



104 Masters of Sociological Thought

For a number of years, Spencer struggled on the fringes of radical
journalism and of radical politics. Finally, having despaired of making a
livelihood as a writer, he returned for a while to the employment of the
Birmingham and Gloucester Railway. For two years thereafter he was without
settled employment, dabbling in mechanical inventions and radical journalism
and even dreaming for a time of emigrating to New Zealand. At last, in 1848,
he found a stable position and assured income as a subeditor with the London
Economist.

THE LONDON YEARS

During the five years with the Economist, Spencer built up his relations
in the world of advanced journalism in London. He met John Chapman, the
publisher, G. H. Lewes, the radical writer, and Lewes’ future consort George
Eliot (Mary Ann Evans). Soon afterwards he also met the distinguished
scientists ‘Thomas Huxley and John Tyndall, who were to remain his close
friends through most of his life.

While working on the Economist, Spencer finished his first book, Social
Statics, which was published in 18s51. Expounding ideas first adumbrated in
“The Proper Sphere of Government,” the book was well received by the
radical public, which welcomed him as a new recruit to the creed of laisscz
faire. Spencer now started to write with some regularity for a variety of
journals, from the Benthamite Westminster Review to the Whig Edinburgh
Review. A paper on “The Developmental Hypothesis” dating from 1852, seven
years before Darwin's Origin of Species, expounded and advocated a theory
of evolution based on Lamarckian principles—that is, a pre-Darwinian theory
of evolution stressing the notion of the inheritance of acquired characteristics—
and initiated a concern with evolution that was to last through Spencer’s long
life.

When his uncle died in 1853, he left Spencer a sizable sum of money. In
view of this, as well as the connections he now had at a number of reviews,
Spencer felt encouraged to give up his job with the Economist. From then on
he lived the life of a private scholar without regular employment or institu-
tional attachment. A lifelong bachelor, having been brought up in the strict
abstemious discipline of Derby Dissent, he lived frugally and parsimoniously
in successive lodgings and rooming houses about London. For a while it had
seemed that his friendship with George Eliot would lead to marriage. Spencer
had even gone so far out of his habitual ways as to take her to the opera and
to restaurants. But although she seems to have been willing, he finally recoiled.
One knows of no later amatory expericnce; there is every likelihood that
Spencer died not only a bachelor but a virgin.

In 1854, Spencer began writing his second book, The Principles of Psy-
chology. Tt was published the next year but, unlike Social Statics, was not well
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received. Soon after he suffered from a nervous illness, the nature of which
is unclear. (Modern psychiatrists would probably diagnose the illness as a
severe neurotic disorder.) All day long he wandered aimlessly about town,
unable to concentrate, unable to write, unable even to read. The doctors could
find no clear organic cause and talked of overstrain or some obscure lesion of
the brain. After a year and a half of enforced idleness Spencer slowly returned
to work. But he was to remain a semi-invalid and psychic cripple throughout
the rest of his life. Suffering from acute insomnia, which he at times attempted
to overcome with a fairly heavy dose of opium, Spencer was henceforth
never able to work more than a few hours a day. To work longer would lead
to undue nervous excitement and hence insomnia.

The retreat into illness was also for Spencer a retreat from social inter-
course. Treating himself with a variety of nostrums, watching his every symp-
tom with the assiduity of the hypochondriac, he increasingly led the life of a
semihermit. Among his many eccentricities was the wearing of a special set
of ear stoppers, which allowed him, when necessary, to escape from listening.
At his clubs he could be secen browsing through the papers or playing a game
of billiards, but otherwise he shunned the company of all but a few trusted
friends, admirers, and disciples. In his worst periods he found company almost
unbearable, and in his later years even the idea of a public lecture became in-
tolerable.

THE SUCCESSFUL AUTHOR

All the while, books poured from his pen in a steady stream; his intel-
lectual processes seem not to have suffered from his nervous ailments. First
Principles (of his overall Synthetic Philosophy) was published in 1862. The
several volumes of Principles of Biology were issued between 1864 and 1867.
The Study of Sociology appeared in 1873, and the many volumes of Principles
of Ethics and Principles of Sociology were published between the seventies
and the nineties. The Man Versus the State appeared in 1884 and the Auzo-
biography in 1904. He published, in addition, several volumes of essays and
Fragments as well as the many volumes of Descriptive Sociology, mainly writ-
ten by several secretaries and collaborators. Many of these books were issued
to a select group of subscribers before being released for general publication.

The first few volumes of Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy attracted scant
interest in the British press. Most comments dealt with peripheral issues such
as his agnosticism. But Spencer enjoyed the esteem of a number of radical
thinkers and advanced scientists such as John Stuart Mill, Huxley, and Tyn-
dall, men who helped spread his message. Many of them belonged to the
famous dining club that Spencer had joined contrary to his usual custom of
withdrawal. This company exercised considerable scientific and public in-
fluence, for it included among its members three who became presidents of
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the Royal Saciety, five who hecame presidents of the British Association for
the Advancement of Science, as well as a president of the College of Surgeons
and a president of the Chemical Society.

When Principles of Biology was completed, Spencer calculated that he
had spent altogether nearly /£ 1,100 in writing and publishing books that had
met with indifferent success. Obliged every year to dip into his inherited
capital, he issued a notice of cancellation to the few hundred persons who had
subscribed to the Synthetic Philosophy. A circular was then drawn up by
Mill, Huxley, Tyndall, and others, inviting a wider public to subscribe to
the series. At the same time, the death of his father brought Spencer another
legacy, and his devoted American follower Edward L. Youmans collected a
considerable sum of money from Spencer’s American admirers. Soon after-
wards his books began to sell well, and he suffered no further material diffi-
culties.

From the seventies on, Spencer became a very successful author. The Study
of Sociology, for example, was published serially both in England and America,
as well as in book form, netting Spencer more than / 1,500 profit. Many later
works also appeared serially in the Fortnightly Review in England and the
Popular Science Monthly in America, and in book form as well. Apart from
his major works, Spencer also continued to contribute to the leading reviews,
such as the Contemporary Review and the Nineteenth Century. From the
seventies onward, he was a renowned scientist, one of the most eminent Vic-
torians.

Toward the end of his life, Spencer commented bitterly that his Social
Statics, which he considered a weak work, had received more critical acclaim
than any of his mature writings. But in fact he enjoyed considerable recogni-
tion. Principles of Biology was used as a textbook at Oxford. William James
assigned both First Principles and Principles of Psychology as textbooks to his
Harvard students. William Graham Sumner taught Spencerism in American
dress at Yale, and the large printings of Spencer’s more popular works indicate
his wide appeal among the educated lay public in England and especially in
America. By the turn of the century, most of his work had appeared in French,
German, Spanish, Italian, and Russian translations.

Throughout his life Spencer refused nearly all honors offered him by
universities, the government, or scientific bodies. He had no official position
and no university degree. Yet during the last quarter of the century he enjoyed
an international reputation and influence almost comparable to that of Charles
Darwin.

In the last years of his long life, what little time he had for writing he
devoted to a wider variety of controversial issues of the day, from opposition
to the Boer War to a proposal for the adoption of the metric system in Eng-
land. An unhappy old man, almost wholly at variance with the political trends
of the time, he lived these last few years in almost complete withdrawal from
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human intercourse. He died on December 8, 1go3, at the age of eighty-three.
His body, following the provisions of his will, was cremated.”

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

ANTECEDENTS

Spencer never read widely in philosophy, history, or literature. He seems
to have practiced almost from the beginning of his career that “cerebral
hygiene” that Comte adopted in his middle years.

Until the early fifties, when he began his friendship with George Lewes,
the author of a Biographical History of Philosophy, Spencer had hardly any
acquaintance with philosophy. He admits this with disarming candor in his
Autobiography: “Up to that time questions in philosophy had not attracted
my attention. . . . It is true that ... I had in 1844 got hold of a copy of
Kant’s Critique . . . and had read its first pages: rejecting the doctrine in
which, I went no further. It is also true that though . . . I had read no books
on either philosophy or psychology, I had gathered in conversations or by
references, some conceptions of the general questions at issue.””

Reading Lewes’s work of popularization made Spencer “acquainted with
the general course of philosophical thought.”** But one gains the distinct im-
pression that he never attempted to push that acquaintanceship very far. His
secretary, John Collier, reports that “He wrote his final treatise on ethics with-
out reading Mill, Kant, Whewell, or any of the recognized authorities on
morals, excepting portions of Sidgwick.”** In Spencer’s library, Collier writes,

There was not a single work on philosophy other than those sent to him;

. no book of Hobbes, Locke, Reid, Hume, Kant, or Hamilton. There
were even few books in science; there were no histories or biographies, and in
the way of pure ... literature there was only a much prized copy of
Tristram Shandy. . . . In fact, he was not a reader at all, in the ordinary
sense of the word, but only a gleaner. He did not “tear the entrails out of
books” like Sir William Hamilton; he left them, for the most part, severely
alone.’*

All this may seem surprising to anyone who has read the heavily footnoted
major works of Spencer. But here again Collier explains:

50 This account is based on Spencer’'s An Autobiography: David Duncan, Life and Letters of
Herbert Spencer, 2 vols. (London, Methuen, 1908); Hugh Elliot, Herbert Spencer (New York,
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1917): and the “Personal Reminiscences of James Collier,” in-
cluded in Josiah Royce's Herbert Spencer (New York, Fox, Duffield, 1904).

51 An Autobiography, 1, p. 438.  521lbid., p. 439. 93 John Collier in Royce, op. cit., p. 208.

54 [bid., pp. 212-13.
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He picked up most of his facts. Spending a good part of every afternoon
at the Athenaeum Club, he ran through most of the periodicals, reading little
in the way of disquisitions, but lynx-eyed for every fact that was grist to his
mill. . . . At the same institution he habitually met with all the leading
savants, many of whom were his intimates. From these, by a happy mixture
of suggestion and questioning, he extracted all that they knew. At home he
pillaged the two or three critical and scientific periodicals he took in. His
assistants . . . supplied him with a mass of sociological materials.®

There is no doubt that Spencer pursued his work in the manner of an
engineer (which he was) who searches for relevant facts to be fitted into a
preconceived scheme. This scheme was never questioned or revised in the light
of other conceptions; yet it was not woven out of whole cloth. Spencer did,
after all, owe a debt of gratitude to a few predecessors.

Among these, Malthus' Essay on Population ranks very high. This book,
which by Darwin’s own report helped give birth to the Origin of Species, also
exerted the most potent influence on Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy. When,
a decade before the publication of the Origin, Spencer worked out the social
implications of the doctrine of “survival of the fittest,” it was under Malthus’
influence, though he disagreed with many of Malthus’ pessimistic conclusions.
In “A Theory of Population,” an article published in 1852, Spencer based his
thesis on Malthusian doctrine, even when making it “yield an optimistic con-
clusion by making progress the result of population pressure by means of
what was, in fact, though not yet in name, natural sclection among human
beings.”*®

The fact that Spencer’s admiration for Malthus was matched by his high
esteemn for Adam Smith brings to mind Mr. Gradgrind, that desiccated utili-
tarian man of affairs who in Dickens’ withering portrait named his two sons
Malthus and Adam Smith. Spencer too ranked Adam Smith next to Malthus
and probably derived much of his laissez faire philosophy from the author of
the Wealth of Nations. Another Scotch scholar, Sir William Hamilton, was
praised by Spencer for clarifying his ideas on “ultimate questions” of phil-
osophical method.”” Spencer read the Logic of his friend John Stuart Mill and
presumably some other writings of the radical utilitarians, but the few names
mentioned seem to exhaust the list of writers that had some influence on his
general thought.

The notion of evolution, or development, first came to Spencer when, as
a young man of twenty, he read Lyell’s Principles of Geology and, “rejecting
his adverse arguments . . . adopted the hypothesis of development.”® He
then went on to proclaim the doctrine of evolution in its Lamarckian form.
He alludes to both Lamarck and Erasmus Darwin, and it must be supposed
that he was influenced by their writings.

55 [bid., pp. 208-09. 56 Burrow, op. cit., p. 188. 57 Essays, II, p. 125.
58 An Autobiography, 11, p. 309.
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Some of his specific ideas on evolution can be traced to the influence of
others. In particular, the notion of the change from homogeneity to hetero-
geneity developed, Spencer notes, from Harvey’s embryological inquiries,

- which were “put into definite shape by Von Baer,”® from whom Spencer
borrowed it. He also remarks in this connection that “the acquaintance which
I accidentally made with Coleridge’s essay on The Idea of Life, in which he
set forth, as though it were his own, the notion of Schelling, that Life is the
tendency to individuation, had a considerable effect.”® When speaking of his
idea of the mutual dependence of parts of organic and social wholes, he ex-
presses his debt to the physiologist Milne-Edwards who coined the phrase,
“the physiological division of labor.”**

There remain only a few observations on Spencer’s relationship with
Comte. He met Comte once, toward the end of the latter’s life, but was not
particularly impressed by him. He noted though that Comte, hearing of his
nervous disorder, “advised me to marry; saying that the sympathetic com-
panionship of a wife would have a curative influence.”®* As to Comte’s general
influence on his thought, Spencer denied it with vehemence, in a number of
impassioned statements. Goaded into action by allegations from across the
Channel that he was a disciple of Comte’s Positive Philosophy, he even went
so far as to solicit from John Stuart Mill and others public statements to the
effect that this was not the casc. It is true that in 1852, George Eliot had made
him read the Introduction to the Cours de philosophie positive, and two years
later he also read, sketchily as it turned out, Harriet Martineau’s translation.
But by this time, he had already developed the lineaments of his evolutionary
approach, which lends support to his claim to originality in this respect.

When it comes to his specific sociological doctrine, however, the matter is
by no means so clear. Spencer admitted that, “To [Comte] I believe, I am
indebted for the conception of social consensus.”*® He adopted the words
“sociology” and “altruism” from Comte,°* and he gave Comte credit for
teaching that “the principles of organization are common to societies and
animals . . . and . . . that the evolution of structures advances from the
general to the special.”®® Beyond this, it would seem that Spencer’s general
interest in matters sociological was to some extent kindled by his reading of
Comte and by the many conversations he had with George Lewes and George
Eliot, who were at the time close admirers of the French theorist.

This about closes the list of past writers to whom Spencer may have been
indebted. In the indexes to his books, names of authors are sparse, and those
who are listed are mentioned only once or twice in connection with a par-
ticular fact or assertion with which Spencer happened to agree or disagree.

59 Essays, 11, p. 137. 69 Duncan, op. cit., 11, p. 315. 61 [bid., p. 322.
62 An Autobiography, 1, p. 578.

63 Essays, 11, p. 135. % An Autobiography, 1, p. 517.

65 The Principles of Sociology, 1, p. 591.
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One has the strong suspicion that these quotations were mostly supplied to
Spencer by his researchers and that he himself did not fully read the authors
in question.

INFLUENCE OF CONTEMPORARIES

Among contemporary figures who influenced Spencer, his lifelong friend
Thomas Huxley stands out. The two met in the early fifties at a time when
Huxley, who was later to become Darwin’s “bulldog,” his most vocal supporter
and defender, was not yet convinced of the truth of the evolutionary hypoth-
esis. In their many long discussions, Huxley forced Spencer to refine his
arguments and sharpen his logic; Huxley’s objections were grounded in a
knowledge of facts, which, Spencer admitted, was “immensely greater than
mine.” Huxley probably did not have a fundamental influence on Spencer,
but he introduced him to many scientific findings, and to many exponents of
these findings of whom Spencer was ignorant.

When Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared in 1859, Spencer welcomed
it warmly., He accepted the idea that natural selection was indeed the key
mechanism of evolution, although he continued to cling to a Lamarckian ex-
planation that “the inheritance of organic modifications produced by use and
disuse has been a cause of evolution.”®® Darwin, in his turn, expressed his
esteem of Spencer’s “development theory” even before the Origin was pub-
lished. He was even moved to call Spencer “about a dozen times ‘my
superior. ™" The two men were correspondents ever after and influenced
cach other to some degree. But it is surely incorrect to call Spencer a “social
Darwinist,” for his main doctrine was developed before Darwin had published
anything on evolution.

Through Huxley Spencer met various eminent British scientists, above
all John Tyndall, an associate and successor of Faraday. Huxley introduced
Spencer to Tyndall with a line from Faust, as, “Ein Kerl der spekuliert™ (a
fellow who speculates). It would secem indeed that the many scientists whom
Spencer later met in the X Club or clsewhere considered him a speculative
fellow who had interesting ideas ranging more widely than they, as strict
specialists, would dare to venture. In turn, it is probable that they helped
Spencer a good deal through critical arguments on specific points, and by
supplying him with the scientific facts that he used so greedily as building
blocks for his theories. Spencer absorbed his science to a large extent as if
through osmosis, through critical discussions and interchanges with his
scientific friends and associates.

Spencer was aided similarly by his relationships with philosophers and

66 Duncan, op. cit., I, p. 360.
67 Quoted in Carneiro’s “Introduction” to Herbert Spencer: The Evolution of Society, p. ix.
88 Duncan, op. cit., I, p. 85.



Herbert Spencer 111

literary men. Spencer, it will be recalled, was very close to George Lewes, the
writer and popularizer of philosophy, and to George Eliot, who became
Lewes’s devoted consort. He was almost equally close to John Stuart Mill.
These writers introduced him to some of the heritage of philosophy and to
some contemporary thinking such as that of Comte. George Eliot had finished
a translation of Strauss’s Life of Jesus and Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity
(see chapter on Marx), but there is no indication that these works entered
into their conversation. These literary friends helped him through critical
argument, but, as in the case of his scientific associates, they did not seem to
have had a profound influence on Spencer’s thought.

Spencer had some familiarity with most of the works of the other classical
social evolutionists—Tylor, Morgan, Maine, McLennan, and Lubbock. But he
rarely alluded to them, and when he did, it was generally to disagree with
their views. What he derived from them, as from others, were facts rather
than novel ideas.” The conclusion seems inescapable: Spencer’s mind was made
up at a fairly young age and did not basically change later.

Sir Isaiah Berlin has classified writers and thinkers in terms of a distinc-
tion made by a Greek poet: “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog
knows one big thing.” Berlin called foxes those thinkers “who pursue many
ends, often unrelated.” The hedgehogs, in contrast, “relate everything to a
central single vision, one system less or more coherent or articulate . . . a
single universal organizing principle.” Clearly, Spencer was a hedgehog. Al-
though there are contradictory aspects to his thought, he generally adhered
to one single central vision. Friends and associates would help him sharpen
details, tighten his arguments, and, above all, furnish new facts to fit into the
scheme, but they never succeeded in diverting him in any major way from
the theoretical path he had chosen. All this was expressed in Huxley’s laugh-
ing remark that, for Spencer, the definition of a tragedy was the spectacle of a
deduction killed by a stubborn fact.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

THE GENERAL SCENE

The Victorian world of Herbert Spencer is far removed from the strife-torn
and convulsed social universe of Comte and of Marx. Although Marx and
Spencer were near-contemporaries and even lived in the same city a long time,
they responded in their writings not to their immediate environment but to
the widely different social conditions on the Continent and on the British Isles.

69 Cf. Carneiro, op. cit., p. XXx.
0 Isaiah Berlin, T'he Hedgehog and the Fox (New York, Mentor Books, n.d.).
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While revolution or its threat marked the societies in which Marx and Comte
grew to intellecrual maturity, mid-Victorian England was as far removed
from the dangers of revolution and violent upheaval as a modern society can
be.

The mid-Victorian age may conveniently be dated from the opening of
the Crystal Palace by Queen Victoria in 1851, the same year in which Spencer’s
first book was published. It was a confident and complacent period: the trials
and tribuladons that had marked the Industrial Revolution were over; the
Chartist agitation had died down; the worst consequences of the New Poor
Law had been overcome; the hardships of the hungry forties lingered only
fainty in memory; popular radicalism was set at a discount; it seemed to
most conternporaries that England was now safely settled on a course that
would bring it ever-increasing affluence and prosperity.

England’s growing material prosperity, its industrial production and
foreign trade, had put it far ahead of all other countries. Britain had become
the workshop of the world. In 1848 she produced half the pig iron of the
world, and she tripled her output in the next thirty years. In 1830 the coal
production of the country was thirty million tons; forty years later it reached
a hundred and thirty million. By 1870 the foreign trade of the United King-
dom was larger than the combined foreign trade of France, Germany, and
Ttaly, and nearly four times that of the United States. Britannia ruled the waves,
her naval supremacy was uncontested. And while the nations of the Continent
were embroiled in wars and revolution, England enjoyed peace at home and
abroad.

The general standard of living of the British population was rapidly
rising. To be sure, at the bottom there was stll a “submerged tenth” of the
population living in utter misery and destitution. And the mass of unskilled
and unorganized laborers were underfed and underpaid, living out the miser-
able routines of their lives under conditions that were little better than those
to which the wholly destitute were condemned. But artisans, farmers, and
skilled workers did well on the whole. And the rapidly growing middle
classes enjoyed such significant increases in prosperity that the Panglossian
optimism of the age, the mood of comfortable self-satisfaction that characterized
its spokesmen, is understandable.

This mood of complacency permeated much of British literature, history,
and philosophy in the twenty years after the opening of the Crystal Palace.
Tennyson put it into mediocre verse:

For I dipt into the future, far as human eye could see,

Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonder that would be;
Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic sails,
Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down with costly bales.
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The idea of progress was securely anchored in the consciousness of most mid-
Victorian intellectuals. It seemed confirmed by convincing examples as years
of prosperity were followed by years of even greater prosperity.

To the middle class and most of its intellectual spokesmen, it seemed that
all these advances were due to the thrift and methodical application of private
individuals, whose disciplined efforts had built the industrial apparatus on
which Britain’s prosperity was moored. The best government, they felt, was a
government that governed least. They favored a nighrwatchman state that
protected its citizens within and without but otherwise left the field open to
private initiative. Few of them noticed that, in the same vears in which free
enterprise was at its height, the modern state was beginning to accumulate
powers mid-Victorian gentlemen would have found horrifying. The English
historian G. Kitson Clark puts it well:

In fact, in the second and third quarter of the nineteenth century, at the
very time when private industry was putting on the strength of a giant, when
men were prating of the benefits of freedom and the dangers of Government
interference, unnoticed, unplanned and certainly as far as most men were
concerned absolutely undesired. the modern State with its delegated powers
imposing on the community the rule of experts and officials was beginning
to take shape.™

This new role of the state would not come to the awareness of the ordinary
middle-class man as long as prosperity lasted. But things changed drastically
in the last quarter of the century when Britain began to lose her prominence
on the world scene, and severe crises racked the economy and society.

By the close of the mid-Victorian age. England had already ceased to be
the primus inter pares among world powers. The golden age of British agricul-
ture came to an end around 1875. Under the impact of the huge imports from
the new farmlands of North America and Argentina, the price of wheat was
halved, and since other farm products suffered similarly, British agriculture
was ruined. Conditions were by no means as bad in industry and commerce,
but there, too, danger signs multiplied. From 1870 to the turn of the century,
the total value of foreign trade continued to increase considerably, but the rate
of German and American increases was still greater. By 1900, German steel
output had caught up with that of Britain, and American output nearly
equalled the combined German and English totals. Britain’s industry now
paid what Thorstein Veblen has called the penalty for taking the lead—that
is, it was being outclassed by modern technologies recenty installed in Ger-
many and the United States while it stll was forced to make do with some-

1 G. Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University
Press, 1962), p. 109.
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what antiquated equipment. Britain’s difficulties were increased by the very
completeness of her earlier successes. Up to about 1880, all major technological
inventions and discoveries were of British origin; after that there were hardly
any, and Britain was reduced to adopt the ideas of foreigners.™

By the last quarter of the century, the bulk of the working class, with the
exception of the “submerged tenth,” had experienced a notable improvement
in material welfare. But far from decreasing its discontents, as the Tories had
hoped, this development had exacerbated them. Trade union activity, which
had been largely confined to the skilled trades, began to make headway among
the semi- and un-skilled. In the depression of the 18g0’s Britain experienced
an unprecedented wave of strikes, which included, for the first time, all types
of workers. Although Marxism did not make progress, the Independent Labour
Party, founded in 1893, began to attract previously apolitical trade unionists.
And the Fabian Society, founded in 1884, caught the attention of middle-class
intellectuals and professional men with its propaganda for efficient social
planning.

By the last quarter of the century, Englishmen, although not yet English
women, had the vote. As a consequence, both of the old parties now competed
energetically for the votes of the working class, which had not been admitted
to the political arena until the sixties. (The Second Reform Bill of 1867
granted urban workers the vote and thereby doubled the number of voters.)
The working class wanted above all greater social and economic security
through legislation. The Liberals were to respond to this demand under Lloyd
George early in the next century, but the Tories (now called the Conserva-
tives) first responded to it in the seventies and after. Disraeli’s ministry of
1874-80 concentrated on social reform and passed legislation on public health,
factory legislation, and trade unions. The Education Act of 1870 introduced
general education, and subsequent legislation soon made it free as well as
compulsory.

The machinery of local government was completely overhauled. Elected
County and Borough Councils replaced the appointed Justices of the Peace. In
the larger boroughs and counties, of London and Birmingham for example,
local authorities, elected by popular majority, began to provide a variety of
social services to citizens. Although the national welfare state was still only a
dim vision for the future, municipal socialism began to be a realistic alterna-
tive, at least in the main urban areas.

The gradual extension of social services and governmental control led to
a huge expansion of the civil service and of local authorities. The whole civil
service employed a little more than 20,000 men in 1832; by 1880 it had a staff
of over 50,000 and by 1914, some 280,000. The number of civil servants multi-

72Cf. R. J. Evans, The Victorian Age: 1815-1914, 2nd ed. (New York, St. Martin’s, 1968), p.
268.
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plied by five within the generation before 1914 when the modern state had
finally come into its own.

At the same time modern government extended its controls over domestic

“areas of jurisdiction (which had previously been left to private enterprise and
voluntary activities of gentlemen), it also began to assume a more active role
in foreign affairs. The age that saw the emergence of the notion of social
security also saw the inception of a new type of British imperialism. Spurred
by the growing competition of France and Germany, England embarked
upon an unprecedented expansion of her colonial domain. Colonies came
to be valued as sources of raw material and markets for manufactured goods,
as well as visible embodiments of national grandeur.

The race for colonies began between France and Britain in the eighties,
with Germany joining in somewhat later. In the last quarter of the century
most of Africa was partitioned between the major powers. In 1898 Britain
added control of the Sudan to her previous control over Egypt. In the nineties,
Kenya and Uganda became British protectorates, and Cecil Rhodes” grandiose
plan to establish a united British dominion stretching from South Africa to
Egypt finally led to the outbreak of the disastrous Boer War in 18g9. Britain
expanded in Asia as well, and Victoria, who had accepted the title of Empress
of India in 1876, added British New Guinea, North Borneo, and Upper Burma
to the British empire in the eighties.

By the turn of the century the comparatively little England of the mid-
Victorian age had become an enormous colonial power. While England had
lost her preeminence as the workshop of the world, she still dominated the
seas. The British empire extended over major parts of all five continents.

Domestically Britain had travelled far from the laissez faire of mid-
Victorianism. The regulating, controlling, active state protecting the welfare
of its citizens, even though still very insufficiently, had little in common with
the passive nightwatchman state of the first half of the century.

Herbert Spencer, in his long life span, witnessed the whole of this change,
and his work bears witness to it. He came to maturity in the mid-Victorian
age, never altered the political opinions he formed then, and hence reacted
with horror and dismay to the changes that later took place. The buoyant
optimistic prophet of progress gradually grew into the dyspeptic old man for
whom the whole drift of modern English history represented a descent into
a new barbarism of imperialist expansion without and militant state control
within.™

73 This account is based on Clark, op. cit., Evans, op. ct., and David Thomson, England in the
Nineteenth Century (Baltimore, Penguin Books, 1950).
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BACKGROUND

All through his early youth and adolescence, Spencer grew up in an
atmosphere permeated by Nonconformity and religious Dissent. Noncon-
formity was not just another religious denomination. In early nineteenth-
century England, Dissenters were not only discriminated against and made to
suffer for religious reasons, but they were also treated as social inferiors. “The
disabilities imposed on Dissenters,” writes the historian G. Kitson Clark,
“were probably at least in part maintained because of the low esteem in which
classes lower than their own were held by those who governed the country.”™*
By the Test and Corporation Acts, Dissenters were prevented from holding
office in the Corporate towns. Those who associated with the Church of
England governed the town, and those associated with the Chapels were in
opposition to them. If the Churchwardens so decreed, Dissenters might have
to pay a rate for the upkeep of the parish church of which they were not
members. In most cases, they were forced to be married in the parish church,
although they were often prevented from being buried in the parish church-
yard. The universities were closed to them so that even their brightest sons
could not avail themselves of the channels of mobility that matriculation at
Oxford or Cambridge provided for middle-class members of the Church.

Given these indignities, it is hardly surprising that new radical ideas
found an ideal breeding ground among Nonconformists. Many, among them
Spencer’s father, no longer held coherent religious beliefs, yet acquired a
burning and passionate commitment to secular radicalism and liberalism.
Whether it be the propaganda for the repeal of the Corporation and Test
Acts. the anti-Corn Law agitation, or the drive to mitigate the primitive
brutality of the Criminal Law, Nonconformists were found everywhere in the
vanguard. The first bill for the reform of Parliament, which gave the vote to
the middle classes, owed a great deal to Dissenting agitation.

Nonconformity stood in the forefront of the battle for social emancipation
and justice, but only the historically unsophisticated would surmise, therefore,
that its representatives were “free” and “spontaneous” personalities. The very
opposite was the case. The men who fought the good battle for freedom were
dour, repressed, and “puritanic” personalities. Even though many had already
shed their specific religious beliefs, they still exhibited in their lifestyles all
the characteristics of their puritan ancestors. These were not “self-actualizing”
personalities, but rather severely ascetic, self-denying, and pleasure-loathing
men, who were single-minded in the regular and methodical application of
their energies to the business at hand.

Spencer, a typical product of this Nonconformist milieu, was once moved

4 Clark, op. at., p. 39.
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to reflect on some of the consequences of such an ascetic upbringing. “In
families brought up from generation to generation ascetically, and acting up
to the belief that the pursuit of pleasure is wrong, it happens that while there
is a frequent witnessing of suffering . . . there is a relatively infrequent wit-
nessing of pleasure . . . and consequently a relative inability to sympathize
with pleasure. [In these circumstances] the temptation to give pleasure must
be less than usual.” He went on to quote from a paper of the Reverend
Martineau about his sister Harriet, in which he talks about the starving of
emotions and the lack of tenderness in Nonconformist families, and remarks
that “the Puritan tradition and reticence of a persecuted race had left their
austere impress upon speech and demeanor unused to be free.””

Inner-directed, conscience-driven, and ascetic, the Nonconformists were also
intensely lonely men whose mode of upbringing made it difficult to form
bonds of understanding and sympathy that would tie them to their fellow
men. They found it hard to emerge from the shell of seclf-denial and self-
absorption that had been fashioned by all those adults—parents, teachers,
preachers—who had surrounded them in their formative years.

The self-denying atmosphere of his youth left its permanent mark on
Spencer. He never went to school (except for three months) and hence had
no chance to form ties of friendship with peers. Nothing drew him out of his
shell. Having had no companions to help him escape, at least in part, from
the moral dominance of his stern elders, he remained psychically crippled
for the rest of his life. At the risk of engaging in casual psychoanalysis, one may
surmise that Spencer’s life-long inability to establish meaningful erotic re-
lationships was related to his general inability to form bonds with others.

Spencer’s early background probably also accounts for his later psychic
breakdown and invalidism. For him there was not even the alternative of
rebelling against the social order. He could permit himself only those minor
gestures of disdain for official society, such as the refusal of all its honors,
which were in tune with his Nonconformist upbringing. As a result, the
repressed furies turned inward: he became sick. The only defiance of society
that he would permit himself was symbolic, through withdrawal into sickness
and eccentricity.

FRIENDS AND ASSOCIATES

In all the years he lived in London, undl his father’s death, Spencer faith-
fully reported to him, as he must have done when still a child, all that was
happening. Spencer was still the man from Derby. Although he widened his
intellectual horizon, he did not significantly depart from the general orientation
he had embarked on while still in the Midlands. He was ever open to new

75 An Autobiography, 11, pp. 502—03.
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facts but not to ideas that might unsettle his fixed scheme. His is not the
usual story of the young man from the provinces who grows into a man of
the world when he comes to the capital. Nor is it a story of that “becoming,”
which the German Bildungsroman ever since Wilhelm Meister liked to portray.
Spencer became what he had always been. He only grew older.

What is striking about his relationships in London is that he used almost
all his associates for particular purposes. He used people as he used books. He
did not read books that did not profit his purpose at hand nor did he seek
out people who had no utlity. In this sense he was the very embodiment of
the utilitarian morality that he preached. This is not to make him into a
moral monster—there must have been occasions when he was graced by
the milk of human kindness, but such occasions, as he admits himself, were
rare. His correspondence conveys the impression that most of his associations
were occasioned by his need to get something from his correspondents, whether
information or recognition, advice or support.

One other aspect of his individualism and self-absorption was his intense
concern about priorities in his work. He was morbidly sensitive about any
claims that others might make to a finding that he held to be his own. He
interpreted any such claim as an assault not only upon his work, but upon
his very being. Those who wished to deny him his property in matters intel-
lectual were seen as intent upon destroying the man who had created these
intellectual products. His was the kind of acquisitive individualism in which
intellectual products assume the symbolic significance that money has for
misers.

In his fight for the priority of his work, Spencer did not adhere to a pat-
tern followed by many scientists, as analyzed by Robert K. Merton.™® As
Merton showed, scientists themselves do not always enter the arena when it
comes to fights about their own priorities. Some may leave it to their followers
and disciples to fight the battle. They tend in this manner to resolve the dual
pull which comes from the norms of science prescribing that discoveries be-
long to the scientific collectivity rather than to individual scientists, and the
opposing scientific norm that those who contribute to science must be given
due acknowledgment. It seems as if this dilemma is frequently resolved by
letting disciples fight for their master’s deserts so that the master can abstain
from making “selfish” claims to what is rightfully a property of the entire
scientific community. In such structural circumstances, neither master nor
disciples fight for their own property and hence do not violate the taboo on
property rights of the scientific community. But Spencer did not claim belong-

76 Robert K. Merton, “Prioritics in Scientific Discoveries: A Chapter in the Sociology of Science,”
American Sociological Review, XXII, pp. 635-59; and “Resistances to the Systematic Study
of Multiple Discoveries in Science,” European Journal of Sociology, 1V, 2, pp. 237-82. Cf.
also Merton’s “Singletons and Multiples in Scientific Discovery: A Chapter in the Sociology
of Science,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, CV (October, 1961), p. 5.
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ingness to a delimited scientific community. He saw himself as a kind of free
lance, and hence treated the products of his brains as an engineer would treat
his inventions. He behaved as if he had a desire to obtain a patent for what
* was his due.

The question of recognition raised similar difficulties. Although in the last
part of his long life he had become a world figure of immense renown, Spen-
cer continued to claim that he was not being sufficiently recognized for his
later work. He writes in the Autobiography that his first book, Social Statics,
“was more extensively, as well as more favorably, noticed than any one of my
later books: a fact well illustrating the worth of current criticism.””™ A man
the sales of whose books in America alone, from the sixties to his death, came
to 368,755 volumes, an unparalleled figure in such difficult spheres as phi-
losophy and sociology, could still maintain that he was not being recognized.
Being so empty within, he was even more insatiable for praise to recharge his
flaccid sense of worth of self than many other men of science.™

There were, it is true, a number of objective factors, which in the last
twenty-five years of his life led him to become even more bitter, self-centered,
and irritable than he had been earlier. In biology, he witnessed the gradual
decline of his favorite theory of the inheritance of acquired characteristics. On
the social scene, the growing trend toward collectivism and militaristic im-
perialism ran counter to his whole philosophical orientation in favor of laissez
faire. But even so, the heightened egotism and accentuated concern with self
that accompanied his bitterness about the public world must be explained in
terms of roots that were only partly related to the current scene. One of his
biographers says that in those years he “became emotionally barren,” and “his
emotions withered from lack of sustenance.”™ Yet all these were conditions
that had plagued him throughout his adult life. A man who condescended
toward the end of his career to write for posterity a detailed account of the
state of his teeth was only pushing to the point of absurdity a preoccupation
with the self that had been there all along.

THE SOCIAL SETTING

Spencer, it would seem, was as eccentric in his behavior as Comite; yet,
unlike Comte, he was not a marginal man in the intellectual world. Similar
psychological predispositions and similar obnoxious behavior in regard to one’s
fellows do not necessarily have similar social consequences. Whether an ec-
centric becomes marginal depends a great deal on the social setting in which
he finds himself. Comte was ostracized because his doctrine seemed repellent

7T An Autobiography, 1, p. 422.

7S Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American Thought, rev. ed. (Boston, Beacon Press,
1955), p. 34. .

79 Hugh Elliot, op. cir., p. 46.
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to most of the key thinkers of his day, and not only because he was an un-
appealing and eccentric man. Spencer, in contrast, was accepted despite his
personal eccentricities because what he taught hit a responsive chord among
at least a significant stratum of both lay readers and fellow intellectuals; also,
there is a long tradition in Britain with regard to the tolerance of eccentricity.

But there is more: Comte, it will be recalled, aspired to an academic posi-
tion all his life and had, by training, a claim to it. He was rebuffed and spent
most of his life being only tangentially connected with the academic world.
Spencer was not of the academy either, nor did he have any claim to an
academic appointment. But since he had no desire for one, he did not feel
deprived when none was forthcoming.

As a consequence, Spencer, unlike Comte, never competed with academic
specialists. Also, unlike Comte’s contemporaries, these men, in turn, did not see
him as a rival, since he was engaged in a line of research that did not compete
with their more specialized work. Spencer was free to avail himself of their
advice and criticism, to meet with them in private homes and in clubs, though
not in faculty dining halls. He had no colleagues, in the strict sense of the
word; colleagues are always competitors. To a highly generalizing theorist
like Spencer, specialists could provide needed information and criticism while
remaining noncompetitive. It is significant that Spencer had no sustained
contact with his fellow social evolutionists such as Maine or Tylor. They
were competitors.

Huxley not only provided general expert criticism but read the proofs of
both First Principles and The Principles of Biology. Spencer reported that he
habitually submitted his “biological writing to [Huxley’s] castigation.”®
Though nobody seems to have taken Huxley’s place in so far as the non-
biological writings are concerned, it is still true that Spencer benefited from
advice and criticism by a number of specialist friends.

Nor is Spencer’s situation comparable to that of Comte in regard to publi-
cations. It will be remembered that after his association with Saint-Simon had
ended, Comte found practically all channels of periodical publication were
closed to him. Spencer, in contrast, had throughout his life the chance to
publish in the leading liberal periodicals and scientific journals of the day,
among them, the Westminster Review, the Leader, the Edinburgh Review,
the North British Review, the National Review, the British Quarterly Review,
the Fortnightly Review, and the Contemporary Review. He also wrote for the
scholarly Nazure and Mind, as well as for the American Popular Science
Monthly, the Transaction of the Linnaen Society, and the London Times.

80 An Autobiography, 11, pp. 553-54.
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AUDIENCE AND DEMAND

In style of writing and exposition Spencer was influenced by his audience.
Though his writings are distinctly awkward (partly because he hardly ever
revised first drafts), they all exhibit the desire to convey to the large public
as well as to his fellow intellectuals the fruits of his thought. He addressed
himself not only to Mill and Huxley, to Macauley and Grote; he also wanted
to communicate with the audience represented by Mr. Gradgrind—the edu-
cated middle class who read the liberal reviews in which he published. In this
sense his writings remind one of the Comte of the Cours, when Comte was
still intent upon communicating his ideas to his peers and to the educated
public. But his works differ entirely from the style of the later Comte who no
longer wished to persuade rationally but to overwhelm his audience by a flow
of emotions.

The widespread success of Spencer’s early contributions and of his first
programmatic work, Social Statics, indicated that there was a demand for what
he had to say. His evolutionary theory provided the solution for a dilemma
that faced men of ideas at the time. His theory made it possible to reconcile
the newly discovered variety of human behavior in different cultures with the
principle of the psychic unity of mankind.

In the late forties and early fifties, many among the educated middle class
had sensed a loss of moral direction. Harrict Martineau put the matter well
in 1853 in the preface to her translation of Comte’s Positive Philosophy: “The
supreme dread of everyone who cares for the good of the nation or the race is
that men should be adrift for want of anchorage for their convictions. I be-
lieve that no one questions that a very large part of our people are now so
adrift. . . . The moral dangers of such a state of fluctuation . . . are fearful
in the extreme.®*

Harriet Martineau here alludes to the crisis of belief that came to be
widespread in the forties. Educated men were increasingly deprived of the
kind of certainties that used to be provided by traditional religion. Whereas
earlier in the century those who had lost faith were sustained by the utilitarian
morality of Bentham and the elder Mill, this alternative was no longer viable
for the later generation. These men could not accept the ahistorical logic of the
utilitarians according to which the principles of legislation and the common
morality appropriate for any nation were said to flow from a few basic utili-
tarian principles, such as the principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest
number. They came under the sway of historical relativism, which had
originated on the Continent and which stressed the unique character of
different historical epochs. Continental historicism rejected alleged universal

81 Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, trans. and cond. by Harriet Martineau (London, Bell,
18g96), Vol. I, p. viii.
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laws of human nature deduced from some fundamental principles of as-
sociationist psychology. More generally, to quote Graham Walles, “Bentham’s
utilitarianism was killed by the unanswerable refusal of the plain man to
believe that ideas of pleasure and pain were the only source of human
motive.”® Benthamite utilitarianism appeared too simplistic in its basic as-
sumptions. It was unable to provide credible answers to the attacks of histori-
cal relativists who stressed the changes in “human nature” that were disclosed
by historical scholarship.

However, history and historiography were not the only sources from
which questions arose about the certainties of the utilitarians. Evidence had
accumulated about the basic differences between the conduct of Englishmen
and that of the many primitive peoples with whom they became increasingly
familiar in this age of colonial expansion. Observers were hard put to explain
behavior in primitive societies in terms of the rational pursuit of pleasure and
the avoidance of pain. The conduct of primitives seemed neither useful, nor
practical, nor calculating, and hence could hardly be captured by the categories
provided by the rationalist Benthamite dispensation.

If one had to admit that primitive people acted from principles funda-
mentally at variance with those that governed modern men, must one not
relinquish the idea that there was a basic unity to all mankind, that men,
under all climes and in all conditions, were basically the same? Would this
not be tantamount to rejecting the whole inheritance of the Enlightenment?
Liberal opinion was by no means prepared to envisage such a rejection of the
fundamental premises of advanced thought.

Evolutionary doctrine, whether in Spencer’s dress or in some others’,
found a ready audience precisely because it scemed to offer a way out of some
of these dilemmas. It made it possible to maintain the belief in the psychic
unity of mankind in the face of human variability. In the light of evolutionary
doctrine, differences in behavior, whether in the past or in far-away places, did
not refute the assumption of the universality of human reason but were ex-
plained by reference to the process of evolution. Mankind, like any organism,
was subject to the laws of evolutionary growth. Just as the child is not basically
different from the adult, though distinguished from him by as yet undeveloped
capacities, so the savage, the evolutionists asserted, is not less of a man but
simply a less evolved man.

Evolutionary doctrine did not require relinquishing belief in the unity
of mankind or abandoning the utilitarian principle of the greatest happiness
of the greatest number. It only asserted that such thinking did not come
naturally at earlier stages in man’s evolution, being characteristic only of a
stage in which man had reached maturity. Evolutionism hence provided a

82 Quoted in J. W. Burrow, op. cit., p. 70. I have leaned heavily on Burrow’s very fine book in
the pages that follow.
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scheme of explanation that allowed the liberal Victorian public to retain its
belief in the superiority of its way of life, at the same time as it provided an
-explanation for facts which previously had scemed to challenge accustomed
modes of explanation. As J. W. Burrow puts it, “The specific attraction of
evolutionary social theories was that they offered a way of reformulating the
essential unity of mankind, while avoiding the current objections to the older
theories of a human nature everywhere essentially the same. Mankind was not
one because it was everywhere the same, but because the differences represented
different stages in the same process.”*®

Beyond this general appeal that evolutionary thought had in the Victorian
age, Spencer’s specific scheme appealed to the public because of the compre-
hensiveness of his system. While other social evolutionists, men like Maine or
Tylor, were relatively modest in the scope of their claims, limiting themselves
to a theory of the evolution of human culture and social structure, Spencer
purported to supply a universal key for understanding not only the growth
of the human race but the evolution of the cosmos. His theory scemed to ex-
plain the laws governing the universe, the organic and inorganic realm, as
well as the history and destiny of mankind. Spencer formulated a universal
explanatory scheme for those in quest of certainty, which in a previous age
only religious doctrines could provide. Moreover, his attempt to explain diverse
phenomena in terms of a single explanatory principle gave to many the same
esthetic satisfaction that the Newtonian synthesis had provided earlier. Spen-
cer’s doctrine seemed to be in tune with the findings of the geological, physi-
cal, and biological sciences that had made such amazing strides in the recent
past.

At the same time Spencer’s theory satisfied the quest for an explanation
in terms of universal principles, it satisfied the self-righteous quest for moral
superiority. As Burrow shrewdly observes, “By agreeing to call the [evolu-
tionary| process progress one could convert the social theory into a moral and
political one.”* It now seemed to turn out that the more evolved a society,
the more it could be said to be morally superior. “Progress,” wrote Spencer,
“is not an accident but a necessity. Surely must evil and immorality disappear;
surely must man become perfect.” It could be asserted with the authority of
“science” that more developed modes of behavior, such as those of contempo-
rary Englishmen, represented a distillation of the moral excellence toward
which mankind had unconsciously been striving for many generations. When
Spencer “proved” to his audience that the more evolved forms of behavior
were superior to earlier forms not only in affording a better adjustment of
man to his environment, but also in being more pleasurable for the individual
and less detrimental for the community at large, he reinforced the sense of
smug self-satisfaction that had permeated so much of the Victorian age; at the

83 Burrow, op. cit., pp. 98-99. St1bid. %3 Social Statics (1892 ed.), p. 32.
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same time, he stilled some of the anxieties aroused by loss of religious faith
and by doubts about the Benthamite doctrine.

There was yet another factor contributing to the appeal of Spen-
cer’s doctrine. The fundamental transformation that the Industrial Revolu-
tion had brought to British styles of life was still vivid in the collective
memory of the mid-Victorians. One of the main aspects of this transfor-
mation had been the disappearance of many relatively simple crafts and the
emergence of a much more complex division of labor, with the accompanying
“alienation” that industrial forms of production had brought in their wake.
Spencer’s explanation of change in terms of progressive differentiation of func-
tions may have proved attractive to those who were not satisfied with the usual
utilitarian schemes. Evolutionary necessity made intellectually palatable what
might have appeared morally unsettling. It helped reduce cognitive dissonance
among men who might earlier have been torn between the appeals of the
modern industrial world and the evidence of the destructive impact it had on
previously cherished styles of living.

Spencer’s teaching, especially his doctrine of the survival of the fittest,
served some other legitimating functions as well. The doctrine that those who
had managed to survive thereby proved that they were fitter than those who
had not managed to do so legitimized the possessive individualism of the age
and provided a rationale for energetic striving for success at a time when the
Protestant Ethic had lost some of its appeal in the minds of the educated
public. Spencerianism seemed even more serviceable as a justification of ac-
quisitive individualism than Benthamite doctrine had been. Benthamite
thought was also committed to individualism, but it nevertheless stressed the
positive aspect of legislation in social reform. Spencer, however, rejected any
legislative intervention as ultimately detrimental to the overall welfare of man-
kind and its optimal adjustment to its environment. He provided a good
conscience for those who singlemindedly pursued their private interests, by
showing that those who resolutely strove to maximize “pleasure” thereby con-
tributed, albeit unwittingly, to the greater benefit of mankind as a whole,
and to its evolutionary progress.

The generally optimistic climate of opinion that prevailed in the mid-
Victorian age proved receptive to Spencer’s teaching. His theory of evolution,
which revealed the operation of generally beneficent social laws, gratified the
hunger for an explanation of recent or more remote social change; at the same
time the theory gave assurance that the future course of mankind was bound
to be forever upward and onward.

However, with the onset of economic crisis and labor unrest in the 70’s, the
optimism of the mid-Victorian period came to an end and Spencer’s doctrine
went into an eclipse. He was successful with Social Statics because he had
been so perfectly in tune with his time; but when the times changed, he re-
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fused to follow and he lost touch with his public. In the seventies and after,
British public opinion slowly moved away from laissez faire to various col-
lectivist orientations in the field of social welfare and elsewhere. Now Spen-
" cer’s extreme individualism seemed quaintly unfashionable; it was a voice of
the past. Moreover, the idea that technological achievement and moral im-
provement would necessarily go hand in hand seemed out of touch with social
surveys, such as those of Charles Booth, which revealed the extent of human
wretchedness in the midst of the affluence—the fruit of the machine age. Even
Spencer’s old friend and ally in the good fight for evolution, Thomas Husxley,
felt obliged to admit that moral progress, far from following naturally in the
wake of evolutionary development, could be attained only by controlling the
effects of nature. “Social progress,” he wrote, “means a checking of the cosmic
process at every step and the substitution for it of another, which may be
called an ethical process.”**

Spencer, it will be remembered, attempted to account for the new, and
to him distasteful, developments on the English scene in the last quarter of
the century by various modifications in his evolutionary doctrine designed to
make it more flexible. But as he introduced qualifications, he destroyed the
unitary basis of the theory, which had been one of its main appeals. Morcover,
the new classification of societies in terms of the militant-industrial dichotomy,
which he now placed alongside his older evolutionary classification, seemed
so fraught with anti-collectivist ideology that it encountered much opposition
from the collectivist liberals of the cighties and nineties. Only in America, still
in its most determined laissez faire and free-enterprise phase of development,
did Spencer’s appeal still hold unalloyed sway and prove irresistible to men
otherwise as dissimilar as Andrew Carnegie and John Fiske. The story has
been told in magisterial fashion by Richard Hofstadter in his Social Darwinism
in American Thought.

IN SUMMARY

At the time when Spencer entered the intellectual scene, he found a setting
that was favorable and a public that was willing to lend an attentive ear to
his answers to a number of puzzling questions. Social evolutionism in Spen-
cerian dress seemed to account for the trials and tribulations of man’s life on
earth in terms of the slow evolution of mankind from its savage beginning to
its glorious culmination in mid-Victorian civilization. It seemed to prove that,
on the whole, the story of mankind was a success story. It provided intellectual
comfort to a generation that was determined to be as comfortably settled in its

86 Quoted in Burrow, op. cit., p. 270.
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moral and spiritual life as it had increasingly become comfortable in its
material life.

Because there was a demand for his theories, Spencer, despite his personal
idiosyncrasies, was not pushed to the margin of British intellectual life as
Comte had been in France. But when the intellectual tide turned, Spencer’s
fortunes in England turned with them. Although still a highly respected man
of science, he lost much of his audience. But as Englishmen turned away from
him, a new American public eagerly embraced his message and provided a
new receptive public. Furthermore, admirers of his doctrine were to be found
in all of Western Europe and his fame had by then spread to a world audience.
Although he died a bitter and disappointed man, at variance with the intel-
lectual climate of his homeland, Spencer made an impact so widespread and
profound that, even when the ideological aspects of his system have long been
forgotten, he is remembered as one of the masterminds of sociology.

Though Spencer suffered an eclipse in his reputation after his death, his
work nevertheless continued to inspire British social thought in a major way.
L. T. Hobhouse, G. C. Wheeler, and, in a later generation, Morris Ginsberg
continued work in his general evolutionary tradition while rejecting his anti-
reformist individualism. In America, while only William Graham Sumner,
among the founding fathers of sociology, may be said to have been a disciple
of Spencer, almost all of them were deeply influenced by his thought. Ward,
Cooley, Veblen, Giddings, Ross, and Park, whether agreeing with his ideas
or using them as a springboard for dissent, were all in Spencer’s debt.

Despite some evidence of continued interest in his work, Spencer was, by
and large, a rather forgotten man in the social sciences during the inter-war
years. However, many contemporary sociologists in quest of a serviceable theory
of social change have recently been moved to read Spencer again. For ex-
ample, Talcott Parsons introduced his first major treatise, The Structure of
Social Action, with the rhetorical question: “Who reads Spencer now?”—
implying that nobody did, and justifiably so. Thirty years later, not quite the
same Parsons wrote an admiring introduction to a re-issue of Spencer’s The
Study of Sociology.”” Whereas Franz Boas's strictures against evolutionary
theories led to a long neglect of Spencer among anthropologists, more recently,
partly under the impact of that inveterate evolutionist Leslie White, anthro-
pology seems to have rediscovered Spencer.

After more than three-quarters of a century, the present generation of
social scientists seems about to reestablish as intimate a relation with the
thought of Spencer as Emile Durkheim established in his time. Like many
Continental sociologists, Durkheim created his own theoretical structure
through sustained critical confrontation with the work of Spencer. He did not
wish to praise him but to bury certain of his main assumptions. And yet, as a

87 Herbert Spencer, The Study of Sociology, new ed. (Ann Arbor, The University of Michigan
Press, 1961).
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THE WORK
GENERAL APPROACH

The main thrust of Durkheim’s overall doctrine is his insistence that the
study of society must eschew reductionism and consider social phenomena
sui generis. Rejecting biologistic or psychologistic interpretations, Durkheim
focused attention on the social-structural determinants of mankind’s social
problems.

Durkheim presented a definitive critique of reductionist explanations of
social behavior. Social phenomena are “social facts” and these are the subject
matter of sociology. They have, according to Durkheim, distinctive social
characteristics and determinants, which are not amenable to explanations on
the biological or psychological level. They are external to any particular in-
dividual considered as a biological entity. They endure over time while par-
ticular individuals die and are replaced by others. Moreover, they are not only
external to the individual, but they are “endowed with coercive power, by
. . . which they impose themselves upon him, independent of his individual
will.”* Constraints, whether in the form of laws or customs, come into play
whenever social demands are being violated. These sanctions are imposed on
individuals and channel and direct their desires and propensities. A social
fact can hence be defined as “every way of acting, fixed or not, capable of
exercising on the individual an external constraint.”

Although in his early work Durkheim defined social facts by their ex-
teriority and constraint, focusing his main concern on the operation of the
legal system, he was later moved to change his views significantly. The mature
Durkheim stressed that social facts, and more particularly moral rules, become
effective guides and controls of conduct only to the extent that they become
internalized in the consciousness of individuals, while continuing to exist in-
dependently of individuals. According to this formulation, constraint is no
longer a simple imposition of outside controls on individual will, but rather
a moral obligation to obey a rule. In this sense society is “something beyond
us and something in ourselves.”® Durkheim now endeavored to study social

1 Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method (New York, The Free Press, 1950), p. 2.
2 ]bid., p. 13.
3 Emile Durkheim, Sociology and Philosophy (New York, The Free Press, 1953), p. 55.
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facts not only as phenomena “out there” in the world of objects, but as facts
that the actor and the social scientist come to know.*

Social phenomena arise, Durkheim argued, when interacting individuals
constitute a reality that can no longer be accounted for in terms of the proper-
ties of individual actors. “The determining cause of a social fact should be
sought among the social facts preceding it and not among the states of the
individual consciousness.” A political party, for example, though composed of
individual members, cannot be explained in terms of its constitutive elements;
rather, a party is a structural whole that must be accounted for by the social
and historical forces that bring it into being and allow it to operate. Any
social formation, though not necessarily superior to its individual parts, is
different from them and demands an explanation on the level peculiar to it.

Durkheim was concerned with the characteristics of groups and struc-
tures rather than with individual attributes. He focused on such problems as
the cohesion or lack of cohesion of specific religious groups, not on the in-
dividual traits of religious believers. He showed that such group properties
are independent of individual traits and must therefore be studied in their own
right. He examined different rates of behavior in specified populations and
characteristics of particular groups or changes of such characteristics. For ex-
ample, a significant increase of suicide rates in a particular group indicates
that the social cohesion in that group has been weakened and its members
are no longer sufficiently protected against existential crises.

In order to explain regular differential rates of suicide in various religious
or occupational groupings, Durkheim studied the character of these groups,
their characteristic ways of bringing about cohesion and solidarity among their
members. He did not concern himself with the psychological traits or motives
of the component individuals, for these vary. In contrast, the structures that
have high suicide rates all have in common a relative lack of cohesion, or a
condition of relative normlessness.

Concern with the rates of occurrence of specific phenomena rather than
with incidence had an additional advantage in that it allowed Durkheim to
engage in comparative analysis of various structures. By comparing the rates
of suicides in various groups, he was able to avoid ad hoc explanations in the
context of a particular group and instead arrive at an overall generalization.
By this procedure he came to the conclusion that the general notion of cohesion
or integration could account for a number of differing specific rates of suicide
in a variety of group contexts. Groups differ in the degree of their integration.
That is, certain groups may have a firm hold on their individual members and
integrate them fully within their boundaries; others may leave component in-

4 Cf. Talcott Parsons, “Emile Durkheim,” International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New
York, Macmillan, 1968). Cf. also Georges Sorel’s acute observations on this point in his “Les
Théories de M. Durkheim,” Le Devenir Social, 1 (1895), esp. p. 17.  ° Rules, p. 110.



Emile Durkheim 131

dividuals a great deal of leeway of action. Durkheim demonstrated that suicide
varies inversely with the degree of integration. “When society is strongly in-
tegrated, it holds individuals under its control.”® People who are well integrated
into a group are cushioned to a significant extent from the impact of frustra-
tions and tragedies that afflict the human lot; hence, they are less likely to
resort to extreme behavior such as suicide.

For Durkheim, one of the major elements of integration is the extent to
which various members interact with one another. Participation in rituals, for
example, is likely to draw members of religious groups into common activities
that bind them together. Or, on another level, work activities that depend on
differentiated yet complementary tasks bind workers to the work group. Re-
lated to the frequency of patterned interaction is a measure of value integra-
tion, that is the sharing by the members of values and beliefs. In collectivities
where a high degree of consensus exists, there is less behavioral deviance than
in groups in which consensus is attenuated. The stronger the credo of a re-
ligious group, the more unified it is likely to be, and therefore better able to
provide an environment that will effectively insulate its members from perturb-
ing and frustrating experiences. Yet Durkheim was also careful to point out
that there are special cases, of which Protestantism is the most salient, in which
the credo of the group stresses a shared belief in individualism and free in-
quiry. Protestantism “concedes a greater freedom to individual thought than
Catholicism . . . it has fewer common beliefs and practices.”” In this case,
higher rates of such deviant behavior as suicide cannot be explained as a lack
of consensus, but as a response to the group-enjoined autonomy of its mem-
bers.

The difference between value consensus and structural integration can
now be more formally approximated in terms of Durkheim’s own terminology.
He distinguished between mechanical and organic solidarity. The first prevails
to the extent that “ideas and tendencies common to all members of the society
are greater in number and intensity than those which pertain personally to
cach member. This solidarity can grow only in inverse ratio to personality.”
In other words, mechanical solidarity prevails where individual differences are
minimized and the members of society are much alike in their devotion to the
common weal. “Solidarity which comes from likeness is at its maximum when
the collective conscience completely envelops our whole conscience and coincides
in all points with it.”® Organic solidarity, in contrast, develops out of differ-
ences, rather than likenesses, between individuals. It is a product of the division
of labor. With increasing differentiation of functions in a society come in-
creasing differences between its members.

6 Emile Durkheim, Swuicide (New York, The Free Press, 1951), p. 209.  71bid., p. 159.
8 Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society (New York, The Free Press, 1956), p. 129.
91bid., p. 130.
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Each element in a differentiated society is less strongly tied to common
collective routines, even though it may be bound with equal rigor to the
differentiated and specialized tasks and roles that characterize systems of
organic solidarity. While the individual elements of such a system have less
in common, they are nevertheless much more interdependent than under
mechanical solidarity. Precisely because they now engage in differentiated
ways of life and in specialized activities, the members are largely dependent
upon one another and networks of solidarity can develop between them. In
such systems, there can be some release from external controls, but such release
is in tune with, not in conflict with, the high degree of dependence of indi-
viduals on their fellows.

In his earlier work, Durkheim stated that strong systems of common
belief characterize mechanical solidarity in primitive types of society, and that
organic solidarity, resulting from the progressive increase in the division of
labor and hence increased mutual dependence, needed fewer common beliefs
to tie members to this socicty. He later revised this view and stressed that
even those systems with a highly developed organic solidarity still needed a
common faith, a common conscience collective, if they were not to disintegrate
into a heap of mutually antagonistic and self-seeking individuals.

The mature Durkheim realized that only if all members of a society were
anchored to common sets of symbolic representations, to common assumptions
about the world around them, could moral unity be assured. Without them,
Durkheim argued, any society, whether primitive or modern, was bound to
degenerate and decay.

INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

To Durkheim, men were creatures whose desires were unlimited. Unlike
other animals, they are not satiated when their biological needs are fulfilled.
“The more one has, the more one wants, since satisfactions received only
stimulate instead of filling needs.”*® It follows from this natural insatiability
of the human animal that his desires can only be held in check by external
controls, that is, by societal control. Society imposes limits on human desires
and constitutes “a regulative force [which] must play the same role for moral
needs which the organism plays for physical needs.”™ In well-regulated
societies, social controls set limits on individual propensities so that “each in
his sphere vaguely realizes the extreme limits set to his ambitions and aspires
to nothing beyond. . . . Thus, an end or a goal [is] set to the passions.”**

When social regulations break down, the controlling influence of society
on individual propensities is no longer effective and individuals are left to
their own devices. Such a state of affairs Durkheim calls anomie, a term that

10 Syicide, p. 248. 111bid. 121bid., p. 250.
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refers 1o a condition of relative normlessness in a whole society or in some of its
component groups. Anomie does not refer to a state of mind, but to a property
of the social structure. It characterizes a condition in which individual desires
are no longer regulated by common norms and where, as a consequence, in-
dividuals are left without moral guidance in the pursuit of their goals.

Although complete anomie, or total normlessness, is empirically impossible,
socicties may be characterized by greater or lesser degrees of normative regula-
tions. Moreover, within any particular society, groups may differ in the degree
of anomie that besets them. Social change may create anomie either in the
whole society or in some parts of it. Business crises, for example, may have a
far greater impact on those on the higher reaches of the social pyramid than
on the underlying population. When depression leads to a sudden downward
mobility, the men affected experience a de-regulation in their lives—a loss of
moral certainty and customary expectations that are no longer sustained by
the group to which these men once belonged. Similarly, the rapid onset of
prosperity may lead some people to a quick upward mobility and hence deprive
them of the social support needed in their new styles of life. Any rapid move-
ment in the social structure that upsets previous networks in which life styles
are embedded carries with it a chance of anomie.

Durkheim argued that economic affluence, by stimulating human desires,
carries with it dangers of anomic conditions because it “deceives us into be-
lieving that we depend on ourselves only,” while “poverty protects against
suicide because it is a restraint in itself.”** Since the realization of human
desires depends upon the resources at hand, the poor are restrained, and hence
less prone to suffer from anomie by virtue of the fact that they possess but
limited resources. “The less one has the less he is tempted to extend the range
of his needs indefinitely.”**

By accounting for the different susceptibility to anomie in terms of the
social process—that is, the relations between individuals rather than the biologi-
cal propensities of individuals—Durkheim in effect proposed a specifically
sociological theory of deviant behavior even though he failed to point to the
general implications of this crucial insight. In the words of Robert K. Merton,
who was the first to ferret out in this respect the overall implications of Durk-
heim’s thought and to develop them methodically, “Social structures exert a
definite pressure upon certain persons in the society to engage in nonconform-
ing rather than conforming conduct.”*®

Durkheim’s program of study, the overriding problem in all his work,
concerns the sources of social order and disorder, the forces that make for
regulation or de-regulation in the body social. His work on suicide, of which
the discussion and analysis of anomie forms a part, must be read in this
13 [bid., p. 254. 1% 1bid.

15 Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, The Free Press, 1968), p.
186.
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light. Once he discovered that certain types of suicide could be accounted for
by anomie, he could then use anomic suicide as an index for the otherwise
unmeasurable degree of social integration. This was not circular reasoning, as
could be argued, but a further application of his method of analysis. He
reasoned as follows: There are no societies in which suicide does not occur,
and many societies show roughly the same rates of suicide over long periods
of time. This indicates that suicides may be considered a “normal,” that is, a
regular, occurrence. However, sudden spurts in the suicide rates of certain
groups or total societies are “abnormal” and point to some perturbations not
previously present. Hence, “abnormally” high rates in specific groups or social
categories, or in total societies, can be taken as an index of disintegrating forces
at work in a social structure.

Durkheim distinguished between types of suicide according to the relation
of the actor to his society. When men become “detached from society,”*® when
they are thrown upon their own devices and loosen the bonds that previously
had tied them to their fellows, they are prone to egorstic, or individualistic,
suicide. When the normative regulations surrounding individual conduct are
relaxed and hence fail to curb and guide human propensities, men are suscepti-
ble to succumbing to anomic suicide. To put the matter differently, when the
restraints of structural integration, as exemplified in the operation of organic
solidarity, fail to operate, men become prone to egoistic suicide; when the
collective conscience weakens, men fall victim to anomic suicide.

In addition to egoistic and anomic types of suicide, Durkheim refers to
altruistic and fatalistic suicide. The latter is touched upon only briefly in his
work, but the former is of great importance for an understanding of Durk-
heim’s general approach. Altruistic suicide refers to cases in which suicide
can be accounted for by overly strong regulation of individuals, as opposed
to lack of regulation. Durkheim argues in effect that the relation of suicide
rates to social regulation is curvilinear—high rates being associated with both
excessive individuation and excessive regulation. In the case of excessive regula-
tion, the demands of society are so great that suicide varies directly rather
than inversely with the degree of integration. For example, in the instance of
the Hindu normative requirement that widows commit ritual suicide upon
the funeral pyre of their husbands, or in the case of harikiri, the individual is
so strongly attuned to the demands of his society that he is willing to take
his own life when the norms so demand. Arguing from statistical data, Durk-
heim shows that in modern societies the high rates of suicide among the
military cannot be explained by the deprivations of military life suffered by
the lower ranks, since the suicide rate happens to be higher for officers than
for enlisted men. Rather, the high rate for officers can be accounted for by a
military code of honor that enjoins a passive habit of obedience leading

16 Syicide, p. 212.
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officers to undervalue their own lives. In such cases, Durkheim is led to refer
to too feeble degrees of individuation and to counterpose these to the excesses
of individuation or de-regulation, which account, in his view, for the other
major forms of suicide.

Durkheim’s discussion of altrustic suicide allows privileged access to some
of the intricacies of his approach. He has often been accused of having an
overly anti-individualistic philosophy, one that is mainly concerned with the
taming of individual impulse and the harnessing of the energies of individuals
for the purposes of society. Although it cannot be denied that there are such
tendencies in his work, Durkheim’s treatment of altruistic suicide indicates
that he was trying to establish a balance between the claims of individuals
and those of society, rather than to suppress individual strivings. Acutely
aware of the dangers of the breakdown of social order, he also realized that
total control of component social actors by society would be as detrimental as
anomie and deregulation. Throughout his life he attempted to establish a
balance between societal and individual claims.

Durkheim was indeed a thinker in the conservative tradition to the extent
that he reacted against the atomistic drift of most Enlightenment philosophy
and grounded his sociology in a concern for the maintenance of social order.
As Robert Nisbet'™ has shown convincingly, such key terms as colesion,
solidarity, integration, authority, ritual, and regulation indicate that his sociol-
ogy is anchored upon an anti-atomistic set of premises. In this respect he was
like his traditionalist forebears, yet it would be a mistake to classify Durkheim
as a traditionalist social thinker. Politically he was a liberal—indeed, a defender
of the rights of individuals against the state. He also was moved to warn
against excesses of regulation over persons even though the major thrusts of
his argument were against those who, by failing to recognize the requirements
of the social order, were likely to foster anomic states of affairs. Anomie, he
argued, was as detrimental to individuals as it was to the social order at large.

Durkheim meant to show that a Spencerian approach to the social realm,
an approach in which the social dimension is ultimately derived from the
desire of individuals to increase the sum of their happiness, did not stand up
before the court of evidence or the court of reason. Arguing against Spencer
and the utilitarians, he maintained that socicty cannot be derived from the
propensity of individuals to trade and barter in order to maximize their own
happiness. This view fails to account for the fact that people do not trade and
barter at random but follow a pattern that is normative. For men to make
a contract and live up to it, they must have a prior commitment to the mean-
ing of a contract in its own right. Such prior collective commitment, that is,
such a non-contractual element of contracts, constitutes the framcwork of

17 Robert A. Nisbet, Emile Durkheim (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, 1965).
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normative control. No trade or barter can take place without social regulation
and some system of positive and negative sanctions.

Durkheim’s main shafts against individualistic social theories notwith-
standing, he was by no means oblivious of the dangers of overregulation to
which Spencer’s social philosophy had been especially sensitive. Durkheim
saw man as Homo duplex—as body, desire, and appetite and also as socialized
personality. But man was specifically human only in the latter capacity, and he
became fully human only in and through society. Hence, true moral action
lies in the sacrifice of certain individual desires for the service of groups and
society. But such sacrifices redound in the last analysis to the benefit of in-
dividuals, as well as society, since unbridled desires lead to frustration and
unhappiness rather than to bliss and fulfillment. Modern society seems to con-
tain, for Durkheim, the potentialities for individualism within social regula-
tion. In contrast to earlier types of social organization based on mechanical
solidarity that demanded a high degree of regimentation, modern types of
organization rest on organic solidarity obtained through the functional inter-
dependence of autonomous individuals. In modern societies, social solidarity is
dependent upon, rather than repressive of, individual autonomy of conduct.

Though Durkheim stressed that in modern societies a measure of integra-
tion was achieved through the intermeshing and mutual dependence of
differentiated roles, he came to see that these societies nevertheless could not
do without some common integration by a system of common beliefs. In
earlier social formations built on mechanical solidarity, such common beliefs
are not clearly distinct from the norms through which they are implemented
in communal action; in the case of organic solidarity, the detailed norms have
become relatively independent from overall beliefs, responding as they do to
the exigencies of differentiated role requirements, but a general system of
overall beliefs must still exist.'" Hence Durkheim turned, in the last period
of his scholarly life, to the study of religious phenomena as core elements of
systems of common beliefs.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

Durkheim’s earlier concern with social regulation was in the main
focused on the more external forces of control, more particularly legal regula-
tions that can be studied, so he argued, in the law books and without regard
to individuals. Later he was led to consider forces of control that were in-
ternalized in individual consciousness. Being convinced that “society has to be
present within the individual,” Durkheim, following the logic of his own
theory, was led to the study of religion, one of the forces that created within
individuals a sense of moral obligation to adhere to society’s demands.

18 Talcott Parsons, op. cit.
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Durkheim had yet another motive for studying the functions of religion—
namely, concern with mechanisms that might serve to shore up a threatened
social order. In this respect he was in quest of what would today be described
-as functional equivalents for religion in a fundamentally a-religious age.

Durkheim stands in the line of succession of a number of French thinkers
who pondered the problem of the loss of faith. From the days when the
Jacobins had destroyed Catholicism in France and then attempted to fill the
ensuing moral void by inventing a synthetic Religion of Reason, to Saint-
Simon’s New Christianity and Comte’s Religion of Humanity, French secular
thinkers had grappled with the modern problem of how public and private
morality could be maintained without religious sanctions. They had asked,
just like Ivan Karamasov: “Once God is dead, does not everything become
permissible?” Durkheim would not have phrased the question in such lan-
guage, but he was concerned with a similar problem. In the past, he argued,
religion had been the cement of society—the means by which men had been
led to turn from the everyday concerns in which they were variously enmeshed
to a common devotion to sacred things. By thus wrenching men from the
utilitarian preoccupations of daily life, religion had been the anti-individualistic
force par excellence, inspiring communal devotion to ethical ends that tran-
scended individual purposes. But if the reign of traditional religious orienta-
tions had now ended, what would take their place? Would the end of tradi-
tional religion be a prelude to the dissolution of all moral community into a
state of universal breakdown and anomie?

Such questions intensified Durkheim’s concern with the sociology of re-
ligion, adding to the intrinsic interest he had in terms of the internal logic
of his system. Basic to his theory is the stress on religious phenomena as
communal rather than individual. “A religion is a unified system of beliefs
and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and for-
bidden—beliefs and practices which unite in one single moral community
called a Church, all those who adhere to them.”*® In contrast to William
James, for example, Durkheim was not concerned with the variety of religious
experience of individuals but rather with the communal activity and the com-
munal bonds to which participation in religious activities gives rise.

Durkheim argued that religious phenomena emerge in any society when
a separation is made between the sphere of the profane—the realm of every-
day utilitarian activities—and the sphere of the sacred—the area that pertains
to the numenous, the transcendental, the extraordinary. An object is intrinsi-
cally neither sacred nor profane. It becomes the one or the other depending on
whether men choose to consider the utilitarian value of the object or certain
intrinsic attributes that have nothing to do with its instrumental value. The

19 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York, The Free Press, 1954),
p. 47.
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wine at mass has sacred ritual significance to the extent that it is considered
by the believer to symbolize the blood of Christ; in this context it is plainly not
a beverage. Sacred activities are valued by the community of believers not as
means to ends, but because the religious community has bestowed their mean-
ing on them as part of its worship. Distinctions between the spheres of the
sacred and the profane are always made by groups who band together in a
cult and who are united by their common symbols and objects of worship.
Religion is “an eminently collective thing.”** It binds men together, as the
etymology of the word religion testifies.

But if religion, the great binding force, is on its deathbed, how then can
the malady of modern society, its tendency to disintegrate, be healed? Here
Durkheim accomplished one of his most daring analytical leaps. Religion, he
argued, is not only a social creation, but it is in fact society divinized. In a
manner reminiscent of Feuerbach, Durkheim stated that the deities which men
worship together are only projections of the power of society. Religion is
eminently social: it occurs in a social context, and, more importantly, when men
celebrate sacred things, they unwittingly celebrate the power of their society.
This power so transcends their own existence that they have to give it sacred
significance in order to visualize it.

If religion in its essence is a transcendental representation of the powers
of society, then, Durkheim argued, the disappearance of traditional religion
need not herald the dissolution of society. All that is required is for modern
men now to realize directly that dependence on society which before they had
recognized only through the medium of religious representations. “We must
discover the rational substitutes for these religious notions that for a long
time have served as the vehicle for the most essential moral ideas.”* Society
is the father of us all; therefore, it is to society we owe that profound debt of
gratitude heretofore paid to the gods. The following passage, which in its
rhetoric is rather uncharacteristic of Durkheim’s usual analytical style, reveals
some of his innermost feelings:

Society is not at all the illogical or a-logical, incoherent and fantastic
being which has too often been considered. Quite on the contrary, the col-
lective consciousness is the highest form of psychic life, since it is the con-
sciousness of consciousnesses. Being placed outside of and above individual
and local contingencies, it sees things only in their permanent and essential
aspects, which it crystallizes into communicable ideas. At the same time that
it sees from above, it sees farther; at every moment of time it embraces all
known reality; that is why it alone can furnish the minds with the moulds
which are applicable to the totality of things and which make it possible to
think of them.**

20 Ihid. 21 Emile Durkheim, Moral Education (New York, The Free Press, 1961), p. 9.
22 The Elementary Forms, p. 444.
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Durkheim did not follow Saint-Simon and Comte in attempting to in-
stitute a new humanitarian cult. Yet, being eager as they were to give moral
unity to a disintegrating society, he urged men to unite in a civic morality
based on the recognition that we are what we are because of society. Society
acts within us to elevate us—not unlike the divine spark of old was said to
transform ordinary men into creatures capable of transcending the limitations
of their puny egos.

Durkheim’s sociology of religion is not limited to these general considera-
tions, which, in fact, are contained in only a few pages of his monumental
work on The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. The bulk of the book is
devoted to a close and careful analysis of primitive religion, more particularly
of the data on primitive Australian forms of cults and beliefs. Here, as else-
where, Durkheim is concerned with elucidating the particular functions of re-
ligion rather than with simply describing variant forms. In a well-known
critique, the Durkheimian scholar Harry Alpert* conveniently classified Durk-
heim’s four major functions of religion as disciplinary, cohesive, vitalizing, and
euphoric social forces. Religious rituals prepare men for social life by imposing
self-discipline and a certain measure of asceticism. Religious ceremonies bring
people together and thus serve to reaffirm their common bonds and to rein-
force social solidarity. Religious observance maintains and revitalizes the social
heritage of the group and helps transmit its enduring values to future genera-
tions. Finally, religion has a euphoric function in that it serves to counteract
feelings of frustration and loss of faith and certitude by reestablishing the
believers’ sense of well-being, their sense of the essential rightness of the moral
world of which they are a part. By countering the sense of loss, which, as in
the case of death, may be experienced on both the individual and the collective
level, religion helps to reestablish the balance of private and public confidence.
On the most general plane, religion as a social institution serves to give mean-
ing to man’s existential predicaments by tying the individual to that supra-
individual sphere of transcendent values which is ultimately rooted in his
society.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

Durkheim’s sociology of knowledge is intimately tied to his sociology of
religion. In the latter, he attempts to show that man’s religious commitments
ultimately can be traced to his social commitments (the City of God is but a
projection of the City of Man). His sociology of knowledge postulates that
the categories of man’s thought—his ways of conceiving space and time, for
example—can be traced to his mode of social life.

23 Harry Alpert, Emile Durkheim and His Sociology (New York, Columbia University Press,
1939), pp- 198-203.
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Durkheim maintained that spatial, temporal, and other thought classifi-
cations are social in origin, closely approximating the social organization
of primitive people. The first “classes” were classes of men, and the classifica-
tion of objects in the world of nature was an extension of the social classifica-
tion already established. All animals and natural objects belonged to this or
that clan or phratry, residential or kinship group. He further argued that,
although scientific classifications have now become largely divorced from their
social origins, the manner in which we still classify things as “belonging to the
same family” reveals the social origins of classificatory thought.

Durkheim attempted a sociological explanation of all fundamental cate-
gories of human thought, especially the central concepts of time and space.
These, he claimed, are not only transmitted by society, but they are social
creations. Society is decisive in the genesis of logical thought by forming the
concepts of which that thought is made. The social organization of the
primitive community is the model for the primitive’s spatial organization of his
surrounding world. Similarly, temporal divisions into days, weeks, months,
and years correspond to periodical recurrences of rites, feasts, and ceremonies.
“A calendar expresses the rhythm of the collective activities, while at the same
time its function is to assure their regularities.”**

Although in the light of later critical discussions of this thesis it can be
said that Durkheim failed to establish the social origins of the categories of
thought, it is important to recognize his pioneering contribution to the study
of the correlations between specific systems of thought and systems of social
organization. It is this part of Durkheim’s contribution, rather than some of
the more debatable epistemological propositions found in his work, that has
influenced later development in the sociology of knowledge. Even when one
refuses assent to the proposition that the notions of time and space are social
in origin, it appears that the particular conceptions of time and space within
a particular society and at a particular time in history are derived from
specific social and cultural contexts. Here, as in his study of religion, Durkheim
was concerned with functional interrelations between systems of beliefs and
thought and the underlying social structure.

FUNCTIONAL EXPLANATION

It is Durkheim who clearly established the logic of the functional ap-
proach to the study of social phenomena, although functional explanations, it
will be recalled, played a major part in Spencer’s approach, and the lineaments
of functional reasoning were already discernible in the work of Comte. In
particular, Durkheim set down a clear distinction between historical and

2¢ Elementary Forms, pp. 10-11.
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functional types of inquiry and between functional consequences and individual
motivations.

When . . . the explanation of a social phenomenon is undertaken, we
must seek separately the efficient cause which produces it and the function it
fulfills. We use the word “function,” in preference to “end” or “purpose,”
precisely because social phenomena do not generally exist for the useful results
they produce. We must determine whether there is a correspondence between
the fact under consideration and the general needs of the social organism,
and in what this correspondence consists, without occupying ourselves with
whether it has been intentional or not.?®

“The determination of function is . . . necessary for the complete explanation
of the phenomena. . . . To explain a social fact it is not enough to show the
cause on which it depends; we must also, at least in most cases, show its func-
tion in the establishment of social order.”®

Durkheim separated functional analysis from two other analytical pro-
cedures, the quest for historical origins and causes and the probing of indi-
vidual purposes and motives. The second secemed to him of only peripheral
importance for sociological inquiry since men often engage in actions when
they are unable to anticipate the consequences. The quest for origins and
historical causes, however, was to Durkheim as essential and legitimate a part
of the sociological enterprise as was the analysis of functions. In fact, he was
convinced that the full explanation of sociological phenomena would neces-
sarily utilize both historical and functional analysis. The latter would reveal
how a particular item under consideration had certain consequences for the
operation of the overall system or its component parts. The former would
enable the analyst to show why this particular item, rather than some others,
was historically available to subserve a particular function. Social investigators
must combine the search for efficient causes and the determination of the func-
tions of a phenomenon.

The concept of function played a key part in all of Durkheim’s work
from The Division of Labor, in which he sees his prime objective in the
determination of “the functions of division of labor, that is to say, what social
needs it satisfies,” to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, which is de-
voted to a demonstration of the various functions performed in society through
religious cults, rites, and beliefs. An additional illustration of Durkheim’s func-
tional approach is his discussion of criminality.

In his discussion of deviance and criminality, Durkheim departed fun-
damentally from the conventional path. While most criminologists treated
crime as a pathological phenomenon and sought psychological causes in the
mind of the criminal, Durkheim saw crime as normal in terms of its oc-

25 Rules, p. 95.  281bid., p. 97. .



142 Masters of Sociological Thought

currence, and even as having positive social functions in terms of its conse-
quences. Crime was normal in that no society could enforce total conformity
to its injunctions, and if society could, it would be so repressive as to leave no
leeway for the social contributions of individuals. Deviance from the norms
of socicty is necessary if society is to remain flexible and open to change and
new adaptations. “Where crime exists, collective sentiments are sufficiently
flexible to take on a new form, and crime sometimes helps to determine the
form they will take. How many times, indeed, it is only an anticipation
of future morality—a step toward what will be.”*" But in addition to such
direct consequences of crime, Durkheim identified indirect functions that are
no less important. A criminal act, Durkheim reasoned, elicits negative sanc-
tions in the community by arousing collective sentiments against the infringe-
ment of the norm. Hence it has the unanticipated consequence of strengthen-
ing normative consensus in the common weal. “Crime brings together upright
consciences and concentrates them.”**

Whether he investigated religious phenomena or criminal acts, whether
he desired to clarify the social impact of the division of labor or of changes in
the authority structure of the family, Durkheim always shows himself a
masterful functional analyst. He is not content merely to trace the historical
origins of phenomena under investigation, although he tries to do this also,
but he moves from the search for efficient causes to inquiries into the conse-
quences of phenomena for the structures in which they are variously imbedded.
Durkheim always thinks contextually rather than atomistically. As such he
must be recognized as the direct ancestor of that type of functional analysis
which came to dominate British anthropology under the impact of Radcliffe-
Brown and Malinowski and which led, somewhat later, to American func-
tionalism in sociology under Talcott Parsons and Robert K. Merton.

The sections that follow will provide more information on Durkheim the
man, and on his activities as an applied scientist and engaged reformer. This
section was limited to his theoretical work, but it could not possibly do justice
to all the facets of the work of so complicated a social theorist as Emile Durk-
heim. Space did not permit a discussion of Durkheim’s contributions to the
sociology of education, although they are considerable; nor could justice be
done to Durkheim’s fascinating if highly speculative work on the importance
of professional associations as intermediary links between individuals and the
all-encompassing, and possibly suffocating, powers of the state. Even his
important contributions to the sociology of law could be alluded to only in
passing.

As a social theorist, Durkheim, to quote him directly, had as his “principal
objective . . . to extend scientific rationalism to human behavior.”* And al-

27 Jbid., p. 71. 28 Diyision of Labor, p. 103. 29 Suicide, p. XXXiX.
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though he may have failed in many particulars, the fact that his work has be-
come part of the foundation for all modern sociology testifies to his overall
success.

THE MAN

Emile Durkheim was the first French academic sociologist. His life was
dominated throughout by his academic career, even though he was intensely
and passionately involved in the affairs of French society at large. In his well-
established status he differed from the men dealt with so far, and his life
may seem uneventful when compared with theirs. Undoubtedly their personal
idiosyncrasies had a share in determining their erratic course. But in addition,
they were all devoted to a calling that had not yet found recognition in the uni-
versity. In their attempts to defend the claim to legitimacy of the new science
of sociology, they faced enormous obstacles, which contributed in large measure
to their personal difficulties.

Emile Durkheim, as well as the theorists who will be dealt with in subse-
quent chapters, faced a different sct of circumstances. They were all academic
men but were still considered by their colleagues as intruders representing a
discipline that had little claim to legitimate status. As a result, theirs was by
no means an easy course. Nevertheless, they fought from within the halls of
academe rather than from outside, and so their lives tended to be less embattled
than those of their predecessors.

Emile Durkheim was born at Epinal in the eastern French province of
Lorraine on April 15, 1858. Son of a rabbi and descending from a long line of
rabbis, he decided quite early that he would follow the family tradition and
become a rabbi himself. He studied Hebrew, the Old Testament, and the
Talmud, while at the same time following the regular course of instruction in
secular schools.

Shortly after his traditional Jewish confirmation at the age of thirteen,
Durkheim, under the influence of a Catholic woman teacher, had a shortlived
mystical experience that led to an interest in Catholicism. But soon afterwards
he turned away from all religious involvement, though emphatically not from
interest in religious phenomena, and became an agnostic.

Durkheim was a brilliant student at the Collége d’Epinal and was awarded
a variety of honors and prizes. His ambitions thus aroused, he transferred to
one of the great French high schools, the Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris. Here
he prepared himself for the arduous admission examinations that would open
the doors to the prestigious Ecole Normale Supérieure, the traditional training
ground for the intellectual elite of France.

After two unsuccessful attempts to pass the rigorous entrance examina-
tions, Durkheim was finally admitted in 1879. At the Ecole Normale he met
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with a number of young men who would soon make a major mark on the
intellectual life of France. Henri Bergson, who was to become the philosopher
of vitalism, and Jean Jaurss, the future socialist leader, had entered the year
before. The philosophers Rauh and Blondel were admitted two years after
Durkheim. Pierre Janet, the psychologist, and Goblot, the philosopher, were
in the same class as Durkheim. The Ecole Normale, which had been created
by the First Republic, was now having a renaissance and was training some
of the leading intellectual and political figures of the Third Republic.

Although admission to the Ecole Normale was an achievement in a young
man’s life, Durkheim, once admitted, seems not to have been happy at the
Ecole. He was an intensely earnest, studious, and dedicated young man, soon
nicknamed “the metaphysician” by his peers. Athirst for guiding moral
doctrines and earnest scientific instruction, Durkheim was dissatisfied with
the literary and esthetic emphasis that still predominated at the school. He
rebelled against a course of studies in which the reading of Greck verse and
Latin prose seemed more important than acquaintance with the newer phil-
osophical doctrines or the recent findings of the sciences. He felt that the
school made far too many concessions to the spirit of dilettantism and tended
to reward elegant dabbling and the quest for “novelty” and “originality” of
expression rather than solid and systematic learning.

Although he acquired some close friends at the school, among whom
Jean Jaurés was the most outstanding, his carnestness and dedication made
him in the eyes of the other students an aloof and remote figure, perhaps even
somewhat of a prig. His professors, in their turn, repaid him for his apparent
dissatisfaction with much of their teaching by placing him almost at the
bottom of the list of successful agrégation candidates when he graduated in
1882.

All this does not mean that Durkheim was uninfluenced by his three
years at the Ecole Normale. Later on, he spoke almost sentimentally about
these years and, if many of his professors irked and annoyed him, there were
a few others to whom he was deeply in debt. Among these were the great
historian Fustel de Coulanges, author of the Ancient City who became director
of the school while Durkheim attended it, and the philosopher Emile Bou-
troux. He later dedicated his Latin thesis to the memory of Fustel de Coulanges,
and his French thesis, The Division of Labor, to Boutroux. What he admired
in Fustel de Coulanges and learned from him was the use of critical and
rigorous method in historical research. To Boutroux he owed an approach to
the philosophy of science that stressed the basic discontinuities between differ-
ent levels of phenomena and emphasized the novel aspects that emerged as
one moved from one level of analysis to another. This approach was later to
become a major mark of Durkheim’s sociology.
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DURKHEIM’S ACADEMIC CAREER

At about the time of his graduation, Durkheim had settled upon his life’s
course. His was not to be the traditional philosopher’s calling. Philosophy, at
least as it was then taught, seemed to him too far removed from the issues of
the day, too much devoted to arcane and frivolous hairsplitting. He wanted to
devote himself to a discipline that would contribute to the clarification of the
great moral questions that agitated the age, as well as to practical guidance of
the affairs of contemporary society. More concretely, Durkheim wished to
make a contribution to the moral and political consolidation of the Third
Republic which, in those days, was still a fragile and embattled political struc-
ture. But such moral guidance, Durkheim was convinced, could be provided
only by men with a solid scientific training. Hence he decided that he would
dedicate himself to the scientific study of society. What he considered impera-
tive was to construct a scientific sociological system, not as an end in itself,
but as a means for the moral direction of society. From this purpose Durkheim
never departed.

However, since sociology was not a subject of instruction either at the
secondary schools or at the university, Durkheim embarked upon a carcer as
a teacher in philosophy. From 1882 to 1887 he taught in a number of provincial
Lycées in the neighborhood of Paris—except for one year when he received
a leave of absence for fucther study at Paris and in Germany. Durkheim’s stay
in Germany was mainly devoted to the study of methods of instruction and re-
search in moral philosophy and the social sciences. He spent most of his time
in Berlin and Leipzig. In the latter city the famous Psychological Laboratory
of Wilhelm Wundt impressed him deeply. In his subsequent reports on his
German experiences, Durkheim was enthusiastic about the precision and
scientific objectivity in research that he had witnessed in Wundt’s laboratory
and elsewhere. At the same time he stressed that France should emulate Ger-
many in making philosophical instruction serve social as well as national goals.
He heartily approved of the efforts of various German social scientists and
philosophers who stressed the social roots of the notion of moral duty and
sought to make ethics an independent and positive discipline.

With the publication of his reports on German academic life, Durkheim
became recognized at the age of twenty-nine as a promising figure in the
social sciences and in social philosophy. In addition to his German studies, he
had already published a number of critical articles, including reviews of the
work of the German-language sociologists Gumplowicz and Schaeffle, and
the French social philosopher Fouillé. It was not surprising, therefore, that he
was appointed to the staff of the University of Bordeaux in 1887. What was
surprising, however, was that at the instigation of Louis Liard, the Director
of Higher Education at the Ministry of Public Education, a social science
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course was created for him at the Faculty of Letters at that university. This
was the first time a French university opened its doors to this previously
tabooed subject. Only a decade earlier, the furious examiners at the Faculty
of Letters of Paris had forced the sociologist Alfred Espinas, a future colleague
of Durkheim at Bordeaux, to suppress the introduction to his thesis because
he refused to delete the name of Auguste Comte from its pages!

At Bordeaux, Durkheim was attached to the department of philosophy
where he was charged with courses in both sociology and pedagogy. Some
commentators seem to feel that the teaching of pedagogy was a kind of aca-
demic drudgery that Durkheim was forced to accept. This was not the case.
He continued to teach in the field of education throughout his career, even
when he was clearly free to determine for himself the courses he would offer.
Education, as will be seen later in more detail, remained for Durkheim a
privileged applied field where sociology could make its most important con-
tribution to that regeneration of society for which he aimed so passionately.

At about the time of his academic appointment to Bordeaux, Durkheim
married the former Louise Dreyfus. They had two children, Marie and André,
but very little is known of his family life. His wife seems to have devoted her-
self fully to his work. She followed the traditional Jewish family pattern of
taking care of family affairs as well as assisting him in proofreading, secretarial
duties, and the like. Thus, the scholar-husband could devote all his energies
to his scholarly pursuits.

The Bordeaux years were a period of intense productive activity for
Durkheim. He continued to publish a number of major critical reviews,
among others of Toennies’ Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, and the opening
lectures of some of his courses were published in the form of articles. In 1893,
he defended his French doctoral thesis, The Division of Labor, and his Latin
thesis on Montesquieu. Only two years later The Rules of Sociological Method
appeared, and within another two years Le Suicide was published. With these
three major works, Durkheim moved into the forefront of the academic
world. He noted in the preface of Suicide that sociology was now “in fashion.”
Not that his work was universally praised; on the contrary, it created a num-
ber of famous controversies and polemical exchanges. But the fact that so
many theorists were moved to regard Durkheim as their privileged adversary
testifies to his impact on the intellectual world. Then, as later, Durkheim was
the center of continued controversy and disputation.

Once having established sociology as a field of interest to a wider public,
Durkheim soon felt the need to consolidate these gains by setting up a scholarly
journal entirely devoted to the new discipline. L’Année Sociologique, which
he founded in 1898, soon became the center for an extraordinarily gifted group
of yaung scholars, all united, despite a variety of specific disciplinary interests,
in a common devotion to the Durkheimian approach to sociology. Each year
the Année analyzed the current literature of sociology in France and elsewhere.
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These critical accounts allowed the French public for the first time to gain an
overall view of the depth and breadth of the sociological enterprise. The Année
also contained independent major contributions from the pen of Durkheim
“and from his close collaborators. The reviews and papers were all meant to
emphasize the need for building conceptual bridges between the specialized
fields of the social sciences and the correlative need for factual, specific, and
methodical research. The Année was successful from the beginning, and the
continued collaboration of its key contributors helped to weld them together
into a cohesive “school,” aggressively eager to defend the Durkheimian ap-
proach to sociology against all who opposed it.

In the same year the Année was born, Durkheim published his famous
paper on Individual and Collective Representations, which served as a kind
of manifesto of sociological independence for the Durkheimian school. A
series of other seminal papers, some published in the Année and some else-
where, followed in the next decade and a half. These included “The De-
termination of Moral Facts,” “Value Judgments and Judgments of Reality,”
“Primitive Classification” (with Marcel Mauss), and “The Definition of Re-
ligious Phenomena.”®®

Nine years after having joined the faculty of the University of Bordeaux,
Durkheim was promoted to a full professorship in social science, the first such
position in France. He occupied this chair for six years. In 1902, now a man
of fully recognized stature, he was called to the Sorbonne, first as a chargé de
cours and then, in 1906, as a Professor of the Science of Education. In 1913, the
name of Durkheim’s chair was changed by a special ministerial decree to
“Science of Education and Sociology.” After more than three quarters of a
century, Comte’s brainchild had finally gained entry at the University of Paris.

During his Paris years, Durkheim continued to edit the Année and offered
a wide range of courses in ethics, education, religion, the philosophy of prag-
matism, and the teachings of Saint-Simon and Comte. He appears to have been
a masterful lecturer who held his audience so much in thrall that one of his
students could write, “Those who wished to escape his influence had to flee
from his courses; on those who attended he imposed, willy-nilly, his mastery.”**

30 The first two papers, as well as the essay on “Individual and Collective Representations” are
available in English translations in Sociology and Philosophy. Primitive Classification has recently
been translated by Rodney Needham (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1963). The last
essay appeared in L’ Année Sociologique, 11 (18g7—98).

31 Quoted in Harry Alpert, Emile Durkheim and His Sociology (New York, Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1939), p. 62. This section is mainly based on his fine work which. though pub-
lished thirty years ago, is still the best general account of Durkheim’s life. I have also con-
sulted George Davy’s “Emile Durkheim,” Revwe de métaphysique et de morale, XXVI (1919),
pp. 181-98. His Emile Durkheim (Paris, Louis-Michaud, 1911) contains some fine photographs
of Durkheim, his co-students at the Ecole Normale, and his lecture audience at the Sorbonne.
Various contributions to Kurt H. Wolff. ed., Enule Durkheim 18591917 (Columbus, The Ohio
State University Press, 1960) were also helpful.
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During the last few years of his stay in Bordeaux, Durkheim had already
become interested in the study of religious phenomena. At least in part under
the influence of Robertson Smith and the British school of anthropology, he
now turned to the detailed study of primitive religion. He had published a
number of preliminary papers in the area, and this course of studies finally led
to the publication in 1912 of Durkheim’s last major work, The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

His scholarly work in the Paris period, though extensive, by no means
exhausted Durkheim’s energies. He played a major role in the general intel-
lectual life of France, as well as in the university. He was an active defender
of Dreyfus during the heyday of the affair and attained eminence as a left-
of-center publicist and spokesman. Durkheim also became a key figure in the
reorganization of the university system. He served on innumerable university
committees, advised the Ministry of Education, helped to introduce sociology
into school curricula, and in general did yeoman’s work to make sociology the
cornerstone of civic education. In these years he came nearest to realizing his
youthful ambition of bulding a scientific sociology that would be applied to
moral re-education in the Third Republic and at the same time to the develop-
ment of a secular civic morality.

When the war came, Durkheim felt obliged to aid his beleaguered father-
land. He became secretary of the Committee for the Publication of Studies
and Documents on the War, and published several pamphlets in which he at-
tacked pan-Germanism and more particularly the nationalistic writings of
Treitschke.

Just before Christmas, 1915, Durkheim was notified that his son André
had died in a Bulgarian hospital from his war wounds. André had followed
his father to the Ecole Normale and had begun a most promising career as a
sociological linguist. He had been the pride and hope of a father who had
scen him as his destined successor in the front rank of the social sciences. His
death was a blow from which Durkheim did not recover. He still managed
to write down the first paragraphs of a treatise on ethics on which he had
done preparatory work for a long time, but his energy was spent. He died on
November 15, 1917, at the age of fifty-nine.

Emile Durkheim, the agnostic son of devoted Jews, had managed during
his career to combine scientific detachment with intense moral involvement.
He was passionately devoted to the disinterested quest for truth and knowledge,
and yet he was also a figure not unlike the Old Testament prophets, who
castigated their fellows for the errors of their ways and exhorted them to come
together in a common service to moral unity and communal justice. Although
a Frenchman first and foremost, he did not waver from his allegiance to a
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cosmopolitan liberal civilization in which the pursuit of science was meant to
serve the enlightenment and guidance of the whole of humanity. A man made
of whole cloth, he still managed to play a variety of roles in a distinctive intel-
lectual and historical context.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

In contrast to Spencer, who read very little, Durkheim was an omnivorous
reader, a highly cultivated man open to a variety of intellectual currents. It is
therefore difficult to establish all the major influences on his thought. The
task is further complicated by the fact that an intellectual biography of Durk-
heim has not been written, and his private papers have been destroyed. Ac-
cordingly, what follows must be regarded as highly tentative,

DURKHEIM'S ROOTS IN FRENCH INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

Although Durkheim was considerably affected by both German and
British social thought, his ideas were rooted “overwhelmingly in French intel-
lectual history,” as Talcott Parsons correctly observes.** Within that history
Durkheim’s major roots are in the tradition of the Enlightenment, especially in
the work of Rousseau and Montesquieu. Rousseau’s conception of the volonzé
générale can be considered one of the foremost influences on Durkheim’s
thought. This notion of the general will conceived of society as an expression
of social solidarity,*® being based neither on economic self-interest as seen by
the utilitarians nor on a Hobbesian subjection of the citizen to the political
sovereign. Moreover, Durkheim recognized his debt to Rousseau in regard
to the distinction between social and psychological phenomena when he wrote
that “Rousseau was keenly aware of the specificity of the social order. He
conceived it clearly as an order of facts generically different from purely in-
dividual facts. It is a new world superimposed on the purely psychological
world.”**

Similarly, Durkheim owed an indebtedness to Montesquicu, which he
clearly expressed when he wrote in his Latin doctoral thesis: “In pointing to
the interrelatedness of social phenomena, Montesquieu foreshadowed the unity
of our science.”® The idea of the connectedness of all social and cultural phe-
nomena, which Marx derived mainly from Hegel, Durkheim learned from
Montesquieu. “Montesquieu,” he wrote, “saw quite clearly that all these ele-

32 Talcott Parsons, “Emile Durkheim,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.

33 Ihid.

3+Emile Durkheim, Montesquien and Roussean (Ann Arbor, The University of Michigan Press,
1960), p. 83. 351bid., p. 57.
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ments form a whole and that if taken scparately, without reference to the
others, they cannot be understood. He does not separate law from morality,
trade, religion, etc. and above all he does not consider it apart from the form
of society, which affects all other social phenomena.”*®

Although Durkheim’s holistic view of society owes much to Montesquieu,
and his notion of solidarity grew, at least in part, out of his reading of The
Social Contract, his debt to Comte and Saint-Simon was even greater. He
never tired of reiterating that he saw himself as the continuator of the train
of thought they had initiated. He said of Saint-Simon that, “although he was
the first to have a clear conception of what sociology had to be, strictly speak-
ing, Saint-Simon did not create sociology.” That honor Durkheim accorded
Comte.

The Division of Labor contains no fewer than seventeen references, most
of them highly favorable, to the author of the Cours de philosophie positive.
And Durkheim took pains to point out that “Comte recognized that the
division of labor is a source of solidarity.” Durkheim’s emphases on the bind-
ing force of moral beliefs as the basis of solidarity and on the integration that
the division of labor creates between interdependent individuals are, in some
measure, derived from Comte and Saint-Simon.

Biographers have stressed that Durkheim began to read Comte only after
he had already begun to clarify his own approach to the social sciences through
thorough study of such philosophers as Emile Boutroux and Charles Renouvier.
This is correct, of course, but no reader of the work of Comte and Durkheim
can remain unimpressed by the close affinity of their thoughts. To be sure,
Durkheim was not at all taken by Comte’s later “theological” writing or by
his metaphysics, and in many other particulars Durkheim found himself in
disagreement with the Comtean approach. Nevertheless, he was at one with
Comte in his general methodological approach, that is, in the quest for positive
laws of social behavior not fundamentally at variance with, although certainly
more complicated than natural laws. It should also be apparent that Durkheim’s
conscience collective is a variant of Comte’s consensus, and that Durkheim’s
concern with the interrelatedness of social phenomena owes much to Comte,
as it does to Montesquieu.

Although highly critical of some traditions of the Enlightenment, es-
pecially the atomistic aspects of much eighteenth century thought, Comtean
positivism can be considered the lineal descendant of the Enlightenment,
sharing its rationalism and its secularism. That Durkheim related himself
both to the Enlightenment and to positivism is therefore not at all surprising.
The matter is more complicated, however, when the claim is made that Durk-
heim was also deeply influenced by the anti-Enlightenment of such great
French traditionalist thinkers as de Bonald and de Maistre and their con-

36 Ibid., p. 56.
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temporaries and successors. Robert Nisbet has made a persuasive case for this
in several of his writings.*” He says, for example, “It was Durkheim’s feat to
translate into the hard methodology of science ideas and values that had made
their first appearance in the polemics of Bonald, Maistre, Haller, and others
opposed to reason and rationalism, as well as to revolution and reform.”* By
emphasizing that individuals depend on society and its code and are not the
self-sustaining and self-realizing persons they appear to be in the writings of
most of the philosophes; by stressing the necessity for authority and binding
obligations; by seeing in religion, the family, the local community, and the
guild those necessary institutions that tie the individual to society, the tradi-
tionalist thinkers indeed put forward ideas that found a central place in the
Durkheimian canon.

Yet there exists no evidence, as Nisbet readily admits,*® that Durkheim
ever read any of these thinkers. To be sure, he must have been familiar with
Comte’s admiring references to their thought, and it is quite possible that he
absorbed some traditionalist ideas through the writers of the Social Catholic
movement. This movement was quite influential in his days and attempted to
combine the teaching of the liberal Catholic thinkers, such as Lamenais and
Lacordaire, with the traditionalists’ interpretation of the organic nature of
social bonds. But all this is in the realm of conjecture. One can point to star-
tling similarities and significant differences in the thinking of Durkheim and
that of the traditionalists but cannot prove any direct influence.

CONTEMPORARY INFLUENCES

It is much easier to trace the direct impact of thinkers who were still alive
and active in Durkheim’s days. As mentioned earlier, the influence of two
of his teachers at the Ecole Normale is beyond dispute. From the great his-
torian Fustel de Coulanges he learned much of the careful historical method
of research that is especially evident in the historical sections of the Division of
Labor. Fustel de Coulanges’ stress on the central role of domestic religion and
religious associations in his classical book The Ancient City influenced Durk-
heim, if not in his student days, then at a later period when he came to be
fascinated by religious phenomena.

From his other major teacher, the philosopher Emile Boutroux, Durkheim
learned the distinction between different levels of reality and the notion of
emergence as a crucial aspect of the philosophy of science. Boutroux, in the
words of one of his recent commentators, Peter A. Bertocci,

37 Nisbet, op. cit.; Robert A. Nisbet, Tradition and Rerolt (New York, Random House, 1968),
esp. Chapters 2 and 4: and Robert A. Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (New York, Basic Books,
1966).

38 Nisbet, Emile Durkheint, p. 25. 39 Personal communication, dated January 5, 1969.
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stressed that there is a basic discontinuity separating different levels of being
—material, instinctive, thinking—each of which displays an element not
present in its predecessor and not deducible from it, and that consequently it
is impossible to reduce the science of any one level to that of the others.
Higher forms of life, despite their physical and chemical characteristics, are
not wholly explicable in terms of the mechanical laws that govern matter.**

Boutroux’s antireductionist doctrine, which took sharp issue with the physico-
chemical materialism of the school of Taine, surely served Durkheim well
when he set about the task of showing that society was a reality sui generis that
could not be explained by reductionist arguments from psychology or biology.

Another French figure who had a demonstrably important effect on
Durkheim’s thought is the neo-Kantian philosopher Charles Renouvier. Re-
nouvier’s long life (1815-1903) bridges the gap between the world of Comte
and of Durkheim. Educated at the Ecole Polytechnique, Renouvier had been
influenced by Saint-Simon in the early thirties and had sat at the feet of
Auguste Comte when the latter was a répétitenr at the school. He had been an
active socialist propagandist during the revolution of 1848 but retired from
active political participation to become a private scholar during the Empire. In
the last years of Napoleon III's reign and during the first thirty years of the
Third Republic, Renouvier exerted a major influence on French thought
through the journal, La Critique philosophique, which he edited, and through
the many books he wrote, particularly the Essais de critique générale. Renou-
vier’s general position is called neo-criticism because it derived from Kant’s
method though often diverging from Kant’s conclusions. Renouvier’s inde-
terminism and rejection of historical laws probably did not have much of an in-
fluence on Durkheim’s thought, but there were other Renouvier themes that
found an echo in his work. Among these were, to quote Harry Alpert, “the
beliefs that ethical and moral considerations occupy a central position in
philosophical thought, that there is need for a science of ethics, that philosophy
should serve as a guide to social action, that it should specifically contribute
to the reconstruction of the moral unity of the Third Republic, that a funda-
mental, if not the fundamental moral concept of modern society is the dignity
of the human person.”*" Renouvier identified conflict, both between persons
and groups of persons, with evil, and this thought is also likely to have had
reverberations in Durkheim’s work.**

The French sociologist and social philosopher Gabriel Tarde must also
be considered important in Durkheim’s intellectual development, for Tarde

40 Peter A. Bertocci, “Emile Boutroux,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York, Macmillan,
1967). *1 Alpert, op. cit., pp. 26-27.

42 George Boas, “Charles Renouvier,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, and Chapter I in John A.
Scott, Republican Ideas and the Liberal Tradition ¢n France (New York, Columbia University
Press, 1951).
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was his major antagonist. The many polemical exchanges between them un-
doubtedly helped Durkheim sharpen and refine his own views; as a result,
Tarde, his major adversary, may be said to have been as effective a force in
his intellectual development as many of those men from whom he learned
directly. Tarde was a provincial magistrate, not an academician, but his legal
career provided adequate financial support and free time to let him devote
much of his energy to developing a system of social theory.*® In the cighties
and nineties Tarde published a number of works in criminology and social
theory of which The Laws of Imitation (189o) is the most noteworthy. During
the last few years of his life Tarde occupied a chair of modern philosophy at
the prestigious Collége de France in Paris. His overall theory focused on the
premise that new ideas and inventions, although often initiated through im-
personal communication, are diffused throughout society by a process of imita-
tion. Influence, he asserted, typically flows from social superiors to social in-
feriors; thus, economic, religious, or military innovations are spread by elite
groups who gather around themselves numerous and vocal supporters who
imitate their actions and help propagate their ideas among the population at
large. Tarde’s was a social psychology predicated on the idea that social processes
are always anchored in the imitation of the leaders’ actions by the led. Society
to him is an aggregate of individuals in interaction. By emphasizing in his
writings a methodology and a philosophy that stood at the opposite pole to
Durkheim’s, Tarde was an ideal target for critical rebuttals. Durkheim had
an opportunity to define and refine his contrary notion that society was a
reality sui generis, so that explanations of human behavior must be couched
in structural rather than in social psychological terms.

A more detailed listing of French intellectual influences on Durkheim
would have to mention still a host of other figures, including his Bordeaux
colleague, the sociologist Alfred Espinas, whose doctoral dissertation (Des
Sociétés animales) is frequently quoted in the Division of Labor in support
of Durkheim’s holistic and structural approach.**

EXTRA-FRENCH INFLUENCES

The extra-French influences on Durkheim, although not as profound as
those coming from the French tradition, often affected the direction of his
ideas. Among these, Herbert Spencer’s work is the most important. There are
forty references to Spencer in the Division of Labor, many more than to any
other theorist. Although Durkheim disagreed with most of Spencer’s funda-

43 Terry Clark, “Gabriel Tarde,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.

44 The best introduction to overall trends in French philosophy in the nineteenth and early
twenticth century is J. Benrubi, Les Sources de la philosophie contemporaine en France, 2 vols,
(Paris, Alcan, 1933). This work not only contains detailed critical discussions of the work of
all the Frenchmen mentioned in this section, but also has a full chapter on Durkheim and
subchapters on most of his major disciples.
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mental premises, he remained under his spell, especially during the period he
was writing the Division of Labor.

Durkheim dissented completely from Spencer’s individualistic premises;
instead he stressed that individual self-interest and the striving for happiness
could not account for social order. Moreover, Durkheim argued, the striving
for happiness, far from being at the root of human sociability, was itself a
social creation in that it appeared only in certain types of societies and in cer-
tain specific historical periods. Durkheim would probably have agreed with
the French revolutionist Saint-Just who exclaimed in one of his great speeches:
“Le bonheur est une idée neuve en Europe.” Durkheim rejected Spencer’s
basically individualistic idea that contracts between individuals are the build-
ing stones of social order, and stressed instead that contractual agreements be-
tween parties are always subject to the existence of antecedent general norms.

But in many other respects Durkheim was deeply obliged to Spencer.
Most of Durkheim’s evolutionary views derive from him. It is evident, for
example, that Durkheim’s conception of evolution as moving from systems of
mechanical to systems of organic solidarity is similar to, though by no means
as vague as, Spencer’s observation about the evolution from incoherent homo-
geneity to coherent heterogeneity. Durkheim’s emphasis on progressive differ-
entiation in human societies and on the historical movement from societies in
which all men are alike to societies in which the division of labor makes men
very unalike yet mutually dependent, is derived in large part from the writings
of Spencer, though it also owes something to Adam Smith. As will be re-
membered, major elements of Durkheim’s functionalist approach are at least
foreshadowed in the work of his British predecessor. Although separated from
Spencer by a wholly different set of philosophical and methodological premises,
Durkheim may nevertheless be said to have continued in new directions many
lines of inquiry in which Spencer had made pioneering contributions.

One other British scholar, the anthropologist William Robertson Smith,
author of Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889), exerted considerable
influence on Durkheim in his later years. A point of departure for Durkheim’s
later work was Smith’s conception that because early religions were anchored
in ritual practice, analytical attention ought to be directed to the social rela-
tons of believers and the working of religious institutions, rather than to
belief systems as such. Particularly in his writings on sacrifice, which he re-
garded as “the central problem of ancient religion,” Smith focused his atten-
tion on the community of worshippers as they partook of the commensal meal,
asserting that the intentions of the actors were relatively unimportant. He main-
tained that ceremonial eating together created a bond similar to that of kin-
ship; therefore, the social activity itself and not the motivations of religious
believers should be the subject matter of the study of religious phenomena.
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Smith saw in the unity of the religious group the core of religion, and Durk-
heim made this notion the core of his own theory of religion.*

In regard to German thinkers, the philosopher closest to Durkheim was
Immanuel Kant. Durkheim was not so much attracted by Kant’s epistemology
and general philosophy as by his stern philosophy of moral duty. When Durk-
heim developed his theory of the social origins of the notions of time and
space, he specifically rejected the Kantian doctrine of the inherent categories
of the human mind. But he was careful to point out that his sociology of
morality, which emphasized the desirability of moral acts, was only supple-
menting Kant’s notion of duty and moral obligation. “We cannot perform an
act which is . . . in some way meaningful to us simply because we have been
commanded to do so. It is psychologically impossible to pursuc an end to
which we are indifferent. . . . Morality must, then, be not only obligatory
but also desirable and desired.”*® Even when he was moved to modify what
he saw as Kant’s overemphasis on duty in the analysis of moral acts, Durk-
heim remained deeply attached to this notion. Kantian sternness was clearly
congenial to a man who seems to have modeled himself after the Old Testa-
ment prophets he had so assiduously studied in his youth.

Durkheim, it will be recalled, wrote lengthy critical reviews of the work
of Simmel, Schiffle, Gumplowicz, and Toennies, among others. Undoubtedly,
German organicist thought was for a while as attractive to him as the Spence-
rian version. The influence of Ferdinand Toennies, author of Gemernschaft und
Gesellschaft, can easily be traced in Durkheim’s similar distinction be-
tween mechanical and organic solidarity, although the underlying tone of
Toennies” work is very different from that of Durkheim. For Toennies, who
was in tune with a German tradition going back at least to Herder, the older
form of social organization, Gemeinschaft, is the more “organic,” the more
attractive, the more “natural.” In contrast, Durkheim, the heir of French En-
lightenment, found the modern form of solidarity the more organic, the more
“progressive,” the more desirable. While much of German thought continued
to hanker after the Golden Age of the past, French thought tended mainly to
look to the Golden Age in the future.

One last German figure, Wilhelm Wundt, whom Durkheim knew per-
sonally, will be examined in some detail. Wundt has been called the father of
experimental psychology, but he worked in other areas of the social sciences
as well. He lectured and wrote on logic and ethics and contributed a ten-
volume natural history of man called Voelkerpsychologie, in which he tried
to analyze the laws of evolution of language, myth, and morals. Wundt’s
notion of the Volksseele (the group soul), which he substituted for the more

45 E, L. Peters, “William Robertson Smith,” in Inernational Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.
46 Sociology and Philosophy, pp. 44—45.
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common Hegelian Volksgeist, may have played a part in Durkheim’s formula-
tion of the conscience collective. Wundt's output was enormous. As Boring
once noted, in the almost seventy years of his productive life, Wundt wrote or
revised 53,735 pages—nearly one word every two minutes day and night.*’
How much of this influenced Durkheim we do not know. What is certain,
however, is that Durkheim was impressed by the rigor and scientific thorough-
ness that he witnessed in Wundt’s famous psychological laboratory at Leipzig.
The method and style of scientific work done there seemed exemplary to him
and provided him with a model of how scientific research ought to be con-
ducted in other fields of the social sciences. Here, he felt, was a perfect antidote
to the spirit of dilettantism that had so appalled him in his years at the Ecole
Normale.

A fuller account would have to discuss Durkheim’s reading in the works
of the German Kathedersozialisten (socialists of the chair), those social re-
formers who tried to persuade the government that it must recognize the
central importance of the “social question” in modern industrial society. He
was certainly familiar with the writings of their major figure, Gustav Schmol-
ler, and with other writers in that tradition as well, but whether these men
specifically influenced Durkheim in his role as an applied social scientist and
reformer has not been established.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

THE GENERAL SCENE

The Third Republic was in its infancy and suffering from severe dis-
orders at the time Durkheim grew into young manhood. France was slow
in recovering from the wounds of the lost war with Germany and the trauma
of the Paris Commune. Its constitution of 1875 was framed by monarchists
who expected the Republic soon to give way to a return of the Bourbons.
After the constitution was adopted, the Republic was plunged into a new
crisis. The President of the Republic, Marshal Marie de MacMahon, tried to
establish a strong presidential system of government largely independent of
parliament and with a weak cabinet that could be recalled at will. In the
course of the ensuing struggles, the President dissolved the Chamber of
Deputics for the only time in the history of the Third Republic. His actions
pitted the Church, the landowners, the upper bourgeoisie, and the forces of
law and order against the Republican Left, which was mainly composed of
the lower middle classes, the anticlericals among the educated, and a working
class weakened by the bloodletting of the Commune. In 1879, the Republicans

47 Edwin G. Boring, “Wilhelm Wundt,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.
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decisively defeated MacMahon after he had dissolved the Chamber, and thus
put an end to his dictatorial ambitions.

Even after these turbulent years, when Durkheim was at the Collége
d'Epinal and at the Parisian Collége Louis-le-Grand, the Republic was far
from secure. The moderate Republican Left under Jules Grévy and his suc-
cessors remained in control for the next two decades, but it was never able 1o
summon enough energies for a truly innovating response to France’s major
social and economic problems. Called the Opportunist Republic because of its
vacillations and lack of principles, the governments missed the chance of estab-
lishing the regime on secure foundations. But moved by the Church’s opposi-
tion to the Republic, it proceeded energetically in one area at least, that of
secular education. The more rabid anticlericals demanded the total suppression
of all Church-controlled schools and the establishment of a state monopoly
on education. The legislation that was adopted did not go quite that far, but
it outlawed religious training in the public schools and substituted civic edu-
cation. Catholic institutions of higher learning were no longer allowed to call
themselves universities, and after a transitional period members of Catholic
orders were denied the right to teach in public schools. The Chamber pro-
vided funds to build many new schools, especially for girls, and it made pro-
visions for setting up vastly expanded facilities for the training of teachers
urgently required by the new secular system.

The sharp confrontation between the clerical Right and the secular Left
over the issue of education had hardly settled down when France was again
shaken by the tragicomic Boulanger affair. In the elections of 1885, both the
monarchist and Bonapartist Right and the radical Left made startling gains,
and the Opportunist middle lost its previous majority. During the period of
instability that followed, a previously unknown general, Georges Boulanger,
suddenly rose in popularity. He had been made Minister of War as the candi-
date of the Left, which saw him as a protector of the Republic. Having gained
widespread support as the public became increasingly dissatisfied with corrup-
tion in high places, he started to emulate both Napoleon the First and
Napoleon the Third and made moves toward becoming a dictator. The
moment was ideal for a coup d’état. But the General was tricked by the Minis-
ter of the Interior into believing that the government had evidence of his
treasonable activities and that he would shortly be put up for trial. Boulanger
panicked, fled to Belgium, and soon afterwards committed suicide at the grave
of his mistress in Brussels. In retrospect, the whole episode had the flavor of a
comic opera. Nevertheless, the Republic once again had a close call.

In the early nineties the political scene was somewhat more peaceful.
Young men of Durkheim’s generation, who had lived through a period of al-
most continual turmoil, may have felt that they could at long last settle down
and devote themselves to their professional interests. Durkheim himself was now
teaching at Bordeaux and working at his thesis. He had experienced social and
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political chaos during his most impressionable formative years and had been
forced to forge a personal identity for himself; he had moved from orthodox
Judaism to rationalist philosophy at a time when the public scene, far from
giving him secure anchorage, was itself subject to rapid transformations.

After the Boulanger crisis, the moderate Opportunists tended to form
temporary alliances with the Right, which was now somewhat tamed since
Pope Leo XIII had enjoined the faithful to rally to the Republic and to give
up their monarchist allegiances. This made for a greater degree of political
‘stability. But the moderates had another reason for turning toward the Right,
one that pointed to new crises to come. The labor movement slowly revived
in the nineties and the moderates saw in this revival a new threat to established
order. In 1893, the year the Division of Labor was published, a number of
socialist deputies, among them Durkheim’s friend Jean Jaures, were for the
first time elected to parliament.

Although the times were now more peaceful, the social order continued
to be unstable. In 1892, the Panama Scandal broke. It was revealed that agents
of the Panama Company, in an effort to mobilize new capital for a project
that bad been undertaken by one of France’s national heroes, Ferdinand de
Lesseps, had bribed enough politicians and journalists to have parliament ap-
prove the issuance of a lottery loan. Although the court procedure that dealt
with this affair was almost a complete whitewash, the public’s confidence in its
political leaders was badly weakened. The provinces, in particular, began to
look at Paris as the seat of iniquities and corruption. Moreover, since the two
agents who had bribed most of the politicians involved happened to have been
Jewish, anti-Semitic tendencies were given a new impetus.

A few years later, in 1896, the Dreyfus affair broke out, and the short
breathing spell the Third Republic had enjoyed was over. Two years earlier,
a French staff officer, Major Charles Esterhazy, started selling information to
the German Embassy. In the search for the culprit, counterintelligence accused
another staff officer, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jew. They might have abandoned
the accusation had not a professional anti-Semite, the journalist Edouard
Drumond, learned of the affair and raised a public outcry. Dreyfus was court-
martialed and sent to Devil’s Island for life. Soon after, a new head of the
counterintelligence, Colonel Picquart, reexamined the files and concluded that
Dreyfus was innocent, but his superiors refused to rcopen the case, and Pic-
quart was exiled to Tunisia. In the meantime a few newspapers, notably
Clemenceau’s, had gotten hold of the case and proclaimed Dreyfus’ innocence.
Durkheim was among the first to sign a public appeal in Dreyfus’ behalf.

By 1898 almost the entire educated elite of France was committted to one
side or the other. The Dreyfus affair shook French socicty to its very founda-
tions. It pitted the liberal anticlerical defenders of the Republic against the
Church and the army, the left-wing intellectuals against the nationalists, the
Sorbonne against the traditionalist judiciary, and the local school teacher
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against the resident priest. Finally the defenders of Dreyfus won their case,
and the Republic survived. But the days of opportunism were now over. The
polarization of political forces that the affair had brought in its wake led to
a much more militantly anticlerical regime, manned in the main by the
Radical party of Clemenceau and his successors. The renovated Republic, now
often called the Radical Republic (or, because so often its leaders were former
university teachers, the Republic of Professors), remained in power until
World War 1. But France continued to be torn politically, as well as ideologi-
cally, between the Right and the Left, between the spiritual heirs of the ancien
régime and the inheritors of the tradition of the French Revolution.

“The Third Republic,” the historian Gordon Wright has written, “was
created by the aristocracy, administered by the upper bourgeoisie, operated by
the lower bourgeoisie, and dominated by the peasantry.”*® In the early years
of the Third Republic its political and administrative elite was drawn for the
most part from the upper middle classes—men who had held the reins of
power in the Orléanist regime of Louis Philippe, although many had later
rallied to Napoleon III. But this directing Aaute and grande bourgeoisie was
joined by the lesser bourgeoisie, which began to establish roots in the new
institutional structure of the Third Republic. Now the petite and even the
trés petite bourgeoisie demanded its share of recognition and power. These
“little Frenchmen”—shopkeepers, white-collar employees, school teachers, petty
civil servants in both Paris and the provinces—tended to be anticlerical in
their political orientation, positivist in their general philosophy, and egalitarian
in their moral views. They had provided the basis for the assault on the
privileged position of the Church, especially in the crucial area of education,
during the Opportunist Republic, and even more pronouncedly during the
years after the Dreyfus affair. This lesser bourgeoisie manned the ranks of
the Radical movement. Its greatest strength was in local politics where radical
school teachers and local Freemasons became ward heelers, town councillors,
and mayors, as well as members of the electoral committees that chose candi-
dates for parliament. Its intellectual and ideological armature, however, was
mainly provided by the Sorbonne, where Durkheim had now become signifi-
cant spokesman for the forces of political liberalism.

The changes in the social and political structure of France were ac-
companied by major changes in its-economic affairs. While in 1870 a majority
of Frenchmen made their living in agriculture, by 1914 the agricultural popula-
tion had dropped to 44 percent. In 1870 only 23 percent of the population were
industrial workers or artisans; by 1914 this figure rose to 39 percent. Although
France still had many more small workshops and artisan enterprises around
the turn of the century than England or Germany, modern industrial workers

45 This section relies mainly on Gordon Wright's fine France in Modern Times (New York, Rand
McNally, 1960). This particular quotation can be found on p. 354.
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now far outnumbered craftsmen and artisans. Yet despite this, urban workers
remained the truly forgotten men in the early period of the Third Republic.
In 1884, trade unions were legalized and somewhat later a few modern mea-
sures of social legislation were passed. But in its social policies France still
lagged behind all other industrial nations in Europe. The petite bourgeoisie,
which together with the grande manned the positions of power in the state,
was not much concerned with working-class problems. Understandably, there
grew among the workers a syndicalist and antiparliamentary movement which
stressed that the workers could only rely on their own strength if they wished
to gain ascendancy in society. At the same time, a new socialist movement
arose, but it was initially split among a variety of more or less reformist or-
ganizations, which sent deputies to parliament and played the parliamentary
game. It was not until 1905 that the socialist movements united under the
leadership of Jean Jaures. Until then the Jaurésian wing collaborated with the
Radicals in the defense of the Republic and the movement led by Guesde
adhered to a strict Marxist position of noncollaboration with bourgeois parties.
Even after the socialist movement was formally unified, the working class until
World War 1 was splintered among the collaborationists, the Marxists, and
the fairly influential syndicalists. It therefore had much less of an impact on
political affairs than it might otherwise have had. The Third Republic con-
tinued to be operated by the middle class, and despite pious proclamations to
the contrary, it remained devoted to the furtherance of middle-class aims and
interests.

The economic scene was for them a source of great satisfaction. France
was apparently prospering under what came to be known as la belle époque.
A relatively slack period from the seventies to the nineties was followed by a
period of comparatively rapid growth that lasted till the World War. But
rising production and trade figures only concealed that France was losing out
to its major competitors on the markets of the world. Its failure to compete
successfully with the new and more dynamic industrial nations may be ex-
plained, at least in part, by the lack of an aggressive entrepreneurial spirit.
France’s industry continued to be dominated by family firms, the heads of
which were more concerned with handing over intact the family heritage to
the next generation than taking a possible risk through aggressive expansion.
While private enterprises continued to adhere to what the economic historian
David Landes has called a “genteel pattern of entrepreneurship,” the govern-
ment, dominated by personnel who were not very knowledgeable or interested
in economic affairs, was not moved to use governmental intervention as a spur
to economic growth.

Economically and socially the belle époque of the Third Republic presented
to those unaware of underlying dangers a picture of a stolid, solid, and un-
exciting regime. But it was otherwise in the world of the intellect. In the first
two decades of the Third Republic, the intellectual life was dominated by the
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scientific and positivist spirit of two key representatives, Hippolyte Taine and
Ernest Renan. Emile Lictré, who had purified the Comtean heritage and
- shorn it of its fantastic trappings, was also a guiding spirit in the early years
of the Republic. In literature, Emile Zola, a central figure in the Dreyfus
affair and the dominant French novelist of the period, represented this
positivist and scientific tradition. But the whole trend was challenged after the
turn of the century by a new antiscientific and antirationalist school, whose
fountainhead was the great philosopher, Henri Bergson. This prophet of the
élan vital, the creative life force, attacked positivist thought and the determinism
it brought in its wake, opening the way for a vitalistic and voluntaristic
countertrend. In poetry, the symbolists Verlaine and Mallarmé, as well as
their successors, rebelled against what they considered to be the desiccating
influence of the spirit of science and advocated the cultivation of a new and
refined private sensibility. In political thought, Georges Sorel preached the
primacy of the deed over the ratiocination of the intellectuals, and the proin-
inent novelist Maurice Barrés defended the claims of “integral nationalism”
against those intellectuals who, he said, had lost contact with the life-giving
soil of la patrie. At the turn of the century, the forces of science and rationalism
seemed to be fighting a rear-guard battle in practically all fields of intellectual
and artistic endeavor. Yet there was one exception,. the educational system.
Here the scientific spirit was solidly entrenched. Around 1goo the Sorbonne,
where Durkheim had become a major figure, developed into the main redoubt
from which the defenders of science and liberalism waged their war against
the antiscientific reaction.

DURKHEIM'S BACKGROUND

Little is known about Durkheim’s background or about his family, but
information is available about the Jewish community in eastern France where
Durkheim was born and raised. The Jews who lived in that part of the
country belonged to the Ashkenazi branch of Judaism; they were much
different from the Spanish and Portuguese Jews of the Sephardic branch, who
had fled from religious persecution in the sixteenth century and had settled
in southwestern France, especially in Bordeaux and Bayonne. The Ashkenazi
of Alsace and Lorraine had drifted into the region from Germany since the
sixteenth century; they spoke almost exclusively Yiddish and Hebrew and
were almost totally ignorant of French even into the Revolutionary era. In
contrast, the Sephardim, who originally spoke Spanish and Portuguese, had be-
come fluent in the French language. What there was of Jewish writing in
French on general subjects before the Revolution came almost exclusively from
the Sephardim. Moreover, though both communities had separate communal
authorities, the Sephardim never acquired civil jurisdiction over their members,
limiting themselves to religious and charitable functions; the Ashkenazi on
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the other hand had their own courts of law and generally attempted to regulate
their own affairs with only minimal interference by royal authority.*

Even before the emancipation acts of the Revolution gave Jews French
citizenship, the Sephardim had moved a considerable way toward assimilation,
whereas the Ashkenazi community was largely insulated from, and encapsu-
lated within, the larger French society. Although the Revolution put an end to
Jewish self-government, the differences between Sephardic and Ashkenazi com-
munities persisted throughout the nineteenth century.

The Jews of eastern France had been emancipated for more than two gen-
erations at the time of Durkheim’s youth, but they still maintained a cultural
identity, which had long been shed by their Sephardic brethren. Although
these castern Jewish communities had begun to show many signs of breaking
up in the middle of the century, they still had many of the characteristics of
the central European Jewish world where internal affairs were largely under
the sway of appointed elders (parnassim) or rabbis, and where “mechanical
solidarity” had not yet fully given way to the “organic solidarity” of the sur-
rounding secular society.

Durkheim, it will be recalled, was the son of a rabbi; his more remote
ancestors had likewise been rabbis. His family must therefore have belonged
to the pillars of the local Jewish community and must have had a particular
stake in maintaining the communal patterns that insured them at least a high
measure of communal prestige if not the powers that their forebears had once
enjoyed. Through them Durkheim belonged to the elite of the community.
His break with the Jewish tradition of his father consequently must have been
a traumatic and decisive event in his life—a decision that went to the very
roots of his personal and cultural identity. A Sephardic boy could have moved
by almost imperceptible steps into the world of French secular culture; an
Ashkenazi boy like Durkheim could not.

It has been said that in modern societies romantic love performs the vital
function of emancipating sons from exclusive ties to their mothers by provid-
ing another object for their passionate attachment. A similar mechanism is
likely to have been at play in Durkheim’s development. His intense involve-
ment with secular French society and with the nation frangaise allowed him to
cut his umbilical ties to the religious community he was so deeply involved
in during his early formative years. French republican and secular society be-
came for him a passionate object of love, replacing his attachment to the re-
ligious community of his native home. As he moved from the mechanical
solidarity of the Jewish world of Epinal to the organic solidarity of the modern
world of Paris, he experienced the resultant change as a true emancipation.
Whereas many German theorists could never fully make their peace with

49 On the condition of French Jewry before the Revolution cf. Arthur Hertzberg, The French En-
lightenment and the Jews (New York, Columbia University Press, 1968).
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modern society and continued to look back with nostalgia to the Gemeinschaft
of the rural past, Durkheim was free of such conceits.

Durkheim’s search for a new secular base for civic morality may be seen,
in the Freudian sense, as being overdetermined. He responded to the public
need for a basis of common beliefs and values in a largely secularized and
partly anomic society, but he also seemed impelled to fashion a secular morality
to replace the religious values with which he himself had been brought up.

The curiously abstract character of Durkheim’s intense “religious” devotion
to French society may also be explained in terms of his background. In most
French patriotic writings there is evidence of an attachment to particular
localities or regions, to particular historic or linguistic traditions. It is not so with
Durkheim. One encounters in his writings a highly abstract and generalized
attachment to la patrie, an intellectualized relation to his country that may
have had its source in his origins. When this son of a rabbi came to Paris and
began to develop into one of the guiding spirits of the Republic, he severed
himself from any community or region. His loyalty went to the France of
the emancipation, which for him was the prototype of #he modern society. His
attachment was not mediated through tradition and history but was direct and
immediate.”®

This is not to say that Durkheim ever repudiated his background. Most
French Jews in his days were still torn, to use Hannah Arendt’s telling phrase,
between the roles of pariahs and parvenus;® Durkheim assumed neither of
these. While he proudly assumed front rank among the intellectual elite of his
nation, he never denied his origins. And when, in the last phase of his life,
he turned to the analysis of the communal sources of religion, he put to crea-
tive uses the memory of the religious community in which he had once been
so deeply involved.*

GATHERING DISCIPLES AND FINDING AN AUDIENCE

Durkheim must truly be considered one of the founders of modern soci-
ology: he made it a legitimate academic enterprise. But this could only be done
after the rough outlines of the field had been mapped out by the founding
fathers—the men who were discussed in the previous chapters—Comte, Marx,
and Spencer.

This distinction between the founding fathers and their modern successors

50 An additional factor to be considered here is the hostility that persons born in Alsace and
Lorraine often encountered in French nationalist circles who judged them to be too close to
German culture. Durkheim’s ardent patriotism may in part have been stimulated by an un-
conscious desire to disprove such accusations.

51 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, new ed. (New York, Harcourt Brace Jovano-
vich, 1960), Chapter 3.

52 Cf. Leon Apt, “Emile Durkheim and French Social Thought,” paper read at the 1967 American
Historical Association meeting in Toronto.
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is derived from Robert K. Merton. The first, he writes, “initiated and defended
the claim of sociology to intellectual legitimacy.” Once the claim was heard,
the true founders of modern sociology “pressed [this] claim to institutional
legitimacy, by addressing themsclves to those institutionalized status-judges of
the intellect: the universities.”®® Comte and Spencer had spent much of their
energies in convincing the public that the new science deserved a hearing
among the educated. Their successors, though still continuing this struggle,
faced the additional task of giving sociology an institutionalized stronghold
within the confines of the academy.

The patterns differed somewhat in different countries, but in general,
before the days of Durkheim, Simmel, or Weber, “sociology was variously
regarded by the faculties as an illegitimate upstart, lacking warrant for a
recognized place in the collegial family, or sometimes as an institutional com-
petitor.”** In an effort to break down this pattern of exclusion, the founders
of modern sociology employed a number of stratagems that varied in detail
yet all had a similar purpose: academic legitimacy. They were determined to
show that sociology could claim an academic territory not yet preempted by
other disciplines.

Simmel’s effort to delimit the field by stressing the notion of a geometry
of social interaction was one response to this need; Durkheim’s polemical
thrust against psychologistic interpretation of social behavior was another. In
fact, a major part of Durkheim’s work can be understood as a self-conscious
effort to demonstrate to the general public, but above all to his university col-
leagues, that sociology dealt with a vitally important subject matter not pre-
viously considered by other disciplines, which should be recognized and ac-
cepted as the equal of older disciplines in the social sciences within the walls of
academe.

Durkheim tried to make sociology legitimate not only through intellectual
argument but through the tactic of organization. Although deeply convinced
of the power of ideas, he was also aware that ideas needed an organizational
correlative to prevail within the framework of a university, which serves the
mind from behind a bulwark of well-organized and institutionally encrusted
academic disciplines.

Soon after having published Suicide, and having noted that sociology,
practically unknown ten years carlier, was now “in fashion,” Durkheim con-
ceived the idea of creating a journal of sociology around which he would
gather the defenders of the new discipline. They could constitute a little band
of zealots ready through their united efforts to take on those who still resisted
its claims.

The group of sociologists Durkheim brought together in 1898, and who
were to stay together and contribute to the Année Sociologique until the First

53 Robert K. Merton, “Social Conflict over Styles of Sociological Work,” Transactions of the Fourth
World Congress of Sociology, Il (1959), pp. 211—44. 5% 1bid.
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World War, was probably the most brilliant ever gathered in the history of
the discipline. Initially a loose grouping of collaborators, it soon developed into
a closely knit school—so closely knit, in fact, that one of its members, Georges
Davy, referred to it as “une petite société sui generis, le clan de I' Année Socio-
logique” The other two schools which have appeared so far in sociology in-
cluded the Chicago School, created by Albion Small, and composed of such
major figures as Robert Park, William I. Thomas, and Ellsworth Faris; it was
much less unified in its general approach. The Polish school, founded by
Florian Znaniecki, was much more restricted in its scope.

To stress the unity of the Année Sociologique and the school it helped
found is not to suggest that Durkheim ruled it with an authoritarian hand.
He was a primus inter pares, recognized by all as the most gifted among them
and drawing considerable authority from this recognition. Durkheim did not
attempt to impose a gray conformism among the collaborators of the Année.
Nevertheless, this was not an eclectic assembly of papers, written from different
theoretical points of departure or with different methodological premises, such
as the modern reader finds in most scientific journals. It had a point of view,
a purpose, and a mission. But its pages were open to a variety of collaborators
who, although committed to its overall approach, differed in greater or lesser
degree from the views of the founder. Moreover, it would be a mistake to see
the Année as simply a mouthpiece through which Durkheim attempted to
impose his personal views on the intellectual scene. Although he did perhaps
not learn as much from his disciples as they learned from him, a reciprocity
of influence, rather than a unilateral imposition of Durkheim’s will, charac-
terized the collaboration.”

The list of even the major collaborators whom Durkheim gathered
around the Année is too long to reproduce here. It may suffice to say that
French anthropology attained its world-wide reputation mainly through the
efforts of such disciples of Durkheim as Henri Hubert, Marcel Mauss, and,
although he differed from Durkheim in many particulars, Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.
French economic sociology was almost single-handedly founded by Frangois
Simiand. The sociology of law owed much of its influence in French law
schools to Henri Lévy-Bruhl, Georges Davy, and Paul Fauconnet. Célestin
Bouglé, one-time co-editor of the Année, made significant contributions to
general sociology as well as to the history of socialist doctrines. (It may be
remarked in passing, to indicate lines of continuity, that the last two were both
teachers of the present writer at the Sorbonne in the thirties.) These few
names will indicate the quality of the extraordinary galaxy of men whom
Durkheim succeeded in converting to his theoretical angle of vision.

While highly successful in attaching to himself brilliant younger scholars,

55 Cf. Robert Bierstedt, Emile Durkheim (London, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1966), pp. 21-22,
and Terry Clark, “The Structure and Functions of a2 Research Institute: the Année Socio-
logique,” European Journal of Sociology, IX (1968), pp. 72-91.
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Durkheim was perhaps even more successful in using the medium of the
Année as a vehicle to “infiltrate” sociological ideas and approaches into other,
older fields of scholarship. Within a relatively short time, the Durkheimians
managed to exert such a marked influence on French historiography, French
social psychology, and French linguistics that these fields have never been the
same since. The shock of recognition brought about by Durkheim and his
followers among some of their most eminent colleagues in other disciplines
helped transform them fundamentally. French history, for example, under-
went a profound change as a result of the emphasis on social factors that
characterizes the work of such eminent French historians as Henri Berr,
Lucien Febvre, Marc Bloch, and, in our days, Ferdinand Braudel.

As has been noted earlier, each issue of the Année contained, in addition
to the original contributions by Durkheim and others, a great number of criti-
cal reviews of books and articles in the social sciences that had appeared in the
preceding year in France and abroad. The fifth volume, for example, contained
no fewer than 477 such reviews covering general sociology, religious sociology,
juridical and moral sociology, criminal sociology and moral statistics, economic
sociology, and social morphology, as well as more than forty sub-categories of
these fields. It is probably correct to say that these detailed critical reviews,
written on a high level of competence and scholarship, were at least as re-
sponsible in welding together the group of the Année and in carrying its mes-
sage as were the original contributions. They helped the collaborators to define
their own enterprise through critical assessment of the work carried on else-
where; they also brought the message of the Durkheimian approach to as yet
unconvinced outsiders who, given the high quality of the reviews, could not help
but listen to this new voice.

The Année stired up an intellectual excitement in French academic
circles that is difficult to recapture for the contemporary reader. It is hard to
conceive, say, of American historians waiting anxiously for the appearance of
the next issue of the American Sociological Review or the American Journal
of Sociology. But contemporaries testified that each issue of the Année was
indeed an intellectual event for historians or social psychologists, as well as for
sociologists. Within a few years Durkheim had created in the Année and in
the group of men who wrote for it a potent intellectual instrument in the good
fight for sociology.

The Année was an extraordinary undertaking, and it probably could not
have flourished had it not been for an extraordinary publisher, Félix Alcan.
Alcan, like Durkheim, was a former student at the Ecole Normale and, like
him, was imbued with an ardent love for the Republic. Consequently, his
publishing program leaned heavily toward those intellectuals and academic
men who were willing to make a contribution to republican civic reconstruc-
tion. More particularly, Alcan became the key publisher of the new scientific
and democratic elite that began to fill the major chairs at the reconstructed
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Sorbonne. He published not only Durkheim’s Année, but also Xavier Léon’s
Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale, a journal devoted to the creation of a
republican civic morality so near to Durkheim’s heart and one in which he
often published. All of Durkheim’s major works, as well as those of Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl or of social historians like Henri Berr, were published by Alcan.
This publishing house became the “rallying ground of sociological neo-positiv-
ism,” and Alcan used the prestige of his house and its credit “to spread among
the public, by books and reviews, by recommendations, conversations, con-
fidences and references, the ideas, methods and doctrines of the most advanced
historians and philosophers.* Its history, which it is hoped will be written one
day, will furnish many clues to an understanding of the rapid spreading of
Durkheimian ideas under the Third Republic.

But there were still other reasons for the success of Durkheim’s teachings.
As his collaborators began to assume major academic positions at the Sorbonne
and in provincial /ycées and universities, as they took over key positions in the
Ministry of Education as well as seats of power in primary and secondary
school systems, the Année group permeated the entire educational establish-
ment of the Third Republic. In this respect they were similar to the Fabians,
whose ideas pervaded the British Civil Service.

PATTERNS OF INFLUENCE

It will be remembered that the building and strengthening of a public
school system on both the primary and the secondary level had been the major
accomplishment of the early period of the Third Republic. Later on, in the
years immediately following the Dreyfus affair, the anticlerical ministries of
Waldeck-Rousseau and Combes further weakened Catholic education by
evicting most religious orders who had carried the main burden of teaching
in Catholic schools. When Church and state were fully separated early in the
twenticth century, the number of children in Catholic schools rapidly fell by
more than a third on the primary level and by a quarter on the secondary
level. This meant that the Republic faced a major task in the training of lay
teachers to staff the newly opened public schools. It also had to elaborate very
swiftly an ideology, a civic morality, which could take the place religious in-
struction had occupied in the Catholic schools.

56 Hubert Bourgin, De Jaurés & Léon Blum (Paris, Fayard, 1938), pp. 236-37. This book is a
most valuable source for an understanding of the intellectual and political milieu of Durk-
heim’s time, despite the reactionary and anu-Semitic bias of its author. Bourgin had been a
socialist in his youth and contributed to the Année in the fields of economic sociology and the
history of socialist thought. We are indebted to him for some fine studies of, among others,
Charles Fourier. During the First World War he became a superpatriot, and he moved to the
extreme right in the interwar ycars. He ended up as a Nazi collaborator during the Second
World War. Many of his pen portraits in the above book are drawn with hatred and venom.
But he remained highly respectful of Durkheim and there is hence no reason to disregard his
testimony when it comes to Durkheim and his school.
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Durkheim took this as a major opportunity to apply his theories. It will
be recalled that the man who was Durkheim’s original patron—who had ob-
tained for him a position at the University of Bordeaux and sponsored his
trip to Germany to survey its system of philosophical and moral instruction—
was the philosopher Louis Liard, who in 1884 had become Director of Higher
Education at the Ministry of Public Education. Liard, an ardent Republican
and a firm believer in the scientific study of social life, early recognized a
kindred spirit in the young Durkheim. He saw that Durkheim was animated,
as he was himself, by the belief that only a new social science could provide
the basis for the moral reconstruction of the Third Republic. Liard, who
throughout Durkheim’s lifetime occupied key administrative positions in the
French educational system, proved a faithful ally and supporter of Durkheim
and his disciples. Henri Massis and Guillaume de Tarde, acute observers, but
reactionary critics of the trends of the time, wrote in 1910 about Durkheim
and Liard, who by then had become vice-rector of the University of Paris:
“He made [Durkheim] a sort of overall prefect of studies. He [Liard] gave
him all his confidence and had him appointed first to the Council of the Uni-
versity of Paris, and then to the Consultative Committee. This allowed
Monsieur Durkheim to oversee all the appointments to positions in higher
education. Charged with the dignity of the university, Durkheim is the regent
of the Sorbonne, he is the all-powerful master.”®™ This account exaggerates
Durkheim’s importance, of course, but as the French say in their fashion, as
we in ours, il n’y a pas de fume sans feu. Although not the dictator he was
pictured to be, under Liard, Durkheim had a powerful influence on the
centrally run French secondary system of education.

On the primary level of education, Durkheim had an even greater impact.
The Director of Primary Education, Paul Lapie, was a collaborator of the
Année, whereas Liard was in sympathy with the group but never belonged to
it. Lapie succeeded in introducing sociology in the écoles normales in which
the future primary school teachers were being trained. It is no exaggeration
to say that by 1914 Durkheimian doctrine had become the standard fare of
courses in civic morality in primary schools.

The Durkheimian spirit of civic morality had conquered the primary
schools, and both the Catholic Right and the Marxist Left felt threatened
since they feared that their potential sources of recruitment might now dry up.
All this helps us understand the feelings of the Catholic sociologist Jean
Izoulet when he wrote: “The obligation to teach the sociology of Monsieur
Durkheim in the two hundred normal schools of France is the most serious
national peril which our country has known for a long time.”*® The brilliant

57 Agathon, L'Esprit de la nouvelle Sorbonne (Paris, Mercure de France, 1911), p. 98. Agathon
was a pen name used by Massis and de Tarde.
58 Quoted in Célestin Bouglé, Bilan de la sociologic francaise (Paris, Alcan, 1935), p. 168.
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~ young Marxist philosopher Paul Nizan had similar reactions when he wrote
that

it looks indeed as if the founder of French sociology had written the Division
of Labor in order to allow obscure administrators to put together a course of
instruction for primary teachers. The introduction of sociology into normal
schools consecrated the administrative victory of official morality. . . . In the
name of [Durkheim’s] science, primary teachers teach children to respect la
patrie francaise, to justify class collaboration, to accept everything, to commune
in the cult of the flag and bourgeois democracy. . . . The success of Durk-
heim came precisely from the effects of the moral propaganda that he had
been able to set up.*

As in primary and secondary instruction, Durkheim also exercised a
powerful influence in the university itself. This was made possible because the
whole university system was in the process of reorganization around the turn
of the century. Although stripped of its medieval character during the Revolu-
tion, it only assumed cminence in the scholarly world under the Third Re-
public. In the 1880’s and 18go’s the separate faculties and the university as a
whole were given legal status and provided for the first time with an inde-
pendent budget. Only in 1896 were the united faculties allowed to assume the
name of university.” The whole curriculum of the Sorbonne, especially the
humanities and the social sciences that had been dominated by a sluggish and
dilettantish style of teaching and research, was revamped at the turn of the
century in a scientific spirit. Influenced in part by German models, history,
under the impact of Charles Seignobos and Ernest Lavisse, and literary scholar-
ship, under Gustave Lanson and others, were now taught according to the
canons of scientific method. Between 1870 and 1895, the budget for higher
education was increased threefold.”

The Ecole Normale Supérieure was also reorganized in 19o4. It was shorn
of much of its autonomy and all its students from then on had to take their
courses at the Sorbonne. Morcover, the spirit of elegant superficiality from
which Durkheim had suffered so much during his days, was definitely
banished.

The new Sorbonne became the bulwark of liberalism and anticlericalism.

59 Paul Nizan, Les Chiens de garde (Paris, Maspero, 1967), pp. 97-98. Cf. also pp. 144-50 where
Nizan quotes a number of writers all testifying to the influence of Durkheim on the French
school system. Cf. also Albert Thibaudet, La République des professenrs (Paris, Grasset, 1927),
p. 222. S0 Pierre Leguay, La Sorbonne (Paris, Grasset, 1910), p. 12.

61 Terry Clark, “Emile Durkheim and the Institutionalization of Sociology in the French
University System,” European Journal of Sociology, 1X (1968), pp. 37-71. This paper, which
I read only after this chapter was substantially completed, contains a wealth of detailed factual
information and valuable bibliographical indications. Professor Clark is soon to publish a full-
scale sociological history of French sociology, which contains a great deal of information on
Durkheim and his school.
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While the schools of law and medicine were attended mainly by sons of the
politically conservative bourgeoisie who could afford the high cost of these
studics, the Sorbonne and the Ecole Normale, which charged no tuition, at-
tracted some of the petite bourgeoisie. Eight out of ten students from the Ecole
Normale studied there on government fellowships. Normal schools for primary
teachers were even more widely open to the sons of the lower strata, Teachers
in the Third Republic who were trained in these schools were typically left
of center in their political allegiances. It is understandable, therefore, that the
Sorbonne, the Ecole Normale Supérienre and the normal schools were the
mainstays of Dreyfusard agitation during the affair and that the schools of
law and medicine remained for the most part in the anti-Dreyfusard camp.

During the years 1890 to 1914 the Sorbonne was the center of the intel-
lectual defense of democratic and rationalist values, and many of its key pro-
fessors, with Durkheim in the forefront, were the intellectual spokesmen for
these liberal trends. Durkheim made the most of the opportunity. He sat in a
number of administrative commissions and councils; he became the inter-
mediary between top officials in the Ministry of Education and in the univer-
sity bureaucracy; he placed a good number of his friends in strategic positions
both in administration and in the educational system. He had a key hand in
filling vacant chairs in the social sciences both at the Sorbonne and in the
provinces.

Durkheim was deeply convinced that the social scientist had the duty, in
addition to his strictly scientific work, to intervene on the public scene. “Noth-
ing is so vain and sterile,” he wrote, “as that scientific puritanism which,
under the pretext that science is not fully established, counsels abstention and
recommends to men that they stand by as indifferent witnesses, or at least
resigned ones, at the march of events.””* And he practiced what he preached.
As a consequence, he was involved with men from various walks of life, all of
whom, he hoped, might be of help in furthering the great work of moral re-
construction on which he was embarked. Far from limiting himself to an
audience of colleagues, Durkheim endeavored to spread his message widely
and as a result he developed a complicated set of associates and audiences.
Among these were high officials in the Ministry of Education and at the uni-
versity, through whom Durkheim hoped to spread his message into all the
reaches of the French educational system. Though Durkheim published
mainly in his Année, he also wrote some seventy-five articles in other maga-
zines and journals in order to reach a broader audience.

In the pursuit of this task he was by no means averse to active participa-
tion in the social life of the capital, provided that this afforded him another
occasion. to work for his moral goals. He was not the austere and distant man
who never secemed to have left his scholar’s quarters—an image that has been
conveyed by many of his commentators. He participated actively in the rounds

62 Emile Durkheim, Education and Sociology (New York, The Free Press, 1956), p. 104.
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of social life, meeting politicians, industrialists, journalists, even military men
in various salons.”” They afforded him another occasion to spread his ideas.
Hubert Bourgin has left us a fine description of Durkheim as a guest in these
salons:

One found the master, in evening dress . . . and enhanced by a dignity
respected by all, relaxed and friendly, at those great half-mondain, half-
academic gatherings, at Gustave Lanson, at Henri Berr, above all at the
house of Xavier Léon, the director of the Revue de Métaphysique et de
Morale. 1.éon assembled in his home everyone from the Sorbonne, the Collége
de France, among the leaders of philosophy, sociology, history, mathematics,
the natural sciences, who accepted an invitation. This was always flattering
since it had the value of an attestation. His was a place for get-togethers,
negotiations and the like, the object of which was almost always of a scientific
or university nature. Sometimes conversations dealt more with spiritual
matters, sometimes with temporal and political affairs. Politics was repre-
sented by great university figures who had become politicians, and by others
who wished to become politicians. . . . In the great salon one would meet
Henri Poincaré . . . Painlevé, Emile Borel, Jean Perrin, Gustave Lanson,
Lévy-Bruhl, and generation after generation of professors, mostly philosophers,
in the beginning of their career. . . . In this crowd, Durkheim . . . passed
from one to the other, stopped to speak, said a few words, and, without
affectation, continued his mission.®*

Durkheim seems to have been acutely aware that his active participation
in the university and in the educational affairs of the Third Republic brought
with it the danger that his sociological work would be overshadowed by politi-
cal commitments. Although he was known as a man of the Left, he refused
throughout his life to commit himself to a particular political party. Some of
the collaborators of the Année became militants in the Socialist or in the
Radical Socialist Party. Durkheim himself never adhered to either, although
he had close ties with both.

However, Durkheim and some of his sociologist friends became somewhat
involved in an intellectual movement, solidarism, which was first started
around the turn of the century by Radical Socialists, republicans of the Left
who were neither particularly radical nor particularly socialist. Some of them,
urgently in quest of an ideology to distinguish them from the Socialists and
from the more moderate republicans, embraced the so-called solidarist philoso-
phy that had been founded somewhat earlier by the philosopher Alfred Fouillé.
Solidarism was a kind of welfare-state philosophy in French garb, a vague and
elastic doctrine that stressed the need for solidarity among all the citizens of
the Republic; it had a social welfare approach rather similar to that practiced
at the time by the Lloyd George liberals in England and taught by the

63 Leguay, op. cit.,, p. 175. 5% Bourgin, op. cit., pp. 223-24.
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“socialists of the chair” in Germany. Quite popular for a few years, solidarism
was especially listened to by teachers from some 100,000 elementary schools, as
well as around the Sorbonne. The main lines of the doctrine were summarized
in a speech by its major propagandist, the Radical Socialist politician Léon
Bourgeois, entitled, “The politics of those who think about other men.”*®

Solidarité was launched among intellectuals by means of a series of con-
ferences. The first of these was the Congrés International de 'Education Sociale
held in Paris under government auspices upon the occasion of the Exposition
Universelle in 1goo. Among the main speakers were leading Radical Socialist
politicians, as well as such eminent spokesmen of the new Sorbonne as the
historian Charles Seignobos, the republican educator Ferdinand Buisson, and
the economist Charles Gide. Emile Durkheim was among the featured
speakers. The work of the Congress was followed up by a series of lectures by
Gide, Bourgeois, and Buisson among others, under the sponsorship of the
newly founded and solidarist-inspired Ecole des Hautes Etudes Sociales. The
president of the school was Durkheim’s old teacher Emile Boutroux, and its
social science department was staffed by leading republican historians and
philosophers including Georges Weill and Gabriel Séailles. Emile Durkheim
himself, as well as such Durkheimians as Célestin Bouglé, lectured there
regularly .5

Durkheim was in sympathy with much of the solidarist doctrine, but he
never wished to tie himself directly to its ideology. This was so not only be-
cause he did not want to compromise his sociology through a direct political
engagement, but because he was drawn to Jaurésian socialism as much as he
was to the many Radical Socialist circles in which the solidarist doctrine found
its major exponents. Jaurés was his close personal friend since they had been
students together. Moreover, Durkheim, who had been instrumental in moving
Jaurés away from his initial allegiance to liberal Radicalism, often expressed
his sympathy for the largely non-Marxist socialism of Jaureés. However, re-
pelled by the class character of French socialism and by its stress on class
conflict, he never became a socialist himself but “stayed all his life in a juste
milieu; he sympathized . . . with the socialists, with Jaurés, with socialism.
He never gave himself to it.”*" Carefully poised between Radical Socialist
solidarism and the Jauresian wing of the Socialists, Durkheim adhered to
neither while keeping excellent relations with both. He endeavored to recruit
as many of their adherents as he could to the sociological view of things and
to his continued emphasis on the need for a new science of morality as the
basis of civic unity.

65 Quoted in Republican Ideas, p. 170. This book has an excellent chapter on Solidarism. See
also Book V, Chapter 3 of Charles Gide and Charles Rist, 4 History of Economic Doctrines
(Boston and New York, Heath, n.d.).

66 Scott, op. cit., p. 181, and Leguay, op. cit., pp. 174-75.

67 Marcel Mauss, “Introduction” to Emile Durkheim, Socialism and Saint-Simon, ed. by Alvin
Gouldner (Yellow Springs, Ohio, Antioch Press, 1958).



Emile Durkheim 173

IN SUMMARY

Durkheim was a man of character, like the men described by Ralph
Waldo Emerson, “who are the conscience of the society to which they belong.”
In contrast to those who, in Emerson’s words, “consider life as it is reflected
in opinions, events, and circumstances,” Durkheim attempted to mold events
in order to put his cherished principles into practice.

Throughout his life Durkheim was passionately engaged in the moral
issues of his time; he saw it as his life task to contribute to the moral regenera-
tion of the French nation to which he was so deeply attached. But he refused
to take short cuts in reaching his goals. He imposed upon himself a self-deny-
ing ordinance when it came to immediate political activity. According to his
austere code of ethics, a social scientist could claim the mandate to intervene
in the affairs of socicty only when his scientific investigation had brought re-
sults that warranted public trust. He wanted to build a social science that
could serve as the foundation for public action, but, except in the sphere of
education, he was not convinced that investigation had already progressed far
enough to apply sociological findings in detailed legislation.

However, he made a number of proposals for reforms, among them, the
gradual abolition of the right of inheritance as a means for widening the
channels of opportunity; the correction of what he termed “abnormal” aspects
of the division of labor; and the reconstruction of professional associations as
intermediaries between the individual and his society. But in all these instances
he put forward what he meant as tentative suggestions rather than definite
“scientific” conclusions in the grand manner of a Comte or a Spencer or a
Marx.

In Durkheim’s case, just as in that of Marx, it is necessary to separate
analytically those elements in his work that are value-laden and ideological
from those that are not. Even those who remain cool to many of his moral
passions have been permanently enriched by his scientific mode of analysis.
Durkheim’s rage for order and unity in the body social may have led to a
conservative bias in some of his writings and to an attendant disregard for the
creative functions of conflict. No doubt the fact that Durkheim was so deeply
entrenched in the academic establishment and was so passionately bound to
the cstablished ideas of the Third Republic, while struggling against reactionary
trends, made it virtually impossible for him to transcend, even in theory, the
limits of the contemporary reality. His allegiance to the existing state of affairs
may have prevented him from being fully attuned to the forces of novelty
that were slowly sprouting.®

68 For a detailed critical discussion of Durkheim’s conservative bias, see my “Durkheim’s Con-
servatism” in my Continuities in the Study of Social Conflict (New York, The Free Press,
1967).
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Despite these limitations, Durkheim’s work was that of a master. By pro-
viding the essential principles of structural and functional analysis in sociology,
by furnishing a highly pertinent critique of psychologistic methods in the
study of society, by introducing such key concepts as anomie, social integra-
tion, and organic solidarity, Durkheim made a contribution to modern sociol-
ogy that can be compared only to that of his great German contemporary,
Max Weber. Even when the objects of his moral passion have faded, the
scientific work that grew out of his concerns survives and produces an echo
in the work of many sociologists who may feel impelled to follow a quite
different normative path.

The achievements of sons are held to be a tribute to their fathers. Emile
Durkheim, the man whose approach stimulated Maurice Halbwachs to write
his pathbreaking work on The Social Framework of Memory, whose method
is at the root of Marcel Granet’s work on La Pensée chinoise, whose work
inspited a renaissance in the study of comparative religion associated with
the names of Jane Harrison and Francis Cornford, and whose influence in
our day has been so powerful on the new anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss
and the comparative mythology of Georges Dumézil, has been a most success-
ful father of ideas in France and in England.®® In the United States, his ideas,
filtered through the work of Talcott Parsons and Robert K. Merton, have
come to be the common fare in the social sciences. He is, if not the father,
then the grandfather of us all.

69 For a general survey of the work and influence of Durkheim’s school, cf. Célestin Bouglé, op.
cit.
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THE 1WORK

kSimmel’s approach to sociology can best be understood as a self-
conscious attempt to reject the organicist theories of Comte and Spencer, as
well as the historical description of unique events that was cherished in his
native Germany. He advanced, instead, the conception that society consists
of a web of patterned interactions, and that it is the task of sociology to study
the forms of these interactions as they occur and reoccur in diverse historical
periods and cultural settings.

When Simmel turned his attention to sociology, the field was most often
characterized by the organicist approach so prominent in the works of Comte in
France, of Spencer in England, and of Schiffle in Germany. This view stressed
the fundamental continuity between nature and society. Social process, it will be
recalled, was conceived as qualitatively similar to, although more complex
than, biological process. Life was seen as a great chain of being, stretching
from the simplest natural phenomenon to the most highly differentiated social
organism. For this reason, although the methods developed in the natural
sciences had to be adapted to the particular tasks of the social sciences, such
methods were considered essentially similar to those appropriate to the study of
man in society. Sociology was regarded as the master science through which
one could discover the laws governing all social developments.

The organicist view of social life was vigorously opposed in the tradition
of German scholarship as represented in the school of idealistic philosophy.
The German tradition viewed Naturwissenschaft (natural science) and
Geisteswissenschaft (moral or human science) as qualitatively different. In
this tradition, natural laws would have no place in the study of human cul-
ture, which represented the realm of freedom. The method considered ap-
propriate for the study of human phenomena was idiographic, that is, con-
cerned with unique events, rather than nomothetic, the method concerned
with establishing general laws. It was believed that the student of human
affairs could only describe and record the unique events of human history and
that any attempt to establish regularities in the sphere of human culture
would collapse because of the autonomy of the human spirit. Nazur and
Kultur were essentially different realms of being.

Morcover, the proponents of the German tradition argued, sociology had
no real object of study: the term sociery was but a rough label, convenient
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for certain purposes but devoid of substance or reality. They asserted that
there is no society outside or in addition to the individuals who compose it.
Once these individuals and their historically located actions are investigated,
nothing remains by way of subject matter for a science of society. Human free-
dom, the uniqueness and irreversibility of historical events, the fundamental
disjunction between Natur and Geist (nature and spirit), all combined to
make attempts at founding a science of sociology a quixotic—even a scandal-
ous—enterprise. Far from being queen of the sciences, sociology was not a
science at all.

Simmel rejected both the organicist and the idealist schools. He did not
see society as a thing or an organism in the manner of Comte or Spencer, nor
merely as a convenient label for something that did not have “real” existence.
In his view, society consists of an intricate web of multiple relations between
individuals who are in constant interaction with one another: “Society is
merely the name for a number of individuals, connected by interaction.” The
larger superindividual structures—the state, the clan, the family, the city, or
the trade union—are only crystallizations of this interaction, even though they
may attain autonomy and permanency and confront the individual as if they
were alien powers. The major field of study for the student of society is, there-
fore, sociation, that is, the particular patterns and forms in which men associate
and interact with one another.

Simmel argued that the grandiose claims of those who wish to make
sociology the master science of everything human are self-defeating. Nothing
can be gained by throwing together all phenomena heretofore studied by
jurisprudence and philology, by political science and psychology, and labeling
them sociology. Qui trop embrasse, mal étreint. By trying to embrace all
phenomena that are in any way connected with human life one pursues a
will-o"-the-wisp. There can be no such totalistic social science, just as there
is no “total” science of all matter. Science must study dimensions or aspects
of phenomena rather than global toralities. The legitimate subject matter of
sociology lies in the description and analysis of particular forms of human
interaction and their crystallization in group characteristics: “Sociology asks
what happens to men and by what rules they behave, not insofar as they
unfold their understandable individual existences in their totalities, but insofar
as they form groups and are determined by their group existence because of
interaction.”® Although all human behavior is behavior of individuals, much
of it can be explained in terms of the individual’s group affiliation, as well as
the constraints imposed upon him by particular forms of interaction.

Although Simmel considered the larger institutionalized structures a legiti-
mate field of sociological inquiry, he preferred to restrict most of his work

1 The Sociology of Georg Simmel, ed. and trans. by Kurt H. Wolff (New York, The Free
Press, 1950), p. 10.  21bid., p. 11.
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to an investigation of what he called “interactions among the atoms of
society.”® He limited his concern, in the main, to those fundamental patterns
-of interaction among individuals that underlie the larger social formations
(what is today described as “microsociology™). The method he advocated and
practiced was to focus attention upon the perennial and limited number of
forms such interaction might take.

FORMAL SOCIOLOGY

Sociology, as conceived by Simmel, did not pretend to usurp the subject
matter of economics, ethics, psychology, or historiography; rather, it con-
centrated on the forms of interaction that underlie political, economic, re-
ligious, and sexual behavior. In Simmel’s perspective a host of otherwise dis-
tinct human phenomena might be properly understood by reference to the
same formal concept. To be sure, the student of warfare and the student of
marriage investigate qualitatively different subject matters, yet the sociologist
can discern essentially similar interactive forms in martial conflict and in
marital conflict. Although there is little similarity between the behavior dis-
played at the court of Louis XIV and that displayed in the main offices of an
American corporation, a study of the forms of subordination and superordina-
tion in each will reveal underlying patterns common to both. On a concrete
and descriptive level, there would seem little connection between the early
psychoanalytic movement in Vienna and the early Communist movement, but
attention to typical forms of interaction among the members of these groups
reveals that both are importantly shaped by the fact that they have the struc-
tural features of the sect. Sectarians are characterized in their conduct by the
belief that they share an esoteric knowledge with their fellow sectarians and
are hence removed from the world of the vulgar. This leads to intense and
exclusive involvements of the sectarians with one another and concomitant
withdrawal from “outside” affairs.

Simmel’s insistence on the forms of social interaction as the domain
peculiar to sociological inquiry was his decisive response to those historians
and other representatives of the humanities who denied that a science of society
could ever come to grips with the novelty, the irreversibility, and the unique-
ness of historical phenomena. Simmel agreed that particular historical events
are unique: the murder of Caesar, the accession of Henry VIII, the defeat of
Napoleon at Waterloo are all events located at a particular moment in time
and having a nonrecurrent significance. Yet, if one looks at history through
the peculiar lenses of the sociologist, one need not concern himself with the
uniqueness of these events but, rather, with their underlying uniformities. The
saciologist does not contribute to knowledge about the individual actions of a

31bid., p. 10.
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King John, or a King Louis, or a King Henry, but he can illuminate the ways
in which all of them were constrained in their actions by the institution of
kingship. The sociologist is concerned with King John, not with King JoAn.
On a more abstract level, he may not even be concerned with the institution
of kingship, but rather with the processes of conflict and cooperation, of sub-
ordination and superordination, of centralization and decentralization, which
constitute the building blocks for the larger institutional structure. In this way,
Simmel wanted to develop a geometry of social life: “Geometric abstraction
investigates only the spatial forms of bodies, although empirically these forms
are given merely as the forms of some material content. Similarly, if society
is conceived as interaction among individuals, the description of the forms of
this interaction is the task of the science of society in its strictest and most
essential sense.”

Simmel’s insistence on abstracting from concrete content and concentrating
on the forms of social life has led to the labeling of his approach as formal
saciology. However, his distinction between the form and the content of social
phenomena is not always as clear as we should like. He gave variant defini-
tions of these concepts, and his treatment of particular topics reveals some
obvious inconsistencies. The essence of his thought, nevertheless, is clear.
Formal sociology isolates form from the heterogeneity of content of human
sociation. It attempts to show that however diverse the interests and purposes
that give rise to specific associations among men, the social forms of interac-
tion in which these interests and purposes are realized may be identical. For
example, both war and profitmaking involve cooperation. Inversely, identical
interests and purposes may crystallize into different forms. Economic interests
may be realized in competition as well as in planned cooperation, and aggres-
sive drives may be satisfied in various forms of conflict from gang warfare to
legal battles.

In formal analysis, certain features of concrete phenomena, which are not
readily observable unless such a perspective is applied to them, are extracted
from reality. Once this has been successfully accomplished, it becomes possible
to compare phenomena that may be radically different in concrete content yet
essentially similar in structural arrangement. For example, leader-follower re-
lations may be seen to be structurally the same both in deviant juvenile gangs
and in conformist scout troops. On this point Simmel is often misunderstood:
he was not asserting that forms have a separate and distinct existence, but that
they inhere in content and can have no independent reality. Simmel’s was far
from a Platonic view of essences. He stressed that concrete phenomena could
be studied from a variety of perspectives and that analysis of the limited num-
ber of forms which could be extracted from the bewildering multiplicity of

41bid., pp. 21-22.
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social contents might contribute insights into social life denied those who limit
themselves to descriptions of the concrete.

The term form was perhaps not a very happy choice since it is freighted
with a great deal of philosophical ballast, some of it of a rather dubious nature.
It may have frightened away certain modern sociologists intent on exorcising
any metaphysical ghosts that might interfere with the building of a scientific
sociology. Had Simmel used the term social structure—which, in a sense, is
quite close to his use of form—he would have probably encountered less re-
sistance. Such modern sociological terms as status, role, norms, and expecta-
tions as elements of social structure are close to the formal conceptualizations
that Simmel employed.

Furthermore, much of the building of modern sociological theory pro-
ceeds precisely with the help of the perspective that Simmel has advocated.
For example, in a reanalysis of some of the data of The American Soldier
Merton and Rossi, when explaining the behavior of “green” troops and their
relationships with seasoned troops in different structural contexts, use this
perspective to account more generally for social situations in which newcomers
are involved in interaction with oldtimers. By abstracting from the concrete
content of army life, they explain certain aspects of the behavior of new-
comers—from immigrants to college freshmen—in terms of their relation to
preexisting groups. It follows that the newcomer-oldtimer relationship, or the
newcomer as a social type, can now be understood as a particular form that
can profitably be studied through abstraction from the various concrete social
situations that are being observed. It is through such abstraction from concrete
social content that the building of a theory becomes possible.

To Simmel, the forms found in social reality are never pure: every social
phenomenon contains a multiplicity of formal elements. Cooperation and con-
flict, subordination and superordination, intimacy and distance all may be
operative in a marital relationship or in a bureaucratic structure. In concrete
phenomena, moreover, the presence of a multiplicity of forms leads to their
interference with one another, so that none of them can ever be realized in
purity. There is no “pure” conflict in social life, just as there is no “pure” co-
operation. “Pure” forms are constructs, that is, typical relationships never to
be completely realized. Simmel’s forms are not generalizations about aspects
of reality, but they tend to heighten or to exaggerate “so as to bring out con-
figurations and relations which underlie reality but are not factually actualized
in it.”® The art historian may speak of “gothic” or “baroque” style, even

5 Robert K. Merton and Alice S. Rossi, “Contributions to the Theory of Reference Group Be-
havior,” in Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, The Free Press, 1957), pp.
225-80.

6 F. H. Tenbruck, “Formal Sociology,” in Lewis A. Coser, ed., Georg Simmel (Englewood Cliffs,
New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, 1965), p. 84.



182 Masters of Sociological Thought

though no known work of architecture exhibits all the elements of either style
in all their purity; so too the sociologist may construct a “pure” form of social
conflict even though no empirically known process fully embodies it. Just as
Weber’s ideal-type may be used as a measuring rod to help calculate the
distance between a concrete phenomenon and the type, a Simmelian form—
say, the typical combination of nearness and distance that marks the relation
of “the stranger” from the surrounding world—may help gauge the degree of
“strangerness” inherent in the specific historical circumstances of, for example,
the ghetto Jews or other pariah peoples.

SOCIAL TYPES

Simmel constructed a gallery of social types to complement his inventory
of social forms. Along with “the stranger,” he describes in great phenomeno-
logical detail such diverse types as “the mediator,” “the poor,” “the adventurer,”
“the man in the middle,” and “the renegade.” Simmel conceives of each par-
ticular social type as being cast by the specifiable reactions and expectations of
others. The type becomes what he is through his relations with others who
assign him a particular position and expect him to behave in specific ways.
His characteristics are scen as attributes of the social structure.

For example, “the stranger,” in Simmel’s terminology, is not just a
wanderer “who comes today and goes tomorrow,” having no specific structural
position. On the contrary, he is a “person who comes today and stays to-
morrow. . . . He is fixed within a particular spatial group . . . but his posi-
tion . . . is determined . . . by the fact that he does not belong to it from
the beginning,” and that he may leave again.” The stranger is “an element of
the group itself” while not being fully part of it. He therefore is assigned a
role that no other members of the group can play. By virtue of his partial
involvement in group affairs he can attain an objectivity that other members
cannot reach. “He is not radically committed to the unique ingredients and
peculiar tendencies of the group, and therefore approaches them with the
specific attitude of ‘objectivity.”” Moreover, being distant and near at the same
time, the stranger will often be called on as a confidant. Confidences that must
be withheld from more closely related persons can be given to him just because
with him they are not likely to have consequences. In similar ways, the
stranger may be a better judge between conflicting parties than full members
of the group since he is not tied to either of the contenders. Not being “bound
by commitments which could prejudice his perception, understanding, and
evaluation of the given,” he is the ideal intermediary in the traffic of goods as
well as in the traffic of emotions.

”

7 “The Stranger” in The Sociology of Georg Simmel, pp. 402-08.
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Similarly, the poor® as a social type emerge only when society recognizes
poverty as a special status and assigns specific persons requiring assistance to
that category. In Simmel’s view,

the fact that someone is poor does not mean that he belongs to the specific
social category of the ‘poor.” . . . It is only from the moment that [the poor]
are assisted . . . that they become part of a group characterized by poverty.
This group does not remain united by interaction among its members, but
by the collective attitude which society as a whole adopts toward it. . . .
Poverty cannot be defined in itself as a quantitative state, but only in terms
of the social reaction resulting from a specific situation. . . . Poverty is a
unique sociological phenomenon: a number of individuals who, out of a
purely individual fate, occupy a specific organic position within the whole;
but this position is not determined by this fate and condition, but rather by
the fact that others . . . attempt to correct this condition.

Once the poor accept assistance, they are removed from the preconditions of
their previous status, they are declassified, and their private trouble now be-
comes a public issue. The poor come to be viewed not by what they do—the
criteria ordinarily used in social categorization—but by virtue of what is done
to them. Society creates the social type of the poor and assigns them a peculiar
status that is marked only by negative attributes, by what the status-holders
do not have.

The stranger and the poor, as well as Simmel’s other types, are assigned
their position by virtue of specific interactive relations. They are societal crea-
tions and must act out their assigned roles. They resemble the character in one
of Randall Jarrell’s academic novels who “had never been what intellectuals
consider an intellectual but other people had thought him one, and he had had
to suffer the consequences of their mistake.”

THE DIALECTICAL METHOD IN SIMMEL’S SOCIOLOGY

Simmel’s sociology is always informed by a dialectical approach, bringing
out the dynamic interconnectedness and the conflicts between the social units
he analyzes. Throughout his work he stresses both the connections and the
tensions between the individual and society. He sees individuals as products
of society, as links in the social process; yet “the total content of life, even
though it may be fully accounted for in terms of social antecedents and inter-
actions, must yet be looked at at the same time under the aspect of singularity,

S “The Poor” trans. by Claire Jacobson in Social Problems, XIlI, 2 (Fall, 1965), pp. 118-39. Cf.
also my “The Sociology of Poverty” immediately following.
9 Randell Jarrell, Pictures from an Institution (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1954), p. 110.
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as oriented toward the experience of the individual.”*® According to Simmel,
the socialized individual always remains in a dual relation with society: he is
incorporated within it and yet stands against it. The individual is, at the same
time, within society and outside it; he exists for society as well as for himself:
“[Social man] is not partially social and partially individual; rather, his ex-
istence is shaped by a fundamental unity, which cannot be accounted for in
any other way than through the synthesis or coincidence of two logically contra-
dictory determinations: man is both social link and being for himself, both
product of society and life from an autonomous center.”** The individual is
determined at the same time as he is determining; he is acted upon at the same
time as he is self-actuating.

The insistence on the pervasive dialectic of the relation between individual
and society informs all of Simmel’s sociological thought. Incorporation into
the network of social relations is the inevitable fate of human life, but it is also
an obstacle to self-actualization; society allows, and also impedes, the emer-
gence of individuality and autonomy. The forms of social life impress them-
selves upon each individual and allow him to become specifically human. At
the same time, they imprison and stultify the human personality by repressing
the free play of spontaneity. Only in and through institutional forms can man
attain freedom, yet his freedom is forever endangered by these very institu-
tional forms.

To Simmel, sociation always involves harmony and conflict, attraction and
repulsion, love and hatred. He saw human relations as characterized by am-
bivalence; precisely those who are connected in intimate relations are likely to
harbor for one another not only positive but also negative sentiments. Erotic
relations, for example, “strike us as woven together of love and respect, or dis-
respect . . . of love and an urge to dominate or the need for dependence. . . .
What the observer or the participant himself thus divides into two interming-
ling trends may in reality be only one.”**

An entirely harmonious group, Simmel argued, could not exist empirically.
It would not partake of any kind of life process; it would be incapable of
change and development. Moreover, Simmel stressed, it is naive to view as
negative those forces that result in conflict and as positive those that make
for consensus. Without, for example, “safety valves” allowing participants “to
blow off stcam,” many social relations could not endure. Sociation is always
the result of both categories of interaction; both are positive ingredients, struc-
turing all relationships and giving them enduring form.

Simmel differentiated sharply between social appearances and social
realities. Although a given conflictive relationship might have been considered

10 Georg Simmel, Soziologie (Leipzig, Duncker und Humblot, 1908), p. g40.  111bid., p. 41.
12 Georg Simmel, Conflict and the Web of Group Affiliations, translated by Kurt H. Wolff and
Reinhard Bendix (New York, The Free Press, 1956), pp. 22-23.
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wholly negative by participants or by outside observers, it nevertheless showed,
upon. analysis, to have latent positive aspects. Only a withdrawal from a
relationship could be considered wholly negative; a conflictive relationship,
though possibly painful for one or more participants, ties them to the social
fabric through mutual involvement even in the face of dissensus. It is essential
to recognize, Simmel argued, that social conflict necessarily involves reciprocal
action and therefore is based on reciprocity rather than unilateral imposition.
Conflict can serve as an outlet for negative attitudes and feelings, making
further relationships possible; it can also lead to a strengthening of the position
of one or more parties to the relationship, thereby increasing the individual’s
dignity and self-estcem. Because conflict can strengthen existing bonds or
establish new ones, it can be considered a creative, rather than a destructive,
force.

Simmel never dreamed of a frictionless social universe, of a society from
which clashes and contentions among individuals and groups would be forever
banned. For him, conflict is the very essence of social life, an ineradicable
component of social living. The good society is not conflict-free; it is, on the
contrary, “sewn together” by a variety of crisscrossing conflicts among its
component parts.”® Peace and feud, conflict and order are correlative. Both the
cementing and the breaking of custom constitute part of the eternal dialectic
of social life. It would therefore be a mistake to distinguish a sociology of order
from one of disorder, a model of harmony from one of conflict. These are not
distinct realities but only differing formal aspects of one reality.

Throughout his work Simmel considered the individual’s social actions
not in themselves but in relation to actions of other individuals and to
particular structures or processes. In his famous chapter on “Superordina-
tion and Subordination,” he shows that domination does not lie in the
unilateral imposition of the superordinate’s will upon the subordinate but that
it involves reciprocal action. What appears to be the exercise of absolute power
by some and the acquicescence by others is deceptive. Power “conceals an inter-
action, an exchange . . . which transforms the pure one-sidedness of super-
ordination and subordination into a sociological form.”* Thus, the superordi-
nate’s action cannot be understood without reference to the subordinate, and
vice versa. The action of one can only be analyzed by reference to the action
of others, since the two are part of a system of interaction that constrains
both. Attempts at analyzing social action without such reference would have
been rejected by Simmel as examples of what he called zke fallacy of separate-
ness.

Moreover, he does not rest his case after demonstrating that, contrary to
first appearance, domination is a form of interaction. He proceeds to show in

13 Cf. Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (New York, The Free Press, 1956).
14 The Sociology of Georg Simmel, p. 186.
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considerable detail the particular ways in which various types of group struc-
ture are associated with different forms of subordination and superordination—
distinguishing, for example, between levelling and gradation. If a number of
individuals are equally subject to one individual, he argued, they are them-
selves equal. Such levelling, or “negative democratization” to use Karl Mann-
heim’s term, favors and is favored by despotic rulers. Despots try to level their
subjects and, conversely, highly developed levelling easily leads to despotism.
On the other hand, strong intermediate gradations among a ruler’s subjects
tend to cushion his impact and weaken his hold over them. Although inter-
mediate powers may increase inequalities in the subject population, they shield
the individual from the direct powers of the ruler. A pyramidal form of social
gradation, whether it develops under the plan of the ruler or results from
the usurpation of some of his power by subordinates, gives every one of its
elements a position both lower and higher than the next rungs in the hierarchy.
In this way, each level—except the very highest and the very lowest—is
subordinate to the authorities above and, at the same time, is superordinate to
the rungs beneath. Dependence on some persons is compensated by authority
over others.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NUMBERS FOR SOCIAL LIFE

Simmel’s emphasis on the structural determinants of social action is per-
haps best exemplified in his seminal essay, “Quantitative Aspects of the
Group.™ Here he comes nearest to realizing his goal of writing a grammar of
social life by considering one of the most abstract characteristics of a group:
the mere number of its participants. He examines forms of group process and
structural arrangement insofar as these derive from sheer quantitative rela-
tionships.

A dvadic relationship differs qualitatively from all other types of groups
in that each of the two participants is confronted by only one other and not
by a collectivity. Because this type of group depends only on two participants,
the withdrawal of one would destroy the whole: “A dyad depends on each
of its two elements alone—in its death though not in its life: for its life it needs
both, but for its death, only one.”*®

Hence the dyad does not attain that superpersonal life which, in all other
groups, creates among its members a sense of constraint. Yet the very lack of
superpersonal structure also entails intense absorption of the participants in
their dyadic relationship. The dependence of the whole on each partner is
obvious; in all other groups duties and responsibilities can be delegated, but
not in the dyad, where each participant is immediately and directly responsible
for any collective action. Because each partner in the dyad deals with only one

15 1bid., pp. 87-177. 16 [bid., p. 123.
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other individual, who forms a unit with him, necither of the two can deny
responsibility by shifting it to the group; neither can hold the group responsible
for what he has done or failed to do.

When a dyad is transformed into a triad, the apparently insignificant fact
that one member has been added actually brings about a major qualitative
change. In the triad, as in all associations involving more than two persons,
the individual participant is confronted with the possibility of being outvoted
by a majority.

The triad is the simplest structure in which the group as a whole can
achieve domination over its component members; it provides a social frame-
work that allows the constraining of individual participants for collective
purposes. The dyad relies on immediate reciprocity, but the triad can impose
its will upon one member through the formation of a coalition between the
two others. Thus, the triad exhibits in its simplest form the sociological drama
that informs all social life: the dialectic of freedom and constraint, of autonomy
and heteronomy.

When a third member enters a dyadic group, various processes become
possible where previously they could not take place. Simmel singled out three
such processes, although others have since been identified.!” A third member
may play the role of mediator vis-d-vis the other two, helping, through his own
impartiality, to moderate passions that threaten to tear the group apart. He
may, alternately, act as a tertius gaudens (the third who rejoices), secking to
turn to his own advantage a disagreement between the other two. Finally,
through a strategy of divide et impera (divide and rule), he may intentionally
create conflicts between the other two in order to attain a dominant position
or other gains.

This brief outline of three types of strategy open to the third participant
can hardly exhaust the richness of Simmel’s thought in this analysis. He offers
a great variety of examples, deliberately comparing intimate human involve-
ments, such as the competition of two men for one woman, with such large-
scale events as the European balance of power and the formation of coalitions
among political parties. He compares the strategy of a mother-in-law who
confronts a newly married couple with the ways in which Rome, after sub-
jugating Greece, dealt with Athens and Sparta.

It is a virtuoso performance, one of the more persuasive demonstrations of
the power of sociological analysis. Simmel reveals the sterility of total psy-
chological reductionism by demonstrating how the apparently peripheral fact
that a third member has been added to a group of two opens up possibilities
for actions and processes that could not otherwise have come into existence.
He uncovers the new properties that emerge from the forms of association
among individuals, properties that cannot be derived from characteristics of

17 Cf. Theodore Caplow, Two Against One: Coalitions in Triads (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey,
Prentice-Hall, 1969), esp. Chapter 2, “In Praise of Georg Simmel.”
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the individuals involved. The triad provides new avenues of social action
while at the same time it restricts other opportunities, such as the expression
of individuality, which were available in the dyadic group.

Simmel does not restrict his analysis of numbers to the dyad and triad.
Although it is not possible to demonstrate that each addition of new members
would produce a distinct sociological entity, he shows that there is a crucial
difference between small groups and larger ones.

In small groups, members typically have a chance to interact directly with
one another; once the group exceeds a relatively limited size, such interaction
must be mediated through formal arrangements. In order to come to grips
with the increasing complexity of relatonships among large numbers of in-
dividuals, the group must create special organs to help the patterning of inter-
actions among its members. Thus, no large group can function without the
creation of offices, the differentiation of status positions, and the delegation of
tasks and responsibilities. This is the reason larger groups become societies of
unequals: in order to maintain themselves, they must be structurally differ-
entiated. But this means that the larger group “gains its unity, which finds
expression in the group organs and political notions and ideals, only at the
price of a great distance between all of these structures and the individual.”®

The smaller the group, the greater the involvement of its members, for
interaction among a few tends to be more intense than interaction among
many, if only because of the greater frequency of contact. Inversely, the larger
the group, the weaker the participation of its members; chances are high that
they will be involved with only a segment of their personalities instead of as
whole human beings. The larger group demands less of its members, and also
creates “objective” structures that confront individuals with superpersonal
powers: “For it is this large number which paralyzes the individual element
and which causes the general element to emerge at such a distance from it
that it seems that it could exist by itself, without any individuals, to whom
in fact it often enough is antagonistic.”**

Although through its formal arrangement the larger group confronts the
individual with a distant and alien power, it liberates him from close control
and scrutiny precisely because it creates greater distance among its members.
In the dyad, the immediacy of the we is not yet marred by the intrusion of
structural constraints, and, it will be remembered, in the triad two members
may constrain the third and force their will upon him. In the small group,
however, the coalitions and majorities that act to constrain individual action
are mitigated by the immediacy of participation. In the large group, the
differentiated organs constrain the individual through their “objective” powers,
even though they allow freedom from the group through segmental rather
than total involvement.

1% The Socslogy of Georg Simmel, op. cit., p. 96. 12 1bid.
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Simmel’s discussion of the differences between small and large groups—
between the intensity of involvement among individuals in the primary group
and the distance, aloofness, and segmentation of individuals in larger groups—
teveals his general dialectical approach to the relation between individual free-
dom and group structure. His minute sociological analysis is part of his general
philosophical view of the drift of modern history. Like Durkheim, Simmel
theorizes about types and properties of group relations and social solidarities
as part of a more general endeavor to assess and evaluate the major trends of
historical development and to elaborate a diagnosis of his time.

SIMMFEL’S AMBIVALENT VIEW OF MODERN CULTURE

Perhaps nothing so clearly reveals Simmel’s profound ambivalence toward
contemporary culture and society as his view of the drift of modern history.
This view is a compound of the apparently contradictory assessments of
liberal progressivism and cultural pessimism, as revealed in the writings of
Herbert Spencer and as reflected in German idealism since the days of Schiller
or Nietzsche.

The trend of modern history appears to Simmel as a progressive liberation
of the individual from the bonds of exclusive attachment and personal de-
pendencies in spite of the increasing domination of man by cultural products
of his own creation. In premodern societies, Simmel argued, man typically
lived in a very limited number of relatively small social circles. Such circles,
whether kinship groups or guilds, towns or villages, tightly surrounded the
individual and held him firmly in their grip. The total personality of the in-
dividual was immersed in this group life. Thus, medieval organizational forms
“occupied the whole man; they did not only serve an objectively determined
purpose, but were rather a form of unification englobing the total person of
those who had gathered together in the pursuit of that purpose.”*® Associa-
tions in premodern societies were not functionally specific or limited to clearly
articulated purposes; they bound the individual through undifferentiated de-
pendencies and loyalties. Moreover, subordination in premodern society
typically involved domination over the entire personality of the subordinate.
The lord of the manor was not only the political overlord of the serf; he
dominated the total person of the serf—economically, juridically, and socially.
Dependence, therefore, was all encompassing.

In such premodern societies, the individuals were organized, as it were,
in a number of linked concentric circles. A man could be a member of a
guild, which in turn was part of a wider confederation of guilds. A burgher
may have been a citizen of a particular town and this town may have belonged
to a federation of towns, such as the Hanse. An individual could not directly
join a larger social circle but could become involved in it by virtue of member-

20 Soziologie, p. 419.
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ship in a smaller one. A primitive tribe does not consist of individual mem-
bers but of clans, lineages, or other groupings in which individuals participate
directly.

The principle of organization in the modern world is fundamentally
different: an individual is a member of many well-defined circles, no one of
which involves and controls his total personality. “The number of different
circles in which individuals move, is one of the indices of cultural develop-
ment.”*" Modern man’s family involvements are separated from his occupa-
tional and religious activities. This means that each individual occupies a
distinct position in the intersection of many circles. The greater the number
of possible combinations of membership, the more each individual tends to-
ward a unique location in the social sphere. Although he may share member-
ship with other individuals in one or several circles, he is less likely to be
located at exactly the same intersection as anyone else.

Human personality is transformed when membership in a single circle
or in a few of them is replaced by a social position at the intersection of a
great number of such circles. The personality is now highly segmented through
such multiple participation. In premodern societies, for example, locality or
kinship determined religious affiliation; one could not coexist with men who
did not share his religious beliefs, for the religious community coincided with
the territorial or kinship community. In the modern world, in contrast, these
allegiances are separated. A man need not share the religious beliefs of his
neighbors, although he may be tied to them by other bonds. It does not follow,
however, that religion loses its force; it only becomes more specific. Religious
concerns are differentiated from other concerns and hence become more in-
dividualized; they do not necessarily overlap with a person’s kinship or
neighborhood ties.

Multifaceted involvement in a variety of circles contributes to increased
self-consciousness. As the individual escapes the domination of the small
circle that imprisons his personality within its confines, he becomes conscious
of a sense of liberation. The segmentation of group involvement brings about
a sense of uniqueness and of freedom. The intersection of social circles is the
precondition for the emergence of individualism. Not only do men become
more unlike one another; they are also afforded the opportunity to move with-
out effort in different social contexts.

The forms of subordination and superordination also assume a novel
character in the modern world. No longer can the individual be totally
dominated by others; whatever domination continues to exist is functionally
specific and limited to a particular time and place. As compared with the
lord of the manor, the modern employer cannot dominate the entire personali-
ties of the workers in his factory; his power over them is limited to a specifi-
cally economic context and a specified number of hours. Once the workers leave

21 [bid., p. 411.



Georg Simmel 191

the factory gates, they are “free” to take part in other types of social relations
in other social circles. Although they may be subordinate in some of these re-
lations, they may well be superordinate in others, thus compensating for their
inferiority in one area by superiority in another.

It should be clear that Simmel, in his original manner, is retracing the
liberal view of historical patterns that could be found in such otherwise diverse
thinkers as Spencer and Durkheim. Differentiation, in this view, involves a
shift from homogeneity to heterogeneity, from uniformity to individualization,
from absorption in the predictable routines of a small world of tradition to
participation in a wider world of multifaceted involvements and open possibili-
ties. The drift of western history leads from status to contract, from mechani-
cal solidarity to organic solidarity, from societies in which custom is so rigid
that it militates against individuality to those in which the multiplicity of in-
volvements and contacts allows the emergence of uniqueness and individual
autonomy.

This is only one of the two perspectives Simmel used to consider the past
and present cultural situation. His other view owes more to Marx and to
German cultural pessimism than to the optimism of British and French pro-
gressive thought. From this perspective, Simmel writes of the ineradicable
dualistn inherent in the relation between individuals and objective cultural
values. An individual can attain cultivation only by appropriating the cultural
values that surround him. But these values threaten to engulf and to subjugate
the individual. More specifically, the division of labor, while it is the origin
of a differentiated cultural life, in its way also subjugates and enslaves the in-
dividual.

The human mind creates a variety of products that have an existence in-
dependent of their creator as well as of those who receive or reject them. The
individual is perpetually confronted with a world of cultural objects, from
religion to morality, from customs to science, which, although internalized, re-
main alien powers. They attain a fixed and coagulated form and tend to
appear as “otherness” to the individual. Hence, there is a perennial contra-
diction “between subjective life, which is restless but limited and time-bound,
and its contents which, once created, are . . . timelessly valid.”**

The individual needs art and science and religion and law in order to
attain autonomy and to realize his own purposes. He needs to internalize these
cultural values, making them part of himself. Individual excellence can be at-
tained only through absorption of external values. And yet the fetishistic
character that Marx attributed to the economic realm in the epoch of com-
modity production constitutes only a special case of the general fate of cultural
contents. These contents are, particularly in more developed cultural epochs,
involved in a peculiar paradox: they have been created by people and they

22 Georg Simmel, “Der Begriff und die Tragddie der Kultur,” in Philosophische Kultur (Potsdam,
Gustav Kiepenheuer Verlag, 1923), p. 236.
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were intended for people, but they attain an objective form and follow an
immanent logic of development, becoming alienated from their origin as well
as from their purpose.*®

In passages that may express more pathos than analytical understanding,
Simmel sees modern man as surrounded by a world of objects that constrain
and dominate his needs and desires. Technology creates “unnecessary” products
to fill “artificial” wants; science creates “unnccessary” knowledge, that is,
knowledge that is of no particular value but is simply the by-product of the
autonomous expansion of scientific activities.

As a result of these trends, modern man finds himself in a deeply prob-
lematical situation: he is surrounded by a multiplicity of cultural elements,
which, although they are not meaningless to him, are not fundamentally
meaningful either. They oppress the individual because he cannot fully assimi-
late them. But he cannot reject them because they belong at least potentially
to the sphere of his own cultural development.** “The cultural objects become
more and more linked to each other in a self-contained world which has in-
creasingly fewer contacts with the subjective psyche and its desires and sensibil-
ities.”*® Simmel, like Marx, exemplifies this process by reference to the division
of labor. Once this division is highly developed, “the perfection of the product
is attained at the cost of the development of the producer. The increase in
physical and psychical energies and skills which accompanies one-sided activi-
ties hardly benefits the total personality; in fact it often leads to atrophy be-
cause it sucks away those forces that are necessary for the harmonious develop-
ment of the full personality.”*® The division of labor severs the creator from
the creation so that the latter attains an autonomy of its own. This process
of reification of the cultural products, accentuated, though not originated, by
the division of labor, causes increasing alienation between the person and his
products. Unlike the artist, the producer can no longer find himself within his
product; he loses himself in it.

The cultural universe is made by men, yet each individual perceives it as
a world he never made. Thus, progress in the development of objective cul-
tural products leads to an increasing impoverishment of the creating indi-
viduals. The producers and consumers of objective culture tend to atrophy in
their individual capacities even though they depend on it for their own culti-
vation.

Although committed in one facet of his Weltanschauung to the progressive
liberal vision of those French and English thinkers who influenced him deeply,
Simmel is equally bound to a tragic vision of culture. He combines in an
original, though not fully resolved, way the uncomplicated evolutionary faith
in the perfectibility of man of a Condorcet with the metaphysical pathos of a

28 1bid., p. 260. 24 Ibid., p. 264.
25 Georg Simmel, Philosophie des Geldes (Leipzig, Duncker und Humblot, 1900), p. 492.
26 Ibid., p. 484.
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Schiller or a Nietzsche. Unable to relinquish the vision of a progressive libera-
tion of the individual from the bonds of tradition and subjugation, Simmel
yét foretells, with a sense of impending doom, “a cage of the future” (to use
Max Weber’s term), in which individuals will be frozen into social functions
and in which the price of the objective perfection of the world will be the
atrophy of the human soul.””

A NOTE ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF MONEY

Simmel’s The Philosophy of Money is a much neglected classic. While
most of his sociological work has now been translated into English, we still
lack a translation of this seminal work. One possible reason for its neglect is
the title, which could have led many to infer that this is one of Simmel’s
metaphysical works. An early interpreter of Simmel in this country, Nicholas
Spykman, took just that view.*® Although this large book does contain certain
important philosophical ideas, it is mainly a contribution to cultural sociology
and to the analysis of the wider social implications of economic affairs.

Economic exchange, Simmel argues, can best be understood as a form of
social interaction. When monetary transactions replace carlier forms of barter,
significant changes occur in the forms of interaction between social actors.
Money is subject to precise division and manipulation and permits exact
measurement of equivalents. It is impersonal in a manner in which objects of
barter, like crafted gongs and collected shells, can never be. It thus helps
promote rational calculation in human affairs and furthers the rationalization
that is characteristic of modern society. When money becomes the prevalent
link between people, it replaces personal ties anchored in diffuse feclings by
impersonal relations that are limited to a specific purpose. Consequently, ab-
stract calculation invades areas of social life, such as kinship relations ‘or the
realm of esthetic appreciation, which were previously the domain of qualita-
tive rather than quantitative appraisals.

Just because money makes it possible to limit a transaction to the purpose
at hand, it helps increase personal freedom and fosters social differentiation;
money displaces “natural” groupings by voluntary associations, which are set
up for specific rational purposes. Wherever the cash nexus penetrates, it dis-
solves bonds based on the ties of blood or kinship or loyalty. Money in the
modern world is more than a standard of value and a means of exchange.
Over and above its economic functions, it symbolizes and embodies the modern
spirit of rationality, of calculability, of impersonality. Money levels qualitative

27 This section follows in the main the pertinent pages of my introduction to Lewis A. Coser, ed.,
Georg Simmel. For a survey of Simmel's general philosophy, not touched upon here, see
Rudolph H. Weingartner, Experience and Culture (Middletown, Connecticut, Wesleyan Uni-
versity Press, 1962).

28 Nicholas J. Spykman, The Social Theory of Georg Simmel, new ed. (New York, Atherton,
1966).
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differences between things as well as between people; it is the major mechanis
that paves the way from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. Under its aegis,
modern spirit of calculation and abstraction has prevailed over an older world
view that accorded primacy to feclings and imagination.

Thke Philosophy of Money elaborates on various themes Simmel discussed
in other works, some of which have already been taken up in the preceding
pages. However, because this work gives a fuller treatment of these themes
than do his other writings, it is indispensable for an understanding of his
cultural analyses and his culwral criticism.

THE MAN

Georg Simmel was born on March 1, 1858, in the very heart of Berlin,
the corner of Leipzigerstrasse and Friedrichstrasse. This was a curious birth-
place—it would correspond to Times Square in New York—but it seems
symbolically fitting for 2 man who throughout his life lived in the intersec-
tions of many movements, intensely affected by the cross-currents of intellectual
traffic and by a muldplicity of moral directions. Simmel was a modern urban
man, without roots in traditional folk culture. Upon reading Simmel’s first
book, F. Toennies wrote to a friend: “The book is shrewd but it has the flavor
of the metropolis.”** Like “the stranger” he described in his brilliant essay of
the same name, he was near and far at the same time, a “potential wanderer;
although he [had] not moved on, he [had] not quite overcome the freedom
of coming and going.” One of the major theorists to emerge in German phi-
losophy and social science around the turn of the century, he remains atypical,
a perturbing and fascinating figure to his more organically rooted contempo-
raries.

Simmel was the youngest of seven children. His father, a prosperous
Jewish businessman who had converted to Christianity, died when Simmel
was still young. A friend of the family, the owner of a music publishing house,
was appointed the boy's guardian. Simmel’s relation to his domineering mother
was rather distant; he seems not to have had any roots in a secure family
environment, and a sense of marginality and insecurity came early to the young
Simmel.

After graduating from Gymnasizm, Simmel studied history and philoso-
phy at the University of Berlin with some of the most important academic
figures of the day: the historians Mommsen, Treitschke, Sybel and Droysen,
the philosophers Harms and Zeller. the art historian Hermann Grimm, the
anthropologists Lazarus and Steinthal (who were the founders of Voelker-
psychologie), and the psychologist Bastian. By the time he received his doctor-

29 Fer d Toennies and Friedrnch Paulsen. Briejwechsel, 1876-19085 (Kiel. Ferdinand Hirt,
1961), p. 250.
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| ate in philosophy in 1881 (his thesis was entitled “The Nature of Matter Ac-

cording to Kant’s Physical Monadology™), Simmel was familiar with a vast
field of knowledge extending from history to philosophy and from psychology
to the social sciences. This catholicity of tastes and interests marked his entire
subsequent career.

Deeply tied to the intellectual milieu of Berlin, both inside and outside
the university, Simmel did not follow the example of most German academic
men who typically moved from one university to another both during their
studies and after; instead, he decided to stay at the University of Berlin, where
he became a Privatdozent (an unpaid lecturer dependent on student fees) in
1885. His courses ranged from logic and the history of philosophy to ethics,
social psychology, and sociology. He lectured on Kant, Schopenhauer, Darwin,
and Nietzsche, among many others. Often during a single academic year he
would survey new trends in sociology as well as in metaphysics. He was a very
popular lecturer and his lectures soon became leading intellectual events, not
only for students but for the cultural elite of Berlin. In spite of the fascination
he called forth, however, his academic career turned out to be unfortunate,
even tragic.

THE ACADENMIIC OUTSIDER

For fifteen years Simmel remained a Privatdozent. In 1901, when he was
forty-three, the academic authorities finally consented to grant him the rank
of Ausserordentlicher Professor, a purely honorary title that still did not allow
him to take part in the affairs of the academic community and failed to re-
move the stigma of the outsider. Simmel was by now a man of great emi-
nence, whose fame had spread to other European countries as well as to the
United States. He was the author of six books and more than seventy articles,
many of which had been translated into English. French. Italian, Polish, and
Russian. Yet, whenever Simmel attempted to gain an academic promotion, he
was rebuffed. Whenever a senior position became vacant at one of the German
universities, Simmel competed for it. Although his applications were supported
by the recommendations of leading scholars, Max Weber among others, they
did not meet with success.

The anti-Semitism that disfigured much of prewar academic life in Ger-
many was one cause of the shabby treatment Simmel received from the aca-
demic powers, but it was not the only cause. The breadth of Simmel’s knowl-
edge and interests and his refusal to be restricted by any of the existing
disciplinary boundaries perturbed many of the more settled spirits in the aca-
demic community. His originality, his sparkling intellect, and his ability to
move with apparent effortlessness from one topic to another affronted col-
leagues and superiors who felt that only sustained application to specific prob-
lems suited the academic calling. How could one deal, they asked, with a man
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who in one semester would offer a profound course on Kantian epistemology
and, in the next, publish essays on the sociology of smell, on the sociology of
the meal, or on the sociology of coquetry and fashions?

Despite all the rebuffs Simmel received from his academic peers, it would
be a mistake to see in him an embittered outsider. He played an active part in
the intellectual and cultural life of the capital, frequenting many fashionable
salons and participating in various cultural circles. He attended the meetings
of philosophers and sociologists and was a co-founder, with Weber and
Toennies, of the German Society for Sociology. He made many friends in the
world of arts and letters; the two leading poets of Germany, Rainer Maria
Rilke and Stefan George, were his personal friends. He enjoyed the active
give-and-take of conversation with artists and art critics, with top-level journal-
ists and writers. Very much a man about town, Simmel stood in the inter-
section of many intellectual circles, addressed himself to a variety of audiences,
and enjoyed the freedom from constraints that comes from such an interstitial
position.

His sense of relative ease must also have been enhanced by the fact that
he was free of financial worry. His guardian had left him a considerable
fortune so that he was not beset by financial concerns as were so many
Privatdozenten and Ausserordentliche Professoren in the prewar German uni-
versity. In the Berlin years Simmel and his wife Gertrud, whom he had mar-
ried in 18qo, lived a comfortable and fairly sheltered bourgeois life. His wife
was a philosopher in her own right who published, under the pseudonym
Marie-Luise Enckendorf, on such diverse topics as the philosophy of religion
and of sexuality; she made his home a stage for cultivated gatherings where
the sociability about which Simmel wrote so perceptively found a perfect set-
ting.

Although Simmel suffered the rebuff of academic selection committees, he
enjoyed the support and friendship of many eminent academic men. Max
Weber, Heinrich Rickert, Edmund Husserl, and Adolf von Harnack attempted
repeatedly to provide for him the academic recognition he so amply deserved.
Simmel undoubtedly was gratified that these renowned academicians for whom
he had the highest regard recognized his eminence.

A VIRTUOSO ON THE PLATFORM

Although many of his peers and elders, especially those of secondary rank,
felt threatened and unsettled by Simmel’s erratic brilliance, his students and
the wider, nonacademic audience he attracted to his lectures were enthralled
by him. Simmel was somewhat of a showman. Many of his contemporaries
who left an account of his lectures have stressed that it seemed to them that
Simmel was thinking creatively in the very process of lecturing. He was a
virtuoso on the platform, punctuating the air with abrupt gestures and stabs,
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dramatically halting, and then releasing a torrent of dazzling ideas. What the
great German critic Walter Benjamin once said of Marcel Proust, that his
“most accurate, most convincing insights fasten on their objects as insccts
fasten on leaves” applies equally well to Simmel.*® Emil Ludwig describes him
well, though with a touch of characteristic vulgarity, when he writes: “Sim-
mel investigated, when he lectured, like a perfect dentist. With the most deli-
cate probe (which he sharpened himself) he penetrated into the cavity of
things. With the greatest deliberation he scized the nerve of the root; slowly
he pulled it out. Now we students could crowd around the table in order to
see the delicate being curled around the probe.””* George Santayana, then still
experimenting with New England terseness, was given to less fancy modes of
expression; but when he wrote to William James that he had “discovered a
Privatdozent, Dr. Simmel, whose lectures interest me very much,”* he un-
doubtedly wished to convey in this sober fashion a fascination equal to that
experienced by Ludwig.

In view of Simmel’s enormous success as a lecturer, it must have been
especially galling to him that when he finally achieved his academic goal, a
full professorship at the University of Strasbourg, he was deprived of practi-
cally every opportunity to lecture to students.** He arrived at Strasbourg, a
provincial university on the borderline between Germany and France, in 1914,
just before all regular university activities were interrupted by the outbreak of
the war. Most lecture halls were converted into military hospitals. A man as
alive to the incongruities in man’s destiny as Simmel could not have failed
to smile wryly on this crowning irony. His last effort to secure a chair at
Heidelberg, where the death of Wilhelm Windelband and Emil Lask had
created two vacancies in 1915, proved as unsuccessful as previous attempts.
Shortly before the end of the war, on September 28, 1918, Simmel died of
cancer of the liver.

SIMMEL’S WRITING CAREER

In contrast to all the other sociologists discussed so far, Simmel’s interest
in current affairs and in social and political issues was minimal. Occasionally
he would comment in newspaper articles on questions of the day—social medi-
cine, the position of women, or criminal insanity—but such topical concerns
were clearly peripheral to him. There is one major exception, however. With

30 Walter Benjamin, Hluminations (New York, Schocken Books, 1969), p. 208.

31 Quoted in Rudolph H. Weingartner, Experience and Culture, p. 7, from Kurt Gassen and
Michael Landmann, eds., Buch des Dankes an Georg Simmel (Berlin, Duncker und Humblot,
1958). This work is a major source of testimonies on Simmel’s impact on his listeners.

32 Quoted in Weingartner, op. cit., p. 4.

33 The average age for promotion to full professorship was forty, and Simmel was already fifty-
six years old at that time. See Christian R. Ferber, Die Entwicklung des Lehrerkirpers der
dentschen Unversititen (Gottingen, Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1956), p. 132.
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the outbreak of the war Simmel threw himself into war propaganda with
passionate intensity. “I love Germany,” he wrote then, “and therefore want it
to live—to hell with all ‘objective” justification of this will in terms of culture,
ethics, history, or God knows what else.”** Some of Simmel’s wartime writings
are rather painful to read, exuding a kind of superpatriotism so alien to his
previous detached stance. They represent a desperate effort by a man who had
always regarded himself as a “stranger” in the land to become immersed in
the patriotic community. His young friend Ernst Bloch told him: “You
avoided decision throughout your life—Tertizem datur—now you find the abso-
lute in the trenches.”® Throughout his career Simmel had managed to preserve
a distance that enabled him to view events with cool rationality; in the last
years of his life he succumbed to the desire for nearness and communion. Per-
haps it was a failure of nerve.

Simmel was a most prolific writer. More than two hundred of his articles
appeared in a great variety of journals, newspapers, and magazines during his
lifetime, and several more were published posthumously. He wrote fifteen
major works in the fields of philosophy, ethics, sociology, and cultural criticism,
and another five or six less significant works. After his dissertation, his first
publication, entitled On Social Differentiation (1890), was devoted to socio-
logical problems, but for a number of years thereafter he published mainly in
the field of ethics and the philosophy of history, returning to sociology only
at a later date. His two major early works, The Problems of the Philosophy of
History and the two volumes of the Introduction to the Science of Ethics,
were published in 1892-93; these were followed in 1900 by his seminal work,
The Philosophy of Money, a book on the borderline between philosophy and
sociology. After several smaller volumes on religion, on Kant and Goethe, and
on Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, Simmel produced his major sociological work,
Sociology: Investigations on the Forms of Sociation, in 1908. Much of its con-
tent had already been published previously in journal articles. He then turned
away from sociological questions for almost a decade, but he returned to
them in the small volume published in 1917, Fundamental Questions of Sociol-
ogy. His other books in the last period of his life dealt with cultural criticism
(Philosophische Kultur, 1911), with literary and art criticism (Goethe, 1913,
and Rembrandt, 1916), and with the history of philosophy (Haupzprobleme
der Philosophie, 1910). His last publication, Lebensanschauung (1918), set forth
the vitalistic philosophy he had elaborated toward the end of his life.

Because he was unable to develop a consistent sociological or philosophi-
cal system, it is not altogether surprising that Simmel did not succeed in
creating a “school” or that he left few direct disciples. With his accustomed
lucidity and self-consciousness, he noted in his diary shortly before his death:
“] know that I shall die without intellectual heirs, and that is as it should be.

3% Quoted in The Sociology of Georg Simmel, p. xxi.
35 Quoted in Gassen and Landmann, eds., op. cit., p. 13.
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My legacy will be, as it were, in cash, distributed to many heirs, each trans-
forming his part into use conformed to Ais nature: a use which will reveal no
longer its indebtedness to this heritage.”®* This is indeed what happened.

| Simmel’s influence on the further development of both philosophy and sociol-
' ogy, whether acknowledged or not, has been diffuse yet pervasive, even dur-
ing those periods when his fame seemed to have been eclipsed. Robert K.
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Merton once called him “that man of innumerable seminal ideas™ and Ortega
y Gasset compared him to a kind of philosophical squirrel, jumping from one
nut to the other, scarcely bothering to nibble much at any of them, mainly
concerned with performing his splendid exercises as he leaped from branch to
branch, and rejoicing in the sheer gracefulness of his acrobatic leaps. Simmel
attracted generation after generation of enthralled listeners, but hardly anyone
who would call himself a disciple.

Among Americans who sat at his feet was Robert Park. No one who
reads Park’s work can overlook Simmel’s profound impact. Continentals who
derived major inspiration from his lectures include such dissimilar figures as
the Marxist philosophers Georg Lukacs and Ernst Bloch, the existentialist
philosopher-theologian Martin Buber, the philosopher-sociologist Max Scheler,
and the social historian Bernhard Groethuysen. German sociologists Karl
Mannheim, Alfred Vierkandt, Hans Freyer and Leopold von Wiese also
were influenced by Simmel’s work. Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and
the other representatives of the Frankfort school of neo-Marxist sociology owe
him a great deal, especially in their criticism of mass culture and mass society.
Modern German philosophers from Nicolai Hartmann to Martin Heidegger
were also indebted to him. It is not an exaggeration to state that hardly a
German intellectual from the 1890’s to World War 1 and after managed to
escape the powerful thrusts of Simmel’s rhetorical and dialectical skills.*®

36 Quoted in Coser, Georg Simmel, p. 24. 37 Merton, op. cit., p. 404.

3% As there is no full biography of Simmel, this section had to be pieced together from a variety
of sources. In addition to the books alrcady mentioned, see Kurt H. Wolff's “Introduction” to
The Sociology of Georg Simmel; Michael Landmann’s “Einleitung” to Georg Simmel, Das
Individuelle Gesetz (Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 1968); several contributions to Kurt H. Wolff, ed.,
Georg Simmel, 1858-1918 (Columbus, Ohio, Ohio State University Press, 1959); the biograph-
ical section of Nicholas Spykman, The Social Theory of Georg Simmel (Chicago, University of
Chicago Press, 1925); the “Einleitung” in Michael Landmann, ed., Georg Simmel—Bruecke
und Tor (Stuttgart, Koehler, 1957); Michael Landmann, “Bausteine zur Biographie,” in Buch
des Dankes.
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THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

To trace all the influences that helped fashion Georg Simmel’s catholic
mind would involve writing a history of western thought, for scarcely a doc-
trine or set of ideas escaped Simmel’s interest at one point or another in his
career. Thinkers as divergent as Husserl and Marx, Max Weber and Schopen-
hauer left their traces in Simmel’s work. Such influences, however, are often
difficult to ascertain since Simmel, perhaps with a trace of coquetry, disdained
footnotes, thus indicating in yet another minor way his departure from the
wont of the academy. Moreover, as he explained in his Introduction to Philoso-
phy, he saw in philosophical systems only reflections of the “personal attitude”
of their originators and cared much less about the system than about the atti-
tude. Yet, at the risk of being somewhat schematic, one can say that Simmel’s
thought progressed through three distinct, though overlapping, phases. He
started his career under the influence of French and English positivistic thought
and Darwinian and Spencerian evolutionism. In his middle period, when he
wrote his most important sociological work, he turned to Kant and the neo-
Kantians. In the last few years of his life he attempted to construct a pan-
vitalist philosophy with building blocks acquired from Henri Bergson as well
as from Nietzsche.

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF DARWIN AND SPENCER

In Simmel’s work of the nincties, more particularly in On Social Differ-
entiation and in the Introduction to the Science of Ethics, the twin influences of
Spencer and Darwin are unmistakably present. The notion of differentiation
itself, although of course found in other thinkers, was most probably derived
from Spencer’s evolutionary conceptions. Differentiation, Simmel argued here,
has the evolutionary advantage of saving energy in the relation between the
organism and the environment.*®

Simmel did not accept all evolutionary theory. He remained sceptical of
the then current attempts to use Darwin’s doctrines to buttress specific political
claims, whether of the left or the right. Even in his early writings he empha-
sized that the notion of the struggle for existence should not be construed to
mean that individuals and species were engaged in incessant battles for
dominance. Nevertheless, one finds in these carly writings a number of Spen-
cerian or Darwinian modes of reasoning applied to issues of the day. Simmel
argued, for example, that marriages engaged in for the sake of money lead to
genetic mixtures, which “biology has recognized as the cause of direct and

39 Georg Simmel, Ueber Sociale Differenzierung (Leipzig, Duncker und Humblot, 1890), Chapter
6.
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deleterious racial degeneration.”” In this early period Simmel maintained that
criminal dispositions were hereditary, and he even protested against the preser-
vation of the weak who will transmit their inferiority to future generations.*

Although never a believer in an unalloyed doctrine of evolutionary prog-
ress, in this early period Simmel came close to a Spencerian belief in the
progressive development of mankind from primitive immersion in the group
to autonomous individual growth in modern society. These notions were re-
inforced by the ethnological theories propounded in Germany by Simmel’s
former teacher Adolf Bastian. According to him, all primitive groups inde-
pendently and automatically pass through the same stages of group conscious-
ness and development. This type of evolutionism or “parallelism” of develop-
ment became the dominant ethnological doctrine in Germany in the second
half of the nineteenth century; especially under the influence of one of its
popularizers, Julius Lippert, Simmel was partly converted to this optimistic
and comforting belief in future perfectibility. In this period he compared the
moral rawness, the cruelty, and the destructive desires of primitives to similar
tendencies among young children, expressing the belief that just as children
overcome these brutish traits in the process of growth, so the human race
would increasingly grow out of such infantile disorders.**

THE KANTIAN INFLUENCE

In a more general sense Simmel probably derived much of his sociological
method of focusing analysis on interaction, functional relations, and reciprocal
dependencies from his reading of Darwin and Spencer as well as from their
German disciples and popularizers. Darwinian and Spencerian notions were,
however, pushed into the background of Simmel’s work as, in his mature
period, he came increasingly under the influence of Kant’s teaching, more par-
ticularly Kant’s theory of knowledge. The guiding theme of Kant’s critical
philosophy of knowledge, it will be recalled, is the notion that the realm of
nature, the sensible world, is organized by the human understanding in ac-
cordance with certain a priori principles of knowledge. Repudiating the
empiricism of Hume, Kant argued that man could never attain immediate
knowledge of things in themselves, but only a knowledge that was mediated
through certain fundamental mental categories, such as time and space.

When Simmel came to reflect on the character of historical knowledge,
especially in his Problems of the Philosophy of History, he abandoned what-

40 Plulosophie des Geldes, p. 420.

41 Cf, Paul Honigsheim, “The Time and Thought of the Young Simmel.” in Kurt H. Wolff, ed.,
Georg Simmel, pp. 167-74. Georg Simmel, Einfuehrung in die Moralwissenschaft (Berlin,
Wilhelm Hertz, 1892), I, pp. 116-18.

42 Cf. Paul Honigsheim, “A Note on Georg Simmel's Anthropological Interests,” in Wolff, ed.,
Georg Simmel, pp. 175-79. Georg Simmel, Einfuchrung in die Moralwissenschaft, 1, pp. 379-80.
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ever uncritical empiricism he had earlier advocated and, in agreement with
Kant, maintained that mere concrete experience is chaotic and unintelligible.
If we ask ourselves how knowledge is possible within a given field of experi-
ence we find that the mind creates that knowledge through it own activity.*
Knowledge becomes usable only when it is being filtered through a categori-
cal apparatus. Thus historical knowledge to Simmel, like the knowledge of
nature to Kant, is a product of selecting, categorizing, and constructive think-
ing. It is never given; it has to be created. Historiography, therefore, can never
limit itself to the gathering of facts. It is not a simple enumeration of all that
has happened at a particular moment in time, but rather involves a perception
of the object of knowledge in terms of the problems and categories of the in-
quiring mind.**

The Kantian approach that served Simmel so well in his attempt to con-
struct a philosophy of history was also prominent in his sociological writings.
The sharp separation between form and content, which is central to his soci-
ology, is clearly Kantian in origin, as is his insistence that “abstractions alone
produce science out of the complexity or the unity of reality.”** When Simmel
asked himself in his famous essay “How is society possible?”*® he used Kant’s
“How is nature possible?” as a point of departure.

This is not to say that Simmel simply applied Kantian principles to the
field of sociology in the manner of certain of the neo-Kantians. He was aware
that sociological inquiry presented problems that natural science, the area
Kant was mainly concerned with, did not have to face. He argued, for ex-
ample, that Kant’s nature comes into being only through the observing mind,
which synthesizes incoherent and unstructured world fragments, while the
notion of societal connection is immediately given for individuals who form
part of a society."” It remains true, nevertheless, that Simmel’s attempt to build
a geometry of social life, a purely formal sociology, could have originated only
in a mind deeply steeped in Kantian philosophy. Just as Kant had taught that
all experience of nature is shaped by a priori formal categories, Simmel now
attempted to show that the ever-changing content of social life could be
profitably investigated only through analysis of those enduring social forms
or categories in which widely divergent contents were crystallized and cap-
tured.

43 Cf. Maurice Mandelbaum, “Simmel,” in The Problem of Historical Knowledge (New York,
Harper Torchbooks, 1967).

44+ Cf, jbid., and Ernst Troeltsch, “Simmel,” in Der Historismus und seine Probleme (Tuebingen,
J. C. B. Mohr, 1922), pp. 572—96.

45 Wolff, ed., Georg Simmeel, p. 316. 46 1bid., p. 337 fl. 47 1bid., p. 338.
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THE FINAL PHASE: VITALISTIC PHILOSOPHY

The distinction between form and content continued to be crucial for

' Simmel during the last period of his life. While in his Kantian period his

analytical attention had been mainly directed to the relatively enduring forms
that channeled and directed individuals' purposes and energies in society, he
now shifted, under the influence of Bergson and Nietzsche, to a celebration
of the ever renewing stream of vital energy, which, he argued, underlay any
formal arrangements. Especially in his last book, Lebensanschauung, which
he wrote in the shadow of death, Simmel indulged in a kind of lyrical exalta-
tion of life and its continuous flow of vital energy. It was his belief that life
ultimately overflows the banks of form to create “more-life and more-than-life.”

This outline of the three stages in Simmel’s thought must not be taken
too literally. The periods overlap. The first line of his Soziologie, perhaps the
most Kantian of his works, opens with the Baconian-Spencerian sentence:
“Knowledge of truth is a weapon in the struggle for existence—as much in
the struggle with nature as with other men.”*® Certain vitalistic statements
can already be found in writings considerably earlier than Lebensanschauung.
But Paul Honigsheim is basically correct when he writes that Simmel started
in an “unofficial Berlin Culture” of positivism and evolutionism and “ended
close to the antirationalistic movements and in friendship with [the anti-
rationalist poet] Stefan George, to whom he dedicated one of his last books.”*®
Further clues to this development can be derived from an understanding of the
social context in which Simmel moved.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

THE GENERAL SCENE

Simmel came of age in the early years of the unified German Reich,
which Bismarck, the “Iron Chancellor” under Kaiser Wilhelm I, created after
the successful war of 1870 against France. Thereafter, the Reich and its capital
developed at a feverish pace. Until then a rather quiet provincial backwater,
Berlin suddenly became a world city. It had only 400,000 inhabitants in 1848;
by 1914 it had four million. Other major German cities—Hamburg, Kéln,
Munich, Leipzig, and Frankfort—also developed rapidly. While four fifths of
the German population still lived in rural areas in 1830, this fraction decreased
to one fifth by 189s.

Economic development proceeded at an even greater tempo than urbani-

48 Jbid., p. 310. 49 Ibid., p. 169.
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zation. From 1871 to 1874, no fewer than 857 new corporations, with a capital
of over four billion marks, appeared on the business scene. An extended
centralized banking system emerged at the same time. Captains of banking in
Berlin, ensconced in their brand new marble palaces, began to dominate the
new corporations that were springing up all over Germany. German industry
had been a latecomer compared to that of England and France, but it now
made up for its delayed emergence by an enormously rapid development.
German industrial production surpassed France in the seventies and reached
English production records by 1900; at the eve of World War I, it only lagged
behind the United States. In 1875, Germany produced 34 million tons of coal;
twenty years later, production rose to 74 million tons and then doubled to 150
million by 1910. Germany was becoming a heavily industrialized country
within record time.

Although the last quarter of the ninteenth century saw the triumphant
emergence of German capitalism, there were no basic changes in the sphere of
politics. The new men of finance and industry entered the economic scene with
confident strides. Self-satisfied, brutally ambitious and willful, these men felt
that the new Germany was theirs, that they who had built its economic
groundwork would have to be recognized as the pivots of the new order. Yet
despite their new power in the market place, these masters of finance, industry,
and trade were not a telling force in the political area. The army, foreign
policy, the higher civil service continued to be controlled by the Junkers, an
East-Elbian agrarian petty aristocracy, and the older elites, who had tradi-
tionally run the affairs of the old Prussia. Parliament, in which the new
capitalist class was amply represented, had only a limited influence; in the
chancelry and the Emperor’s court the men who set the tone and determined
affairs came from agrarian and pre-capitalist strata. Germany had a capitalist
economy run by a political system that was semi-feudal. The bourgeoisie by
and large accepted is political tutelage as long as it was left free to expand
economically and to reap its profits unperturbed. The major middle-class parties
had made their peace with Bismarck, and most of the once fiercely democratic
liberals had now become National Liberals, supporters of the status quo. Only
the rapidly growing Social Democrats and the Catholic Center party, as well
as a saving remnant of old-fashioned liberals, resisted incorporation into the
Bismarckian system.

The new working class created by industrialization swelled the ranks of
the Social Democratic party, despite persecutions by the government and at-
tempts to outlaw it completely. Bismarck tried to buy off the workers and to
domesticate them through a variety of advanced welfare and social security
measures. However, they remained basically antagonistic to a political system
that excluded them from citizens’ rights or limited their political powers—a
system, as in Prussia, in which the vote of a middle-class person counted for
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considerably more than that of a workman. Since middle-class liberals were
very weak, the party of the working class assumed the main burden of fight-
ing for those democratic demands that in France or in England had long been
realized as part of the program of the established middle-class parties.

Germany’s curious combination of modernity in economic affairs and
backwardness in social and political matters had important political effects.
As Ralf Dahrendorf has written,

Representative government was the indispensable instrument for a bourgeoisic
advancing a claim of power. Only by equal representation could it hope to
make its voice heard. . . . But the German bourgeoisic did not advance a
claim to political power. Rather, it permitted the authoritarian state to survive
industrialization: a state resting on the assumption that certain individuals,
by virtue of very special insight guided by the “well understood interests” of
their subjects, are called upon to make all political decisions.>

After the new Kaiser, Wilhelm II, dismissed the aging Bismarck in 18go,
he continued the general policies but did not have the subtlety and finesse
that had characterized Bismarck’s rule. The Kaiser soon embarked on a
course of foreign expansion and a program of armaments that made Germany
a major threat to the older imperialist nations, leading in due course to their
alliance against the power-hungry newcomer, who clamored for a larger place
in the sun.

The intellectual life of the period flourished. German scholarship was
unsurpassed. In poetry, such major figures as Detlev von Liliencron, Richard
Dehmel, and, somewhat later, Rainer Maria Rilke, and Stefan George led to a
poetic renaissance. Naturalism, especially in the plays of Gerhart Hauptmann,
presented sharply drawn critical portraits of the age and indicted the gross
self-satisfaction of the middle class in the face of proletarian misery. Impres-
sionistic painting, though dependent on the Paris school, still produced some
masters such as Max Liebermann. Yet—and this is of utmost importance for an
understanding of the period—“The spirit and the state,” as Golo Mann has
phrased it, “lived separated from each other.”™* The world of intellect was
impotent politically, even though it flourished as it had not done since the
classical age. In contradistinction to the France of the Third Republic, German
artists and intellectuals were unconcerned with their roles as citizens or with
things political and withdrew into their study. By and large they were content

50 Ralf Dahrendorf, “The New Germanies—Restoration, Revolution, Reconstruction,” Encounter,
XXII, 4 (April, 1964), p. 50. )

51 Golo Mann, Deutsche Geschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Frankfort, S. Fischer, 1958),
p. 548. I have used this fine work by the historian-son of Thomas Mann throughout this sec-
tion. Cf. also Arthur Rosenberg, The Birth of the German Republic (New York, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1931).
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to remain, as in earlier periods of German history, compliant subjects rather
than political activists.

Among intellectuals, university professors had the place of honor. In
liberal societies, such as those of France and England, intellectuals not attached
to academia had been actively engaged since the cighteenth century in the
market place of ideas and had assumed key roles as critical analysts, ideologi-
cal spokesmen, and gadflies to the men of power. They had become indis-
pensable guides for the middle classes on questions of taste as well as in matters
moral and political. It was not so in Germany, which serves to underscore
that country’s political and social backwardness. The apathetic middle class
cared little for the free play of ideas but stood in awe of the disciplined,
ordered, specialized learning of university professors. German professors con-
tinued to occupy a high social station and enjoyed commensurate financial
remuneration. Those at the bottom of the university hierarchy, the Privardozen-
ten, often lived near starvation level, but the holders of regular chairs were
free of financial worries. “Their existences were alike hardworking and jovial.
Beer and wine drinking, Alpine vacations and pilgrimages to Italy, found
their proper place in lives that were to seem in retrospect both cheerful and
productive.”?

Securely ensconced in their prestigious positions, German professors tended
to be satisfied with things as they were and to avoid involvement in critical
political thought. Some of them, especially the “socialists of the chair” under the
leadership of Schmoller and his Verein fuer Sozialpolitik, proclaimed their loyalty
to the Reich but urged the government to become more actively involved in
social affairs and to initiate reforms to mitigate social injustices. Most professors,
however, avoided even such limited critical activities. Historians like Treitsch-
ke glorified the Prussian state and celebrated the glory of the Fatherland; others
devoted themselves to the minutiae of scholarship. As Golo Mann has written,’
“To serve the true and the beautiful, to delve into the beginnings of man’s
history or into the secret recesses of the human soul—these matters appeared
immeasurably more important than the political crisis over Morocco or the
elections to the Reichstag.”®® When a few Young Turks with Social-Demo-
cratic sympathies indicated that they might disturb the self-satisfied quiescence
of the academic club, they were relegated to provincial universities, as was
the sociologist Werner Sombart, or not given any appointment at all, as hap-
pened to his colleague Robert Michels. Because Jews scemed to be at least
potential perturbers of the intellectual peace, they were admitted to professor-
ships with reluctance, only after spending some of their most productive schol-

52 H, Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society (New York, Vintage Books, 1961), p. 45.

53 Mann, op. cit., p. 550. Fritz K. Ringer's The Decline of the German Mandarins (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1969), is an indispensable study of the politics and
social role of German academics.
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larly years in marginal academic positions while their loyalty was tested.**
The university, though not a closed corporation, was encased in a semi-porous
| membrane that allowed passage into its inner professorial system only to those
{who had shown that they would help uphold its Kaisertreu and conservative
standards.

The professoriat dominated intellectual life, yet in all the larger cities, and
in Berlin especially, there also grew up an unattached intelligentsia, more
sprightly, more lively, and more irreverent than its university counterpart,
but still detached from political and social involvement. In this milieu critical
journalists, playwrights, writers, and bohemian artists lived in partially over-
lapping circles, exchanging ideas with more daring than ever occurred within
the academy. In Berlin’s unofficial “counterculture,” for example, one could
find adherents of materialism and social Darwinism, which were still shunned
by the official university, as well as propagandists for the realistic novels and
dramas of Zola, Ibsen, Strindberg or Bjdrnson. But also in this unofficial
counterculture there grew an antirationalistic and often estheticizing reaction
against what was conceived as the crass materialism of the age. Here, Nietz-
sche’s attacks against bourgeois decadence and, somewhat later, Stefan
George’s glorification of intellectual elites found willing listeners and fol-
lowers.”

As a whole, this counterculture was more politically alive than the culture
of the university; socialist ideas, for example, found some sympathetic ears among
many of the members. Nevertheless, it was almost wholly removed from politi-
cal influence. Some members might advocate various unpopular causes from
feminism and sexual emancipation to humane reforms of criminal laws, but
by and large they felt powerless to sway poltical currents and were unwilling
to become active participants in the political process. For the most part, they
cither retired to the sidelines with an clitist political stance or withdrew into
estheticism. Whereas professors were detached social conformists, the unat-
tached intellectuals tended to be equally detached social and cultural critics.

Georg Simmel, as shall be seen, participated in both the university culture
and in the Berlin counterculture. Marginal to both of them, he acquired in
this perilous social position the intellectual distance that enabled him to exer-
cise his analytical skills, unhampered by institutional pieties.

54[n 1909-10, almost 12 percent of the instructors but only 3 percent of the full professors at
German universities were jewish. Cf. Ringer, op. cit., p. 136. Cf. Arthur Mitzman, “Sociology
and Disenchantment in Imperial Germany,” Ph.D. dissertation (Brandeis University, 1963).

535 Cf. Honigsheim, op. at. On Stefan George and other representatives of “counterculture,” see
Peter Gay, Weimar Culture (New York, Harper & Row, 1968).
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SIMMEL’S TWIN AUDIENCES

Simmel was almost completely disengaged from the affairs of the day. In
this he differed sharply from Durkheim who, it will be remembered, endeavored
throughout his life to lay the groundwork for an objective study of society.
Durkheim was detached from ideological preoccupations and political passions,
but at the same time was an intensely engaged political moralist. The con-
trapuntal relation between detachment and engagement marks Durkheim’s
work and his life. In contrast, Simmel seems never to have been tempted by
involvement in social and political life, execept for the war years. His objec-
tivity—his thorough familiarity with the problems of distance—was facilitated
by the fact that he lived wholly detached at the intersection of a variety of
circles, never fully part of any and forever maginal to all.

Although bent on an academic career from his student days on, Simmel
cultivated relations not only with his academic peers and superiors, but with
the members of the Berlin nonacademic counterculture. Fairly early he ap-
peared to be bored with the rigid standards of scholarship and life style that
prevailed at Berlin University, which was then nicknamed the “First Guards
Regiment of Learning.”*® He was temperamentally attracted by the world of
literary reviews, of semibohemian salons, and the lively give-and-take of free-
wheeling discussion that prevailed in nonacademic circles. Yet at the same
time he wanted to be more than a fashionable Berlin essayist, raconteur, and
man-about-town; he aspired to make his mark in the world of scholarship.
This attempt to live up to the standards of two dissimilar audiences helps to
explain, at least in part, Simmel’s distinctive style. Generally it has been as-
sumed that the characteristics of this style could be accounted for by his per-
sonal characteristics. Although this may partly be so, significant insights can be
gained into what may at first appear to be a purely psychological problem
if we consider the social role Simmel played within the academic structure, in
the Berlin counterculture, and in the general intellectual community.

Contemporaries of Georg Simmel often remarked upon special characteris-
tics of his style that strikingly distinguished his work from that of other major
sociologists. They stressed the brittle elegance and dazzling brilliance of his
writings, but also noted the lack of systematic exposition and the almost
studied disorderliness of his method.

More recently, Kurt H. Wolff observed that “Simmel often appears as
though in the midst of writing he were overwhelmed by an idea, by an ava-
lanche of ideas, and as if he incorporated them without interrupting himself,
digesting and assimilating only to the extent granted him by the onrush.””

56 Friedrich Meinecke, Strassburg/Freiburg/Berlin 1901-1919: Erinnerungen (Stuttgart, Koehler,
1946), p. 145. °7 The Sociology of Georg Stmmel, p. xix.
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These peculiarities of Simmel’s style can be explained in part by his
peculiar academic career. It will be recalled that Simmel was treated most
shabbily by Berlin University and the German academy generally. Even when
he was already considered one of the leading intellects of his time, he
failed to gain academic recognition. As a Privatdozent and later as an Aus-
serordentlicher Professor he was denied full standing within the university and
was never given the occasion to participate in academic decision-making as a
regular member of the faculty. He maintained an auxiliary and marginal
status.

As we have briefly noted, anti-Semitism, as well as academic jealousies,
clearly played a part in Simmel’s rejection® A leading historian, Dietrich
Schaefer, when asked to evaluate Simmel’s qualifications for a chair at Heidel-
berg, wrote to the Kultusministerium of the state of Baden: “He is . . . a
dyed-in-the-wool Israelite, in his outward appearance, in his bearing, and in his
manner of thinking. . . . He spices his words with clever sayings. And the
audience he recruits is composed accordingly. The ladies constitute a very
large portion. . . . For the rest, there [appears at his lectures] an extraor-
dinarily numerous contingent of the oriental world.””® In addition to the
anti-Semitic venom, Schaefer here draws attention to two other alleged fail-
ings: Simmel’s success at attracting extra-academic and low-status listeners to
his lectures, and his “cleverness.”

Many of his colleagues felt that Simmel was much too clever and that
his highly critical faculties predisposed him to “destructive” rather than “con-
structive” activities. Letters and autobiographies of German academics of the
period contain repeatedly condescending remarks about Simmel’s cleverness,
his rootlessness, his lack of constructive intellectual discipline. To give one
example, Friedrich Meinecke notes condescendingly in his Erinnerungen that
Simmel, paying him a visit, made a few “sparkling” remarks, and, when
offered a chair, instead of being seated launched on a “philosophy of chairs
and of offering chairs.”®

It may be argued that Simmel’s inferior academic status was a consequence
of his particular style of work. But even if it can be shown that Simmel’s style
in his earlier writings often called forth unfavorable judgments from his pro-
fessional status superiors, one must still ask why he persisted in publishing
works that proved to be similar in style to his earlier contributions. Why did
he not attempt to conform more closely to the expectations of the senior mem-
bers of the academy? Why did he accentuate those characteristics that they
could be expected to disapprove?

To live up to the expectations of colleagues and superiors within the

58 Cf. Marianne Weber, Max Weber, Ein Lebensbild (Tuebingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1926), p. 361.
See also Simmel’s letters to Weber in Buch des Dankes, pp. 127 ff.

59 For the full text see, The American Journal of Sociology, LXIII, 6 (May, 1958), pp. 641—42.

60 Meinecke, op. cit., pp. 102-03.
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faculty—in other words, to play the rules of the academic game—is a typical
pressure exerted upon incumbents of junior-status positions. These rules re-
quire, among other things, intellectual discipline, the observance of fixed
standards of scholarship, respect for the boundaries of the various specialized
fields, and attention to the contributions of senior men.”* Those who attempt
purely creative work are likely to be considered “unrealiable outsiders,” and
hence are to be mistrusted. As Plessner has argued: “Only those who are
capable of developing the new out of the old fit into the framework of scholar-
ship.”®* Any reader of Simmel will be well aware that his work hardly lives
up to these norms. It should therefore not be surprising that quite early in his
career he encountered powerful opposition among representative academic
role-partners.

But if Simmel did not conform to these expectations, although surely de-
siring to be accepted in the academy, we are led to inquire whether the aca-
demic structure itself did not offer him opportunities for an alternative type
of behavior. The concept of role-set, introduced by Robert K. Merton, may
serve us well here: a social status, Merton argues, involves not a single as-
sociated role but an array of associated roles. Merton calls attention to the fact
that role-partners who are located differently in the social structure tend to
have differing expectations as to the behavior of a person occupying a particular
status.”* This would seem to apply to the position of university instructor at
Simmel’s time. This position may entail, for those so inclined, a set of roles
differing rather pronouncedly from the role of the pure scholar. The German
university teacher was expected to contribute to ongoing scholarship, and thus
address himself to his colleagues, but he was also expected to lecture to stu-
dents. Many preferred to keep their lecture work at a minimum or to restrict
it to small seminars with selected students. Others, among them Simmel, gave
considerable emphasis to their activity as lecturers. Academic colleagues and
superiors, however, were often rather ambivalent toward members of the
faculty who spent what they considered excessive time in lecturing. What
Logan Wilson has said about the American academy, where lecturing is a
much more important and highly prized activity than in the German univer-
sity, applies all the more to the latter: “The chief acclaim of the teacher comes
from below, which source is not important as a means of raising one’s status.
The acclaim from one’s peers is frequently of the sort that decries too much
attention to teaching, and belittles the popular teacher as a mere showman.”**

While the popular teacher may incur the displeasure of peers, he may

61 See Helmuth Plessner, “Zur Soziologie der modernen Forschung,” in Max Scheler, ed.,
Versuche zu emer Soziologie des Wissens (Munich, Duncker und Humblot, 1924), pp. 407-25;
Logan Wilson, The Academic Man (New York, Oxford University Press, 1942).

62 Plessner, op. cit., p. 422.

63 Merton, op. cit., pp. 369 fl. Merton defines role-set as “that complement of role relationships
which persons have by virtue of occupying a particular social status.” 6% Wilson, op. cit., p. 192.
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gain the approval of other role-partners—his lecture public or audience.® In
effect, he lives up to expectations distinct from those of his peers and superiors,
which presents a major structural basis for the possible disturbance of a stable
role-set among university teachers who have the ability to be popular. The
audience does not necessarily judge the lecturer for his systematic gathering
of evidence and his disciplined pursuit of painstaking research, but rather for
the brilliance of his performance, the novelty of his ideas, and the ability to
fascinate.

All contemporary accounts agree that Simmel lived up to such expecta-
tions superlatively. He was considered one of the most brilliant, if not the most
brilliant, lecturer of his time. He attracted students from the most varied
disciplines; foreign visitors; unattached intellectuals from the world of pub-
lishing, journalism, and the arts; and a goodly number of members of “society”
in search of intellectual stimulation. It is no exaggeration to say that many of
Simmel’s lectures were public events and were often described as such in the
newspapers.*

His style of delivery seems to have enthralled his audience. A contemporary
writes:

One could observe how the process of thought took possession of the
whole man, how the haggard figure on the lecture platform became the
medium of an intellectual process the passion of which was expressed not in
words only, but also in gestures, movements, actions. When Simmel wanted
to convey to the audience the core of an idea, he not only formulated it, he
so-to-speak picked it up with his hands, his fingers opening and closing; his
whole body turned and vibrated under the raised hand. . . . His intensity of
speech indicated a supreme tension of thought; he talked abstractly, but this
abstract thought sprang from live concern, so that it came to life in the
listener.®?

Another contemporary observer writes in a similar vein:

He “thinks aloud,” somebody said of him. One could add: He thinks
visibly, one imagines secing how a thought occurs to him. . . . One can
see how his brain operates, how he joins ideas like a carpenter joins wood.
.. . One is led to participate in the construction. One doesn’t really listen,
one participates in the thought process.®

Do we not have here some warrant to assume that, hurt and rebuffed as

65 Cf. Florian Znaniecki, The Social Role of the Man of Knowledge (New York, Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1940).

66 See, e.g., Emil Ludwig, “Simmel auf dem Katheder,” Die Schaubuehne, X (April, 1914), pp.
411-13; Theodor Tagger, “Georg Simmel,” Die Zukunft, LXXXIX (October, 1914), pp. 36—
415 Paul Fechter, Menschen und Zeiten (Gutersloh, Berdelsmann, 1948), pp. 52-56.

67 Fechter, op. cit., pp. 52-56. 9% Tagger, op. cit.
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he may have been by the lack of recognition within the academy, Simmel
came to rely increasingly on the approval of his lecture audience and hence
to accentuate in his written style, as well as in his oral delivery, those charac-
teristics that brought applause? It is interesting to note in this connection that
although his contemporaries have indicated that Simmel’s audience gained the
impression he was “thinking aloud” while he lectured and that they—the
listeners—imagined they were assisting him, he was in actual fact apt to give
some lectures several times with virtually no changes.®® It would seem that
Simmel cared so much for audience reaction that at times, like Churchill in a
later day, he deliberately gave the impression before his audience that he was
struggling with his ideas when he had worked out his thoughts long before.

Not only Simmel’s lectures but the bulk of his writings also exhibited
the characteristics that his lecture audiences prized. The unmatched brilliance
of some of his essays is clearly related to the brilliance of his oral delivery; in
fact, many of his essays, if not most, were first presented in lecture form.

In his published papers, Simmel addressed himself much more frequently
to the nonacademic audience, and more particularly to the members of Berlin’s
counterculture. The bibliography compiled by Rosenthal and Oberlaender™ re-
veals that, of the 180 articles published in his lifetime in various journals,
newspapers, and reviews, only 64 were published in scholarly journals, and 116
appeared in nonscholarly publications destined for a wider cultivated public,
such as liberal newspapers, art magazines, and literary monthlies.”™

This tells about his reading public, but it does not give sufficient evidence
to support the claim that the academy’s negative sanctions pushed him to
seek approval elsewhere. His nonacademic orientation, after all, could be an
index of his secondary interest in the academy.

Simmel’s development was part of a social process in which he addressed
himself to two publics—his scholarly colleagues on the one hand, and his
eager, nonspecialized listeners on the other. His success with the latter met
with further negative sanctions from his colleagues and induced him to seek
further success with that nonacademic audience. This can be shown by follow-
ing Simmel’s development over time. Since his published articles are on record,
a simple comparison of their publications in various reviews and papers by
dates of appearance will reveal the sequence of his dual orientations.™

While Simmel was still a Privatdozent, his hopes of being accepted in the
academy must have been higher than later, when recognition was not forth-

69 Fechter, op. cit.

70 Erich Rosenthal and Kurt Oberlaender, “Books, Papers, and Essays by Georg Simmel,”
American Journal of Sociology, XL (November, 1945), pp. 238-47.

71 Kurt Wolff’s supplementary bibliography lists an additional twenty contributions to non-
scholarly journals and only two to scholarly journals, pp. liv-lv.

721t would be possible to show that what holds true for Simmel’s published papers in the
periodical press also applies to his books. But this would involve a somewhat complex content
analysis, which cannot be undertaken at this time. Yet even a cursory glance at the bibliog-
raphy will show that Simmel's more systematic and scholarly work was mainly published
in the earlier stages of his career.
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coming. A comparison between the periodical writings published before the
turn of the century (during the time he served as a Privatdozent) and those
published later shows that in the earlier period one half of his writings ap-
- peared in scholarly journals, as against only a little over a quarter in the later
period.

PERIOD OF PUBLICATION OF SINMMEL’S PAPERS
BY TYPE OF JOURNAL

Before 1900 After 1900
JOURNAL TYPE No. PERCENT No. PERCENT  TOTAL NO.
Scholarly 31 50 33 28 64
Nonscholarly 31 50 85 72 116
Total 62 100 118 100 180

At the start of his career Simmel apparently communicated with both
scholarly and nonscholarly audiences; later he tended to publish more and
more in nonscholarly publications. Although it is not possible to prove, there
are many indications that his lecture audience was composed of the same type
of people, often perhaps the very same people, whom he addressed in the
many nonscholarly journals for which he wrote. In later years, while he was
not unmindful of the academy, he did not strive to live up to its expectations;
the nonacademic audience, therefore, loomed larger for him.

It might be, of course, that, as Simmel became progressively better known
and esteemed by other than the academic audience, publishers of lay periodi-
cals increasingly prevailed upon him to publish with them. In short, it may
have been a case not only of Simmel’s initiative in searching out another
audience but also of a greater interest by the agents of that audience in what
he had to say. This could be construed as an interactive process between Sim-
mel and the lay audience, with the publishers acting as intermediaries.

It is at least plausible that Simmel’s self-image must have been molded
to a large extent by the particular audience that rewarded him and his intel-
lectual production was influenced by the saliency of the demands that his non-
academic role-partners made on him. The pressures exerted on his role-set by
these role-partners led to appropriate modifications of self-definitions and to
appropriate role behavior. His auxiliary status in the academy caused him to
find a supportive audience at the margin of the academy, and the attempt to
live up to their expectations, which he had provoked, involved him in a further
process of alienation from the demands of the academy. As in the case of
“The Stranger,” of whom he wrote so perceptively and so movingly,™ his re-

73 The Sociology of Georg Simmel, pp. 402-~08.



214 Masters of Sociological Thought

lations to the academy were a compound of nearness and remoteness. He was
inorganically appended to the academy, yet he was an organic member of the
group. He could afford to maintain such a difficult marginal role because he
found support and encouragement among his nonacademic listeners. It is
interesting to note that Simmel had no disciples in the academy, though he
excrted some influence, whereas he had many followers among the literary in-
telligentsia.

Simmel, the marginal man, the stranger, presented his academic peers
not with a methodical, painstakingly elaborate system, but with a series of often
disorderly insights, testifying to amazing powers of perception. Yet Simmel’s
quest for originality stemmed in part from his self-image as a scholar. The
academy does not, of course, prize purely routine work; it requires that its
members contribute original results”*—such results to be achieved, however,
through academically approved means, within the academic rules of the game.
Simmel conformed to the goals of the academy, but he rejected the norms
governing the ways and means for their attainment.” His innovation can be
accounted for, at least in part, by the contradictory pressures exerted by the
social structure of the academy. That structure led him to engage in noncon-
formist behavior and, at the same sime, to the development and cultivation of
originality.”®

Motivated to live up to the demands of a largely nonacademic lecture
audience despite his craving for the approval of academic friends such as
Max Weber, Rickert, or Husserl and the admiration of younger academic men
like Max Scheler or Ernst Bloch, Simmel was perilously poised between the
two circles and, like a great juggler, always had a number of balls in the air.
His complicated playing of diverse roles in front of so variegated a set of role-
partners gave a game-like quality to his life and to his work. Forced by his
audience to be a performer-lecturer continuously displaying wit and brilliance,
he sometimes gave the impression that behind the show business mask lurked
a basic sadness, such as one notices in Rouault’s poignant portraits of clowns
and other circus performers.

Robert A. Nisbet has remarked that the notion of “brilliance” is a pecul-
iarly modern one. “What profundity is to the philosopher,” he remarks,

what depth and thoroughness are to the scholar, brilliance is to the intel-
lectual, especially to the modern intellectual. . . . It is surely no exaggeration

74 Cf. Robert K. Merton, “Priorities in Scientific Discovery,” presidential address read at the
annual meeting of the American Sociological Society, August, 1957, American Sociological
Review, XXII (December, 1957), p. 6.

75 See Merton’s “Social Structure and Anomie,” in Social Theory and Social Structure, especially
pp- 14041

76 This section is based on my earlier, “Georg Simmel’s Style of Work: A Contribution to the
Sociology of the Sociologist,” The American Journal of Sociology, LXII, 6 (May, 1958), pp.
635-41.
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to suggest that today’s intellectual would cheerfully forego all praise in terms
of mastery, depth, substance, and accuracy if he could be assured of his share
of attributed brilliance. And craving it he typically adapts his style of work
to its properties: the searching and sealing insight, the flashing riposte, etc.”?

One might add that such brilliant performance as that of Simmel can
only be staged at a time when intellectuals have both the freedom and the
burden of moving in a variety of groups, without organic connection to any
of them. The price they pay is likely to be high, as it undoubtedly was for
Simmel. Today, few would be willing to pay such a price, preferring a condition
less torn by conflict and contrary pulls of loyalties and commitments. But then,
perhaps for this very reason, it is not given to most of us to develop as acute
analytic skills as those that distinguished Georg Simmel.

IN SUMMARY

Despite the unsystematic and often willfully paradoxical character of Sim-
mel’s work, it is possible to sift and order it in such a way that a consistent
approach to the field of sociology emerges. In fact, it would appear that Sim-
mel’s sociological method and his program of study may be set alongside the
work of Durkheim in its scholarly importance. Durkheim focused attention
on the social structure—the larger institutional structures, religious and edu-
cational, and on the overall values that bind societies together and create bonds
between individuals. In contrast, Simmel’s was in the main a microsociological
enterprise; his principal concern was with social process. He illuminates the
intricate patterns in which individual actors interact with one another and
through which interaction help structure and re-structure the social world.
His formal sociology, the geometry of social space, provided a preliminary
map, which allowed later investigators to locate and often even to predict the
moves of social actors who are caught in webs of group relations at the same
time as they attempt to transcend them.

Present-day sociology possesses technological means and a conceptual ap-
paratus far superior to that available in Simmel’s day. But only fools would
contend that he is therefore dépassé. Whether we read him directly or see his
ideas filtered through the minds of Robert Park, Louis Wirth, Everett C.
Hughes, Theodore Caplow, Theodore Mills, and Robert K. Merton,™ he con-
tinues to stimulate the sociological imagination as powerfully as Durkheim or
Max Weber.

77 Robert A. Nisbet, “What is an Intellectual?” in Commentary, XL, 6 (December, 1965), pp. 93—
101.

78 Cf. Caplow, op. cit., and Theodore Mills, “Some Hypotheses on Small Groups from Simmel,”
in Lewis A. Coser, ed., Georg Simmel.
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THE WORK

Max Weber conceived of sociology as a comprehensive science of social
action.® In his analytical focus on individual human actors he differed from
many of his predecessors whose sociology was conceived in social-structural
terms. Spencer concentrated on the evolution of the body social as analogous to
an organism. Durkheim’s central concern was with institutional arrangements
that maintain the cohesion of social structures. Marx’s vision of society was
informed by his preoccupation with the conflicts between social classes within
changing social structures and productive relations. In contrast, Weber’s pri-
mary focus was on the subjective meanings that human actors attach to their
actions in their mutual orientations within specific social-historical contexts.
Behavior devoid of such meaning, Weber argued, falls outside the purview
of sociology.

Four major types of social action are distinguished in Weber’s sociology.
Men may engage in purposeful or goal-oriented rational action (zweck-
rational); their rational action may be value-oriented (wersrational); they may
act from emotional or affective motivations; or, finally, they may engage in
tradition] action. Purposeful rationality, in which both goal and means are
rationally chosen, is exemplified by the engineer who builds a bridge by the
most efficient technique of relating means to ends. Value-oriented rationality
is characterized by striving for a substantive goal, which in itself may not be
rational—say, the attainment of salvation—but which is nonetheless pursued
with rational means—for example, ascetic self-denial in the pursuit of holiness.
Affective action is anchored in the emotional state of the actor rather than in
the rational weighing of mecans and ends, as in the case of participants in the
religious services of a fundamentalist sect. Finally, traditional action is guided

1] take this formulation from Raymond Aron’s essay on Max Weber in his Main Currents in
Sociological Thought (New York, Basic Baoks, 1967), Vol. 2, p. 181. This section owes a great
deal to this volume as well as to Aron’s earlier German Sociology (New York, The Free Press,
1964). Talcott Parsons’ interpretations of Weber have been equally indispensable to me. Cf.
especially his The Structure of Social Action (New York, The Free Press, 1949) and his “Intro-
duction” to Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (New York, The
Free Press, 1947). Julien Freund’s The Sociology of Max Weber (New York, Pantheon, 1968)
and Reinhard Bendix’s Max Weber, An Intellectual Portrair (Garden City, N.Y., Doubleday,
1960) have also been most helpful, as has been the “Introduction” by Hans Gerth and C.
Wright Mills to their edition of From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York, Oxford
University Press, 1946).
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by customary habits of thought, by reliance on “the eternal yesterday”; the
behavior of members of an Orthodox Jewish congregation might serve as an
example for such action.

This classification of types of action serves Weber in two ways. It permits
him to make systematic typological distinctions, as for example between types
of authority, and also provides a basis for his investigation of the course of
Western historical development. Raymond Aron rightly sees Weber’s work as
“The paradigm of a sociology which is both historical and systematic.”?

Weber was primarily concerned with modern Western society, in which,
as he saw it, behavior had come to be dominated increasingly by goal-oriented
rationality, whereas in earlier periods it tended to be motivated by tradition,
affect, or value-oriented rationality. His studies of non-Western societies were
primarily designed to highlight this distinctive Western development. Karl
Mannheim puts the matter well when he writes, “Max Weber’s whole work
is in the last analysis directed toward the question “Which social factors have
brought about the rationalization of Western civilization?’”® In modern
society, Weber argued, whether in the sphere of politics or economics, in the
realm of the law and even in interpersonal relationships, the efficient applica-
tion of means to ends has become predominant and has replaced other springs
of social action.

Earlier theorists had attempted to conceive of major historical or evolu-
tionary tendencies of Western society in structural terms: for example, Toennies’
conception involved a drift from Gemeinschaft (community) to Gesellschaft
(purposive association); Maine’s, a shift from status to contract; and Durk-
heim’s, a move from mechanical to organic solidarity. Weber responded to
similar concerns by proposing that the basic distinguishing marks of modern
Western man were best viewed in terms of characteristic shifts in human action
that are associated with characteristic shifts in the social and historical situa-
tion. Unwilling to commit himself either to a “materialistic” or an “idealistic”
interpretation of history, Weber’s ultimate unit of analysis remained the con-
crete acting person.

Interpretative sociology considers the individual and his action as the
basic unit, as its “atom.” . . . The individual is . . . the upper limit and the
sole carrier of meaningful conduct. . . . Such concepts as “state,” “associa-
tion,” “feudalism,” and the like, designate certain categories of human inter-
action. Hence it is the task of sociology to reduce these concepts to “under-
standable” action, that is without exception, to the actions of participating
individual men.*

2 German Sociology, p. 67.
3 Karl Mannheim, Man and Soctety in an Age of Reconstruction (New York, Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1951), p. 52. t Gerth and Mills, eds., op. ciz., p. 55.
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Weber’s focus on the mutual orientation of social actors and on the “under-
standable” motives of their actions was anchored in methodological considera-
tions, which account for much of the distinctiveness of his approach.

NATURAL SCIENCE, SOCIAL SCIENCE, AND VALUE RELEVANCE

Weber rejected both the positivist contention that the cognitive aims of
the natural and the social sciences were basically the same and the opposing
German historicist doctrine that in the realm of Kultur and Geist (that is, in
the domain of history) it is impossible to make legitimate generalizations be-
cause human actions are not subject to the regularities that govern the world
of nature. Against the historicists Weber argued that the method of science,
whether its subject matter be things or men, always proceeds by abstraction
and generalization. Against the positivists, he took the stand that man, in con-
trast to things, could be understood not only in external manifestations, that is,
in behavior, but also in the underlying motivations. And against both these
approaches Weber emphasized the value-bound problem choices of the in-
vestigator and the value-neutral methods of social research.

According to Weber, differences between the natural sciences and the
social sciences arise from differences in the cognitive intentions of the investi-
gator, not from the alleged inapplicability of scientific and generalizing
methods to the subject matter of human action. What distinguishes the natural
and social sciences is not an inherent difference in methods of investigation,
but rather the differing interests and aims of the scientist. Both types of
science involve abstraction. The richness of the world of facts, both in nature
and in history, is such that a total explanation in either realm is doomed to
fail. Even in physics it is impossible to predict future events in all their con-
crete detail. No one, for example, can calculate in advance the dispersion of the
fragments of an exploding shell. Prediction becomes possible only within a
system of conceptualizations that excludes concern for those concrete facts not
caught in the net of abstractions. Both the natural and the social sciences must
abstract from the manifold aspects of reality; they always involve selection.

The natural scientist is primarily interested in those aspects of natural
events that can be formulated in terms of abstract laws. While the social
scientist may wish to search for such lawful abstract generalizations in
human behavior, he is also interested in particular qualities of human actors
and in the meaning they ascribe to their actions. Any scientific method must
make a selection from the infinite variety of empirical reality. When the social
scientist adopts a generalizing method, he abstracts from random and unique
aspects of the reality he considers; concrete individual actions are conceived as
“cases” or “instances,” which are subsumed under theoretical generalizations.
The individualizing approach, in contrast, neglects generic elements and con-
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centrates attention on particular features of phenomena or concrete historical
actors. Both methods are defensible, provided neither is alleged to encompass
phenomena in their totality. Neither method is privileged or inherently superior
to the other.

What particular problem attracts a scholar, and what level of explanation
is sought, depends, Weber argues, on the values and interests of the investiga-
tor. The choice of problems is always “value relevant.” “There is no absolutely
‘objective’ scientific analysis of culture or ... of ‘social phenomena’ inde-
pendent of special and ‘one-sided’ viewpoints according to which—expressly
or tacitly, consciously or unconsciously—they are selected, analyzed and organ-
ized for expository purposes.”> What is considered “worthy to be known” de-
pends upon the perspective of the inquiring scholar. Hence there is no in-
surmountable chasm between the procedures of the natural and the social
scientist, but they differ in their cognitive intentions and explanatory projects.

When the objection is raised that rational knowledge of causal sequences
may be attained in the world of nature, but that the human world is not sus-
ceptible to rational explanation because of its unpredictability and irrationality,
Weber counters by turning the tables. Our knowledge of nature must always
be, as it were, from the outside. We can only observe external courses of events
and record their uniformities. But in regard to human action, we can do more
than write protocols of recurrent sequences of events; we can attempt to impute
motives by interpreting men’s actions and words. With this method, he of
course opposes the positivists as well. “Social facts are in the last resort inzel-
ligible facts.” We can understand (verstehen) human action by penetrating to
the subjective meanings that actors attach to their own behavior and to the
behavior of others. A sociology of the chicken yard can only account for regu-
larities of behavior—in other words, for a pecking order. A sociology of human
groups has the inestimable advantage of having access to the subjective aspects
of action, to the realm of meaning and motivation. Hence Weber’s definition
of sociology as “that science which aims at the interpretative understanding
(Verstehen) of sacial behavior in order to gain an explanation of its causes, its
course, and its effects.”®

The notion of interpretative understanding did not originate with Weber.
It was first advanced by the historian Droysen and was used extensively by
such scholars as Dilthey. But for them the method was meant to extol intui-
tion over rational-causal explanation. Weber, in contrast, saw in it only a pre-
liminary step in the establishment of causal relationships. The grasping of
subjective meaning of an activity, Weber argued, is facilitated through em-
pathy (Einfuehlung) and a reliving (Nacherleben) of the experience to be
analyzed. But any interpretative explanation (verstehende Erklaerung) must

5 Edward Shils and Henry Finch, eds., Max Weber on the Methodology of the Social Sciences
(New York, The Free Press, 1949), p. 72.
6 Max Weber, Basic Concepts in Sociology (New York, The Citadel Press, 1964), p. 29.
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become a causal explanation if it is to reach the dignity of a scientific proposi-
tion. Verstehen and causal explanation are correlative rather than opposed
principles of method in the social sciences. Immediate intuitions of meaning
can be transformed into valid knowledge only if they can be incorporated into
theoretical structures that aim at causal explanation.

Against the objection that this manner of interpretation is subject to the
danger of contamination from the values held by the scientific investigator,
Weber countered that interpretations can be submitted to the test of evidence.
This, he argued, is to be distinguished from the fact that the choice of subject
matter—as distinct from the choice of interpretation—stems from the investi-
gator’s value orientation, which may be the case with the natural scientist as
well.

Weber insisted that a value element inevitably entered into the selection
of the problem an investigator chooses to attack. There are no intrinsically
scientific criteria for the selection of topics; here every man must follow his
own demon, his own moral stance, but this in no way invalidates the objec-
tivity of the social sciences. The question of whether a statement is true or
false is logically distinct from that of its relevance to values. Wertbeziehung
(value relevance) touches upon the selection of the problem, not upon the in-
terpretation of phenomena. As Parsons put it, “Once a phenomenon is de-
scriptively given, the establishment of casual relations between it and either its
antecedents or its consequences is possible only through the application, ex-
plicitly or implicitly, of a formal schema of proof that is independent of any
value system, except the value of scientific proof.”” Hence, the relativity of
value orientations leading to different cognitive choices has nothing to do with
questions of scientific validity. What are relativized in this view are not the
findings but the problems.

Value relevance must be distinguished from value-neutrality, since they
refer to two different orders of ideas. In the first place, ethical neutrality im-
plies that once the social scientist has chosen his problem in terms of its rele-
vance to his values, he must hold values—his own or those of others—in abey-
ance while he follows the guidelines his data reveal. He cannot impose his
values on the data and he is compelled to pursue his line of inquiry whether
or not the results turn out to be inimical to what he holds dear. A geneticist
of liberal persuasion, for example, should not abandon his line of inquiry if
his findings suggest that differences in intelligence are associated with biologi-
cal traits. Value neutrality, in this first meaning of the term, refers to the
normative injunction that men of science should be governed by the ethos of
science in their role as scientists, but emphatically not in their role as citizens.

In addition, value neutrality refers no less importantly to another order of
considerations: the disjunction between the world of facts and the world of

7 Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action (New York, The Free Press, 1958), p. 594.
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values, the impossibility of deriving “ought statements” from “is statements.”
An empirical science, Weber contended, can never advise anyone what he
should do, though it may help him to clarify for himself what he can or wants
to do.

The scientific treatment of value judgments may not only understand
and empatically analyze the desired ends and the ideals which underline
them; it can also “judge” them critically. This criticism can . . . be no more
than a formal logical judgment of historically given value judgments and
ideas, a testing of the ideals according to the postulate of the internal con-
sistency of the desired end. . . . It can assist [the acting person] in becoming
aware of the ultimate standards of value which he does not make explicit
to himself, or which he must presuppose in order to be logical. . . . As to
whether the person expressing these value judgments should adhere to these
ultimate standards is his personal affair; it involves will and conscience, not
empirical knowledge.®

Weber was fundamentally at odds with those who argued for a morality
based on science. In this respect he was as opposed to Durkheim as he would
be to those psychoanalysts today who claim they have a scientific warranty to
counsel “adjustment” or “self-actualization,” as the case may be, to their patients.

The scientist qua scientist can evaluate the probable consequences of
courses of action, Weber believed, but he cannot make value judgments.
Weber had an austere view of science. “Science today,” he wrote, “is a ‘voca-
tion’ organized in special disciplines in the service of self-clarification and
knowledge of interrelated facts. It is not the gift of grace of seers and prophets
dispensing sacred values and revelations, nor does it partake of the contempla-
tion of sages and philosophers about the meaning of the universe.” The realm
of moral values, Weber believed, was a realm of warring gods demanding al-
legiance to contradictory ethical notions. The scientist gua scientist, therefore,
could have no answer to the Tolstoian question, “What shall we do?” “Aca-
demic prophecy . . . will create only fanatical sects,” Weber believed, “but
never a genuine community.”® The scientist should not hanker after leader-
ship over men; he finds dignity and fulfillment in the quest for truth. When
Weber was once asked why he undertook his wide-ranging studies, he replied:
“I wish to know how much I can take.”

8 Shils and Finch, eds., op. cit., p. 54. 2 Gerth and Mills, eds., op. ciz., p. 152. 10 71bid., p. 155.
55,
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THE IDEAL TYPE

~In his effort to escape from the individualizing and particularizing ap-
proach of German Geisteswissenschaft and historicism, Weber developed a key
conceptual tool, the notion of the ideal zype. It will be recalled that Weber
argued that no scientific system is ever capable of reproducing all concrete
reality, nor can any conceptual apparatus ever do full justice to the infinite
diversity of particular phenomena. All science involves selection as well as
abstraction. Yet the social scientist can easily be caught in a dilemma when he
chooses his conceptual apparatus. When his concepts are very general—as when
he attempts to explain capitalism or Protestantism by subsuming them under
the general concepts of economics or religion—he is likely to leave out what is
most distinctive to them. When, on the other hand, he uses the traditional
conceptualizations of the historian and particularizes the phenomenon under
discussion, he allows no room for comparison with related phenomena. The
notion of the ideal type was meant to provide escape from this dilemma.

An ideal type is an analytical construct that serves the investigator as a
measuring rod to ascertain similarities as well as deviations in concrete cases.
It provides the basic method for comparative study. “An ideal type is formed
by the one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view and by the
synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and occasion-
ally absent concrete individual phenomena, which are arranged according to
those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints into a unified analytical construct.”™*
An ideal type is not meant to refer to moral ideals. There can be an ideal type
of a brothel or of a chapel. Nor did Weber mean to refer to statistical averages.
Average Protestants in a given region or at a given time may be quite different
from ideal typical Protestants. The ideal type involves an accentuation of typi-
cal courses of conduct. Many of Weber’s ideal types refer to collectivities
rather than to the social actions of individuals, but social relationships within
collectivities are always built upon the probability that component actors will
engage in expected social actions. An ideal type never corresponds to concrete
reality but always moves at least one step away from it. It is constructed out
of certain elements of reality and forms a logically precise and coherent whole,
which can never be found as such in that reality. There has never been a full
empirical embodiment of the Protestant Ethic, of the “charismatic leader,” or
of the “exemplary prophet.”

Ideal types enable one to construct hypotheses linking them with the con-
ditions that brought the phenomenon or event into prominence, or with con-
sequences that follow from its emergence. If we wish to study the religious
roots of modern capitalism, it may be advisable to construct an ideal type of

11 Shils and Finch, eds., op. cit., p. go.
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Protestant, based on the distinct features of sectarians as these emerged during
the Reformation. We shall then be in a position to determine empirically
whether the concrete conduct of Protestants in, say, seventeenth-century Eng-
land did in fact approximate the type and in what specific aspects it failed
to do so. This type will further allow us to distinguish between the conduct of
men who adhered to Catholic or Protestant religious bodies. We can then
proceed to correlations and causal imputations as to the connections between
the emergence of Protestantism and that of modern capitalism—both being
conceived in ideal typical terms. As Julien Freund puts it, “Being unreal, the
ideal type has the merit of offering us a conceptual device with which we can
measure real development and clarify the most important elements of empiri-
cal reality.”?

Weber’s three kinds of ideal types are distinguished by their levels of
abstraction. First are the ideal types rooted in historical particularities, such as
the “western city,” “the Protestant Ethic,” or “modern capitalism,” which refer
to phenomena that appear only in specific historical periods and in particular
cultural areas. A second kind involves abstract elements of social reality—
such concepts as “bureaucracy” or “feudalism”—that may be found in a variety
of historical and cultural contexts. Finally, there is a third kind of ideal zype,
which Raymond Aron calls “rationalizing reconstructions of a particular kind
of behavior.”** According to Weber, all propositions in economic theory, for ex-
ample, fall into this category. They all refer to the ways in which men would
behave were they actuated by purely economic motives, were they purely
economic men.

CAUSALITY AND PROBABILITY

It is sometimes argued that, in tune with the German idealistic tradition,
Weber rejected the notion of causality in human affairs.* This is emphatically
not the case. Weber firmly believed in both historical and sociological causality,
but—and this may have given rise to misunderstandings—he expressed causality
in terms of probability. Such stress on chance or probability, however, has
nothing to do with an insistence on free will or the unpredictability of human
behavior. Weber argued, for example, that human action was truly unpredict-
able only in the case of the insane, and that “we associate the highest measure
of an empirical ‘feeling of freedom’ with those actions which we are conscious
of performing rationally.”® This sense of subjective freedom, far from being
rooted in unpredictability and irrationality, arises precisely in those situations
that can be rationally predicted and mastered. Hence, Weber’s notion of prob-

12 Freund, op. cit., p. 69. 13 Main Currents, p. 204.

14 Cf.,, for example, the treatment of Weber in Friedrich Jonas, Geschichte der Soziologie (Rein-
beck bei Hamburg, Rowohlt, 1969), Vol. 4, p. 43 and passim.

15 Shils and Finch, eds., op. cit., p. 24.
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ability or chance is not based in some kind of metaphysics of free will but
derives from his recognition of the extreme difficulties in making entircly ex-
haustive causal imputations. Objective empirical certainty in social research
‘seemed to him hardly ever attainable. The best one can do, he concluded, is
to follow a variety of causal chains that have helped determine the object under
study.

When Weber uses the notion of probability in his definitional statements
—for example, in defining a relationship as existing “in so far as there is a
probability that” a certain norm of behavior will be adhered to—he responds
to similar considerations. Probability is here taken to mean that in all likeli-
hood men involved in a certain context will orient their behavior in terms of
normative expectations. But this is always probable and never certain because
it can also be assumed that for some actors the chains of causality peculiar
to their unique social relationships will lead to departure from the expected
probability.

It is convenient to distinguish two directions in Weber’s view of causality
—historical and sociological. “Historical causality determines the unique cir-
cumstances that have given rise to an event. Sociological causality assumes the
establishment of a regular relationship between two phenomena, which need
not take the form ‘A makes B inevitable,” but may take the form ‘A is more
or less favorable to B.”*® The quest for historical causality asks the question:
What are the causes of the Bolshevik revolution? The search for sociological
causality involves questioning the economic, the demographic, or the specifi-
cally social causes of all revolutions or of particular ideal types of revolutions.

The quest for historical causes, Weber pointed out, was facilitated by
what has been called mental experiments. When we learn that two shots fired
in Berlin in 1848 started the revolution of 1848, we must ask whether the rev-
olution would have taken place had these shots not been fired. If we conclude
that it would have started in any case, we can rule out these shots as causes
of the subsequent revolutionary development. When we ask whether the
Battle of Marathon was a major causal event for the subsequent history of
Hellenic civilization, we must perform the mental experiment of envisaging
Greece dominated by the Persians. Such an experiment will convince us that
had the Athenians lost the battle, a Persian Greece would have been a basically
different society. We can then conclude as to the probability that the outcome
of the Battle of Marathon, by guarantecing the independence of the city-states,
was indeed a major causal factor in the subsequent development of Greck
civilization.

The assessment of the historical significance of an historical fact will
begin with the posing of the following question: In the event of the exclusion

16 Main Currents, p. 193.
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of that fact from the complex of the factors which are taken into account as
co-determinants, or in the event of its modification in a certain direction,
could the course of events, in accordance with general empirical rules, have
taken a direction in any way different in any features which would be
decisive for our interest?'”

To determine sociological causality, Weber argues, also requires operating
within a probabilistic framework. This type of gencralization attempts to estab-
lish, for example, that the emergence of capitalism required a certain type of
personality largely shaped by the preachments of Calvinist divines. The proof
of the proposition comes when, either through mental experiment or through
comparative study in other cultures, it is established that modern capitalism
could probably not develop without such personalities; therefore, Calvinism
must be considered a cause, though emphatically not zZe cause, of the rise of
capitalism.

This example calls attention to the fact that Weber’s methodological re-
flections served as a tool in his substantive investigations. Yet he was not con-
cerned with methodology for its own sake and, like many another scientist, he
did not always follow his own methodological guidelines. Contrary to his
nominalistic stress on the acting person as the unit of analysis, he advanced
a theory of stratification based largely on structural explanations rather than
on a subjective theory of class distinctions.

When explaining the decline of the Roman Empire, he focused on struc-
tural changes in Roman agriculture. Morc importantly still, Weber’s life-long
preoccupation with the increase of rationality in the modern world was to a
considerable extent based on structural considerations, as witness his stress on
the separation of the houschold from the business enterprise as a harbinger
of economic rationalization. In all these instances, Weber also provides illustra-
tions pointing to changing motivations of historical actors, yet on balance,
structure seems more important than motivation.

Though a number of other examples could be cited where Weber did not
apply his methodological injunctions, many more instances in his work reveal
that he put his methods to brilliant use in his substantive analysis.

TYPES OF AUTHORITY

Weber’s discussion of authority relations—why men claim authority, and
feel they have a legitimate right to expect willing obedience to their command—
illustrates his use of the ideal type as an analytical tool and his classification of
types of social action.

Weber distinguished three main modes of claiming legitimacy. Authority

17 Shils and Finch, eds., op. cit., p. 180.
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may be based on rational grounds and anchored in impersonal rules that have
been legally enacted or contractually established. This type is rational-legal
authority, which has increasingly come to characterize hierarchical relations
.in modern society. Traditional authority, on the other hand, which predominates
in pre-modern societies, is based on belief in the sanctity of tradition, of “the
eternal yesterday.” It is not codified in impersonal rules but inheres in par-
ticular persons who may either inherit it or be invested with it by a higher
authority. Charismatic authority, finally, rests on the appeal of leaders who
claim allegiance because of their extraordinary virtuosity, whether ethical,
heroic, or religious.

It should be kept in mind that here, as elsewhere in his work, Weber
was describing pure types; he was aware that in empirical reality mixtures
will be found in the legitimation of authority. Although Hitler’'s domination
was based to a considerable extent on his charisma, elements of rational-legal
authority remained in the structure of German law, and references to Germanic
Volk tradition formed a major element in the appeals of National Socialism.

This typology of various forms of authority relations is important on
several counts. Its sociological contribution rests more especially on the fact
that Weber, in contrast to many political theorists, conceives of authority in
all its manifestations as characteristic of the relation between leaders and fol-
lowers, rather than as an attribute of the leader alone. Although his notion of
charisma may lack rigorous definition, its importance lies in Weber’s develop-
ment of the idea that the leader derives his role from the belief his followers
have about his mission.

THE FUNCTION OF IDEAS

Weber’s concern with the meaning actors impute to relationships did not
limit him to the study of types of social action. Rather, he used the typology
of forms of social action to understand the drift of historical change. It will be
remembered that the problems posed by modern civilization were foremost in
his mind, and in this connection he conceived the shift from traditional to
rational action as crucial. He showed that rational action within a system of
rational-legal authority is at the heart of the modern rationalized economy,
that is, of the capitalist system. Only within the framework of a rationalized
economy can active individuals weigh utility and costs in a rational manner.
Weber maintained that the rationalization of economic action can only be
realized when traditional notions about just prices or just wages are discarded
and a positive ethical sanction is provided for acquisitive activities aimed at
maximizing the self-interests of the actor. Such ethical sanction, Weber argued,
was provided by the Protestant Ethic, which broke the hold of traditionalism
in the realm of economic behavior even while it fostered a spirit of rigorous
self-discipline, encouraging men to apply themselves rationally and methodi-
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cally to the specific tasks they were “called” to perform within the occupational
world.

Weber’s emphasis on the influence of religious ideas in the emergence of
modern capitalism forced him into a running dialogue with the ghost of Karl
Marx. He was most respectful of Marx’s contributions, yet believed, in tune
with his own methodology, that Marx had unduly emphasized one particular
causal chain, the one leading from the economic infrastructure to the cultural
superstructure. Weber argued that Marx had presented an overly simplified
scheme that could not adequately take into account the tangled web of causa-
tive influences linking the economy and the social structure to cultural products
and human action. Weber refused to see in ideas simple reflections of material
interests. He contended instead that developments in the intellectual, psychic,
scientific, political, and religious spheres have relative autonomy even though
they all mutually influence one another. There is no preestablished harmony
between the content of an idea and the material interests of those who become
its champion, but an “elective affinity” may arise between the two. Weber’s
examples are many. In the seventeenth century, such an elective affinity de-
veloped between the ideas of the Calvinist divines and the concerns of certain
bourgeois or petty-bourgeois strata, whether in England, Scotland or the Low-
lands. Confucian ethics did not “express the needs” of the Chinese literati, but
these men became the main carriers of Confucian ideas in so far as these were
congenial to their life-styles. Or again: landowning warrior classes have an
aversion to any form of emotional religiosity and to religions preaching salva-
tion; instead, they are drawn to religious systems in which the gods are con-
ceived as powerful, passionate beings who clash among themselves and are
subject to cajolery through sacrifice or to coercion through magical manipula-
tion. Peasants are attracted to nature worship while urban bourgeois strata
incline toward Christian piety.

Fascinated as he was by the dynamics of social change, Weber endeavored
to create a more flexible interpretative system than Marx had provided. He at-
tempted to show that the relations between systems of ideas and social struc-
tures were multiform and varied and that causal connections went in both
directions, rather than from infrastructure to superstructure alone. Weber’s
modification and refinement of the Marxian scheme is likewise evident in his
theory of stratification.

CLASS, STATUS, AND POWER

Weber differed only marginally from Marx when he defined as a class
a category of men who 1) “have in common a specific causal component of
their life chances in so far as 2) this component is represented exclusively by
economic interests in the possession of goods and opportunities for income, and
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3) it is represented under the conditions of the commodity or labor market.”**
He even was fairly close to Marx’s view, though not necessarily to those of
latter-day Marxists, when he stated that class position does not necessarily lead
to class-determined economic or political action. He argued that communal
class action will emerge only if and when the “connections between the causes
and the consequences of the ‘class situation’” become transparent;'® Marx
would have said when a class becomes conscious of its interests, that is, of its
relation, as a class, to other classes. Yet Weber’s theory of stratification differs
from that of Marx in that he introduced an additional structural category,
that of “status group.”

Classification of men into such groups is based on their consumption pat-
terns rather than on their place in the market or in the process of production.
Weber thought Marx had overlooked the relevance of such categorization be-
cause of his exclusive attention to the productive sphere. In contrast to classes,
which may or may not be communal groupings, status groups are normally
communities, which are held together by notions of proper life-styles and by the
social esteem and honor accorded to them by others. Linked with this are ex-
pectations of restrictions on social intercourse with those not belonging to the
circle and assumed social distance toward inferiors. In this typology we again
find Weber’s sociological notion of a social category as dependent on the defini-
tion that others give to social relationships. A status group can exist only to
the extent that others accord its members prestige or degrading, which removes
them from the rest of social actors and establishes the necessary social distance
between “them” and “us.”

Empirically there are fairly high correlations between standing in the
class and in the status order. Especially in capitalist socicty, the economically
ascendant class will, in the course of time, also acquire high status; yet in
principle, propertied and propertyless people may belong to the same status
group. At certain times, an economically weak element, such as the East Elbian
Junkers, may exercise considerable influence and power because of its pre-
eminent status. Generally, as much post-Weberian analysis of American poli-
tics has shown, political behavior may at times be influenced by men who are
fearful of losing their status or who bridle at not having been accorded a status
they think is their due; such influence may be as powerful as class-determined
modes of political behavior.

In Weber’s view every society is divided into groupings and strata with
distinctive life-styles and views of the world, just as it is divided into distinc-
tive classes. While at times status as well as class groupings may conflict, at
others their members may accept fairly stable patterns of subordination and
superordination.

18 Gerth and Mills, eds., op. cir., p. 181.
19 1bid., p. 184.
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With this twofold classification of social stratification, Weber lays the
groundwork for an understanding of pluralistic forms of social conflict in
modern society and helps to explain why only in rare cases are such societies
polarized into the opposing camps of the “haves” and the “have-nots.” He has
done much to explain why Marx’s exclusively class-centered scheme failed to
predict correctly the shape of things to come in modern pluralistic societies.

In regard to the analysis of power in society, Weber again introduces a
pluralistic notion. Although he agrees with Marx in crucial respects, he refines
and extends Marx’s analytical scheme. For Marx, power is always rooted, even
if only in the “last analysis,” in economic relations. Those who own the means
of production exercise political power either directly or indirectly. Weber
agreed that quite often, especially in the modern capitalist world, economic
power is the predominant form. But he objects that “the emergence of eco-
nomic power may be the consequence of power existing on other grounds.”*®
For example, men who are able to command large-scale bureaucratic organiza-
tions may wield a great deal of economic power even though they are only
salaried employees.

Weber understands by power: the chance of a man, or a number of men
“to realize their own will in communal action, even against the resistance of
others.”" He shows that the basis from which such power can be exercised may
vary considerably according to the social context, that is, historical and struc-
tural circumstance. Hence, where the source of power is located becomes for
Weber an empirical question, one that cannot be answered by what he con-
siders Marx’s dogmatic emphasis on one specific source. Moreover, Weber
argues, men do not only strive for power to enrich themselves. “Power, in-
cluding economic power, may be valued ‘for its own sake.” Very frequently
the striving for power is also conditioned by the social ‘honor’ it entails.”**

BUREAUCRACY

Weber’s interest in the nature of power and authority, as well as his perva-
sive preoccupation with modern trends of rationalization, led him to concern
himself with the operation of modern large-scale enterprises in the political,
administrative, and economic realm. Bureaucratic coordination of activities,
he argued, is the distinctive mark of the modern era. Bureaucracies are organ-
ized according to rational principles. Offices are ranked in a hierarchical order
and their operations are characterized by impersonal rules. Incumbents are
governed by methodical allocation of areas of jurisdiction and delimited spheres
of duty. Appointments are made according to specialized qualifications rather
than ascriptive criteria. This bureaucratic coordination of the actions of large

20 1bid., p. 180.  *11bid.  *21bid.
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numbers of people has become the dominant structural feature of modern
forms of organization. Only through this organizational device has large-scale
planning, both for the modern state and the modern economy, become possible.
Only through it could heads of states mobilize and centralize resources of
political power, which in feudal times, for example, had been dispersed in a
variety of centers. Only with its aid could economic resources be mobilized,
which lay fallow in pre-modern times. Bureaucratic organization is to Weber
the privileged instrumentality that has shaped the modern polity, the modern
economy, the modern technology. Burecaucratic types of organization are
technically superior to all other forms of administration, much as machine pro-
duction is superior to handicraft methods.*

Yet Weber also noted the dysfunctions of bureaucracy. Its major advantage,
the calculability of results, also makes it unwieldy and even stultifying in deal-
ing with individual cases. Thus modern rationalized and bureaucratized sys-
tems of law have become incapable of dealing with individual particularities,
to which earlier types of justice were well suited. The “modern judge,” Weber
stated in writing on the legal system of Continental Europe, “is a vending
machine into which the pleadings are inserted together with the fee and which
then disgorges the judgment together with the reasons mechanically derived
from the Code.”**

Weber argued that the bureaucratization of the modern world has led
to its depersonalization.

[The calculability of decision-making| and with it its appropriateness
for capitalism . . . [is] the more fully realized the more bureaucracy “de-
personalizes” itself, ie., the more completely it succeeds in achieving the
exclusion of love, hatred, and every purely personal, especially irrational and
incalculable, feeling from the execution of official tasks. In the place of the
old-type ruler who is moved by sympathy, favor, grace, and gratitude, modern
culture requires for its sustaining external apparatus the emotionally detached,
and hence rigorously “professional” expert.*®

Further bureaucratization and rationalization seemed to Weber an almost
inescapable fate.

Imagine the consequences of that comprehensive bureaucratization and
rationalization which already today we see approaching. Already now . . .
in all economic enterprises run on modern lines, rational calculation is mani-
fest at every stage. By it, the performance of each individual worker is
mathematically measured, each man becomes a little cog in the machine and,
aware of this, his one preoccupation is whether he can become a bigger cog.
. .. It is apparent that today we are proceeding towards an evolution which

23 Bendix, op. cit., p. 42I. 24 Quoted in ibid. 25 Ibid., pp. 421-22.
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resembles [the ancient kingdom of Egypt] in every detail, except that it is
built on other foundations, on technically more perfect, more rationalized,
and therefore much more mechanized foundations. The problem which besets
us now is not: how can this evolution be changed?—for that is impossible,
but: what will come of it?2¢

Weber’s views about the inescapable rationalization and bureaucratization
of the world have obvious similarities to Marx’s notion of alienation. Both
men agree that modern methods of organization have tremendously increased
the effectiveness and efficiency of production and organization and have
allowed an unprecedented domination of man over the world of nature. They
also agree that the new world of rationalized efficiency has turned into a
monster that threatens to dehumanize its creators. But Weber disagrees with
Marx when the latter sees alienation as only a transitional stage on the road to
man’s true emancipation. Weber does not believe in the future leap from the
realm of necessity into the world of freedom. Even though he would permit
himself upon occasion the hope that some charismatic leader might arise to
deliver mankind from the curse of its own creation, he thought it more
probable that the future would be an “iron cage” rather than a Garden of
Eden.

There is yet another respect in which Weber differed from, or rather en-
larged upon, Marx. In accord with his focus on the sphere of economic pro-
duction, Marx had documented in great detail how the capitalist industrial
organization led to the expropriation of the worker from the means of pro-
duction; how the modern industrial worker, in contrast to the artisan of the
handicraft era, did not own his own tools and was hence forced to sell his
labor to those who controlled him. Agreeing with most of this analysis, Weber
countered with the observation that such expropriation from the means of
work was an inescapable result of any system of rationalized and centrally co-
ordinated production, rather than being a consequence of capitalism as such.
Such expropriation would characterize a socialist system of production just as
much as it would the capitalist form. Moreover, Weber argued, Marx’s nearly
exclusive concern with the productive sphere led him to overlook the possibility
that the expropriation of the workers from the means of production was only
a special case of a more general phenomenon in modern society where scientists
are expropriated from the means of research, administrators from the means of
administration, and warriors from the means of violence. He further contended
that in all relevant spheres of modern society men could no longer engage in
socially significant action unless they joined a large-scale organization in which
they were allocated specific tasks and to which they were admitted only upon

26 Quoted in J. P. Mayer, Max Weber and German Politics, 2nd ed. (London, Faber and Faber,
1956), pp. 126-27.
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condition that they sacrificed their personal desires and predilections to the
impersonal goals and procedures that governed the whole.

RATIONALIZATION AND DISENCHANTMENT

The world of modernity, Weber stressed over and over again, has been
deserted by the gods. Man has chased them away and has rationalized and
made calculable and predictable what in an carlier age had seemed governed
by chance, but also by feeling, passion, and commitment, by personal appeal
and personal fealty, by grace and by the ethics of charismatic heroes.

Weber attempted to document this development in a variety of institu-
tional areas. His studies in the sociology of religion were meant to trace the
complicated and tortuous ways in which the gradual “rationalization of re-
ligious life” had led to the displacement of magical procedure by wertrational
systematizations of man’s relation to the divine. He attempted to show how
prophets with their charismatic appeals had undermined priestly powers
based on tradition; how with the emergence of “book religion” the final sys-
tematization and rationalization of the religious sphere had set in, which found
its culmination in the Protestant Ethic.

In the sphere of law, Weber documented a similar course from a “Kadi
Justiz,” the personalized dispensing of justice by wise leaders or elders, to the
codified, rationalized, and impersonal justice of the modern world. He traced
the development of political authority from kings endowed with hereditary
charisma and thaumaturgical powers, to cool heads of state, ruling within the
strict limits of legal prescriptions and rationally enacted law. Even so private
an area of experience as music, Weber contended, was not exempt from the
rationalizing tendencies of Western society. In his writings on the sociology
of music Weber contrasted the concise notations and the well-tempered scale
of modern music—the rigorous standardization and coordination that governs
a modern symphony orchestra—with the spontaneity and inventiveness of the
musical systems of Asia or of nonliterate tribes.

In his methodological writings, as we have seen, Weber strenuously ob-
jected to any interpretation of human history that subjected such history to an
ineluctable driving force. He argued that society must be considered as a
delicate balance of multiple opposing forces, so that a war, a revolution, or
even an heroic leader might succeed in throwing the total balance in favor of
a particular outcome. This is why he almost always made his statements in
probabilistic terms. Nevertheless, when it came to the trends toward rationali-
zation and burcaucratization of modern society, Weber tended to throw much
of his usual analytic caution to the winds and to assert that the chances were
very great indeed that mankind would in the future be imprisoned in an iron
cage of its own making. In this respect, his message is thus fundamentally at
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variance with that of most of his nineteenth-century forebears. He is not a
prophet of glad tidings to come but a harbinger of doom and disaster.

It would be pointless to attempt to summarize a work that is as amazing
in its diversity as it is overwhelming in its breadth. It suffices to state explicitly
what must already be apparent: Weber’s work is a crucial landmark in the
history of the social sciences.

There is a pre-Weberian and a post-Weberian sociology. All contemporary
or near-contemporary sociology shows the impact of his genius. Even those
who cannot share his pessimistic prognosis or his somewhat romantic beliefs
in the saving grace of charismatic heroes can profit from the fruits of his power-
ful analytical labors.

THE MAN

Max Weber®” was continually beset by psychic torment. It is impossible to
understand his work without reference to the inner conflicts that attended his
intellectual production. But it would be inadvisable to focus here on all the
details of Weber’s psychic turmoils. The commentator should discriminate;
otherwise he will succumb to what Hegel once called the “psychology of the
valet,” the detailed analysis of small human particularities that do not touch
upon a man’s historical and intellectual significance.

Weber’s inner tensions stemmed largely from the tangled web of his re-
lations with his family, as well as from his attempts to escape from the stultify-
ing political atmosphere of the Kaiser'’s Germany in which he lived and
worked. His ambivalence toward authority in his personal life and his fascina-
tion with the topic in his writings, his double concern with rationality and with
the ethic of responsibility, his attraction to innerworldly asceticism and his
partial identification with the heroic life-styles of charismatic leaders—these
and many other themes in his work have their source in his biography.

27 The main information for this section comes from three major works: Marianne Weber’s
Max Weber: Ein Lebensbild (Tuebingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1926) is a basic source for all later
biographies; Eduard Baumgarten's Max Weber: Werk und Person (Tucbingen, J. C. B. Mohr,
1964) is a valuable account by a member of the Weber family circle who is in possession of
private letters and other unpublished documents. He throws new light on a number of facets
of Weber’s life not sufficiently revealed by Marianne Weber; Arthur Mitzman’s The Iron Cage:
An Historical Interpretation of Max Weber (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1970) is a brilliant
evaluation of Weber's work in terms of the social and political structure of his Germany and of
the family relationships that were responsible for many of his torments.

From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, contains a fine Introduction that provides the best
short biography available. Wolfgang J. Mommsen's monumental Max Weber und die deutsche
Politik (Tuebingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1959) is indispensable for the consideration of Weber’s re-
lationship to the German political scene. This matter is also treated, although much more
superficially, in J. P. Mayer's Max Weber and German Politics. Paul Honigsheim’s recently
translated On Max Weber (New York, The Free Press, 1968) is a prime source on Weber’s
Heidelberg circle.
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IN THE FATHER’S HOUSE

Max Weber was born on April 21, 1864, the eldest of seven children of
Max Weber and his wife Helene. Both parents descended from a line of
Protestants, who had been refugees from Catholic persecution in the past but
had later become successful entreprencurs. Weber’s paternal grandfather had
been a prosperous linen dealer in Bielefeld, where the family had settled after
being driven from Catholic Salzburg because of their Protestant convictions.
While one of his sons took over and expanded the family business, another,
Weber’s father, worked for a while in the city government of Berlin and later
as a magistrate in Erfurt (where Max was born) but then embarked upon a
political career in the capital. In Berlin he was first a city councillor and later
a member of the Prussian House of Deputies and of the German Reichstag.
He was an important member of the National Liberal Party, the party of those
liberals who had made their peace with Bismarck and now supported most of
his policies. Very much a part of the political “establishment,” the older Weber
lived a self-satisfied, pleasure-loving, and shallow life. He was a fairly typical
German bourgeois politician, at home in the wheeling and dealing of political
affairs and not given to engage in any “idealistic” ventures that might under-
cut his solid anchoring with the established powers.

Weber’s mother, Helene Fallenstein, came from a similar background but
was made of wholly different cloth. Her father, who descended from a line of
school teachers, had been a teacher himself, a translator, and romantic intel-
lectual. After having fought in the war of liberation against Napoleon, he
settled down to the rather prosaic life of a Prussian civil servant. When his
first wife died, he married Emilie Souchay, the daughter of a prosperous
merchant in Frankfurt. His financia! position now assured, he retired to live
in Heidelberg where he endeavored to be a kind of patron of the resident
academic community. The Souchays descended from Huguenot emigrants
who had been driven from their native France after Louis XIV had outlawed
French Protestantism. They became very wealthy in Germany but continued
the cultivation of an intense Calvinist religiosity.

The young Weber grew up in a cultured bourgeois houschold. Not only
leading politicians but leading academic men were among its frequent house
guests. Here Weber met, at an early age, historians Treitschke, Sybel, Dilthey
and Mommsen. But his parents’ marriage, though at first a secemingly happy
one, was soon to show signs of increasing tension, which could hardly be hid-
den from the children. Weber’s mother, with her strong religious commitments
and her ingrained Calvinist sense of duty, had little in common with a husband
whose personal ethic was hedonistic rather than Protestant.

Max Weber was precocious, yet sickly, shy, and withdrawn. His teachers
complained about his lack of respect for their authority and his lack of dis-
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cipline. But he was an avid reader. At the age of fourteen, he wrote letters
studded with references to Homer, Virgil, Cicero, and Livy, and he had an
extended knowledge of Goethe, Spinoza, Kant, and Schopenhauer before he
entered university studies.

The parental household was ruled with a strong authoritarian hand by
his father, who may perhaps have compensated for his flexibility in things
political by being an inflexible disciplinarian at home. Although his mother
made efforts to draw Max to her side and to cultivate in him the Christian
piety she prized so highly, Max tended in his youth to identify with his father
rather than with her. This identification may explain why the previously with-
drawn and encapsulated young Weber suddenly became very much “one of
the boys” when he went to the University of Heidelberg at cighteen. He joined
his father’s duelling fraternity and chose as his major study his father’s field
of law. He became as active in duelling as in drinking bouts, and the enor-
mous quantities of beer consumed with his fraternity brothers soon transformed
the thin and sickly looking young man into a heavy-set Germanic boozer
proudly displaying his fencing scars.

These distractions did not keep Weber from his studies. Apart from his
work in law, he attended Knies’ lectures in economics and studied medieval
history with Erdmannsdoerffer and philosophy with Kuno Fischer. Immanuel
Bekker introduced him to Roman law and Roman institutions. In addition,
Weber read a great deal in theology in the company of his elder cousin, the
theologian Otto Baumgarten. After three terms, Weber left Heidelberg for
military service in Strasbourg. Here he came under the influence of his uncle,
the historian Hermann Baumgarten, and his wife Ida, Helene Weber’s sister.

The Baumgartens soon became a second set of parents for Weber. Their
influence on his development proved decisive. Hermann Baumgarten had been
a liberal comrade-in-arms of his father, but, unlike him, had never made peace
with the Bismarckian Reich and still adhered to the unalloyed liberalism of
his youth. He refused the compromises that had advanced the political career
of Weber’s father. Baumgarten was content with a maverick role as an un-
reconciled 1848 liberal, one who was basically at odds with the dominant
tendencies of the day and preferred the role of a German Jeremiah. His wife
Ida was in many ways like her sister, Weber’s mother, sharing her deep
Calvinist piety and a thorough devotion to religious principles. She differed
from her, however, in being forceful, even dominant, rather than withdrawn.

Unlike his father, who treated young Weber with patronizing authoritar-
ianism, the uncle regarded the nephew as an intellectual peer. From the Stras-
bourg days to the time of Baumgarten’s death in 1893, as Weber’s letters
eloquently testify, the uncle was his main mentor and confidant in matters
political and intellectual. The influence of his aunt was equally strong. Con-
trary to his mother, who had not succeeded in stirring his interests in religion,
his aunt led him to immerse himself in religious reading, especially in her
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favorite theologian, the New England divine William Ellery Channing. More
generally, Weber was greatly impressed with Ida's forceful personality. the
uncompromising religious standards with which she ran her household, and
her deep sense of social responsibility which led her to spend a great deal of
her time in charitable work. He came to appreciate the values and orientations
of his mother when secing them put into action by her sister. It is most prob-
ably in the Strasbourg period that Weber acquired his lifelong sense of awe
for the Protestant virtues, even though he was unable to share the Christian be-
lief on which they were based. He never lost respect for men who not only
believed as Channing did but who actually lived his moral philosophy.

In the Strasbourg days, Weber partly freed himself from the model of a
father whom he came to see as an amoral hedonist. He now tended to identify,
though never fully, with the moral sternness represented in different, and even
partly contradictory, ways by his uncle and aunt. He was to live with the strain
created by these identifications for a long period to come.

Weber's first love was his cousin, the Baumgartens’ daughter Emmy. His
engagement to her lasted for six years, throughout which time the relationship
was tension-ridden and brittle. Emmy was in frail health both physically and
mentally. After years of agonizing doubts and guilt feelings, Weber finally
broke the engagement to Emmy, who had been confined to a sanitarium for
much of that time.

In the fall of 1884, his military service over, Weber returned to his parents’
home to study at the University of Berlin. His parents wanted him back not
only to control his rather free-wheeling ways but also to remove him from the
influence of the Baumgartens. For the next eight vears of his life, interrupted
only by a term at the University of Goettingen and short periods of further
military training, Weber stayed at his parents’ house, first as a student, later
as a junior barrister in Berlin courts, and finally as a Dozent at the University
of Berlin. In those years Weber was financially dependent on a father he in-
creasingly disliked. He had developed a greater understanding of his mother’s
personality and her religious values during his stay in the household of her
sister, and he came to resent his father’s bullying behavior toward her.

THE EARLY ACADEMIC CAREER

As a student at Berlin, Weber developed a strong antipathy for Treitsch-
ke’s patriotic blustering and ranting but grew to appreciate men of sober
scholarship, like his thesis advisor Jakob Goldschmidt and the historian Momm-
sen, with whom he studied Roman law. Weber had so close a relation with
this teacher that at the defense of his Ph.D. thesis on the History of Com-
mercial Societies in the Middle Ages, in 1889, Mommsen said to him: “When
I come to die, there is no one better to whom I should like to say this: Son,
the spear is too heavy for my hand, carry it on.”
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In the Berlin years Weber was enormously productive. His frantic work
pace was perhaps a means for diverting his increasingly antagonistic feelings
toward a father on whom he was still wholly dependent. His Ph.D. thesis,
rated summa cum laude, was followed in 1891 by an important work on
Roman Agrarian History, which served as his Habilitationsschrift, a post-
doctoral thesis necessary for a university teaching position. There followed
several studies on the condition of East-Elbian agricultural workers for the
Verein fuer Sozialpolitik and for the Evangelisch-soziale Verein. The major
one of these East-Elbian studies ran to almost nine hundred pages and was
written in about a year, during which time Weber was replacing his former
teacher Goldschmidt as a lecturer at the University of Berlin and also holding
a full-time job at the bar. In these years Weber submitted himself to a rigid
and ascetic discipline, regulating his life by the clock and dividing his daily
routine into component parts with monkish rigidity.

Release from this psychic ordeal finally scemed to come in 1893, when he
married Marianne Schnitger, the twenty-two-year-old daughter of a physician
(a cousin on his father’s side), and was appointed to a chair in economics at
the University of Freiburg. From then on, Marianne and Max Weber enjoyed
a very intense intellectual and moral companionship—theirs was, as the Ger-
mans say, a Musterehe—yet, it appears that the marriage was never consum-
mated. Sexual fulfillment came to Weber only in his late forties, shortly before
World War I, in an extramarital affair.*®

Weber’s inaugural address of 1895 on The National State and Economic
Policy, which combined intense nationalism and superb scholarship, brought
him to the attention of a wider scholarly and political world than he had been
able to reach with his previous specialized studies. His new renown led to his
being called to Heidelberg in 1896 to succeed his former teacher Knies as pro-
fessor of economics. In Heidelberg, Weber not only reestablished contacts with
his other former teachers, Bekker, Erdmannsdoerffer and Kuno Fischer, but
found new friends and colleagues, such as the legal scholar Georg Jellinek
and the theologian Ernst Troeltsch. The Weber home soon became a gather-
ing ground for the flower of Heidelberg’s academic intellectuals, and Weber,
though still quite young, came to be seen as the central figure in an extended
network of colleagues and like-minded scholars.

In addition to his scholarly concerns, Weber also pursued his political
interests, playing an increasing role in Christian-Social political circles and
publishing a variety of papers and memoranda on issues of the day. He was
settling down to an active and creative participation in the worlds of both
scholarship and politics, and he seemed destined to become a major figure in
German intellectual life.

All at once, this promising career seemed to come to an end. In July 1897,

28 Cf, Mitzman, op. cit. Mitzman bases his finding on Eduard Baumgarten, who is in possession
of much of the unpublished family correspondence and gave Mitzman access to these data.
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his parents visited Heidelberg. His father had insisted upon accompanying
his wife, who would have preferred to spend a few weeks with her children
without him. On that occasion, father and son clashed violently: the son ac-
“cused his father of treating his mother tyrannically and brutally, and ended
by telling the old man to leave his house. The father died only about a month
later. Shortly thereafter Max Weber suffered a complete breakdown and did
not recover for more than five years.

Weber’s unresolved difficulties of identification, his inner conflicts regard-
ing the values of father and mother, aunt and uncle, may partly account for
the breakdown. Additional sources of tension and guilt may have arisen from
his broken engagement with a mentally burdened cousin and his marriage to
yet another cousin, who had previously been courted by a close friend of
Weber’s from whom he had snatched her away. Chronic overwork, in itself
probably a means for escaping inner tensions, may have played its part, as may
his impotence with his new wife (which in turn may have been related to his
other conflicts). A detailed self-analysis, which Weber prepared for an attend-
ing physician, has been lost, so it is unlikely that the concrete causes for
Weber’s breakdown will ever be fully clarified.

During the next few years, Weber found himself unable to work. Often
he could not even concentrate long enough to read. He traveled a great deal,
especially to Switzerland and Italy. At times he seemed to be recovering, but
another relapse would soon follow. When it seemed unlikely that he would
ever again be able to lecture to students, he resigned from his chair at Heidel-
berg. He spent some time in a sanitarium and was treated by a number of
specialists, but all seemed to no avail. Then almost unexpectedly, in 1903, his
intellectual forces were gradually restored. He managed in that year to join
with Werner Sombart and Edgar Jaffé in the editorship of the Archiv fuer
Sozialwissenschaft, which became the leading German social science journal;
his editorial duties allowed him to reestablish the contacts with friends and
academic colleagues he had lost during the years of his illness.

In 1904, his former colleague from Goettingen, Hugo Muensterberg, now
at Harvard, invited him to read a paper before a Congress of Arts and Sciences
in St. Louis. The lecture he delivered there, on the social structure of Germany,
was the first he had given in six and a half years. Weber subsequently traveled
through America for over three months and was deeply impressed with the
characteristics of American civilization. The roots of many later conceptions
on the part played by the Protestant sects in the emergence of capitalism, on
the organization of political machines, on bureaucracy, and even on the role
of the Presidency in the American political structure can be traced to his stay
in America.
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THE YEARS OF MASTERY

Upon his return to Heidelberg, Weber resumed a full writing career, but
he returned to teaching only in the last few years of his life. His intellectual
output was now again astonishing. His methodological writings, the most im-
portant of which are translated in Max Weber on the Methodology of the
Social Sciences, date from these years. The Protestant Ethic was published in
1905. There followed in 1906 several important studies on the political develop-
ments in Russia after the revolution of 19os. In 1908 and 19og he did a major
empirical study in the social psychology of industrial work and of factory
workers. In these years he also participated actively in academic conventions
and spoke at political meetings. In 1910 he became the co-founder, with Toen-
nies and Simmel, of the German Sociological Society. He remained its secretary
for several years and decisively influenced its initial program of study.

Before World War 1, Weber’s home in Heidelberg became the center for
richly stimulating and varied intellectual gatherings. The Webers for a time
shared their house with Ernst Troeltsch. Sociologists Simmel, Michels, and
Sombart, and among the younger generation, Paul Honigsheim and Kurt
Loewenstein, were frequent visitors, as were the philosophers Emil Lask,
Wilhelm Windelband, and Heinrich Rickert, the literary critic and historian
Friedrich Gundolf, and the psychiatrist-philosopher Karl Jaspers. Young radi-
cal philosophers like Ernst Bloch and Georg Lukacs were to join the circle
shortly before the war.

When the World War broke out, Weber, in accord with his nationalist
convictions, volunteered for service. As a reserve officer, he was commissioned
to establish and run nine military hospitals in the Heidelberg arca. He retired
from this position in the fall of 1915.

After having said initially that, “In spite of all, this is a great and wonder-
ful war,” Weber lost his illusions. He now devoted much of his time to writing
memoranda and to seeking to influence government officials, as a kind of self-
appointed prophet of doom. He attacked the conduct of the war and the
ineptitudes of Germany's leadership. He was particularly enraged by the in-
creasing reliance on submarine warfare, which, he prophesied, would bring
America into the war and lead to eventual defeat. He was not a principled
enemy of the war, yet he urged limited war aims and restraints on the in-
dustrialists and the Junker forces of the Right, whose imperialist ambitions
were wide ranging. He advocated the extension of peace feelers, especially in
the direction of the English.

The established powers never availed themselves of Weber’s advice and
he was driven to a paroxysm of loathing and despair about the current Ger-
man leadership. Articles urging a change in the whole political structure of
Germany, the development of responsible parliamentary government, restric-



Max Weber 241

tions on the powers of the Kaiser and the Chancellor led the government to
consider prosecuting him for the crime of /ése majesté. The reliable nationalist
of yesterday seemed to come perilously close to the Vaterlandslosen Gesellen,
the enemies of the fatherland, on the pacifist and “defeatist” Left.

When the sailors mutinied at Kiel on November 3, 1918, and gave the
signal for the German revolution, Weber’s first reaction was negative. He
called the revolution a bloody carnival. But he soon rallied to it and attempted
to develop the basis for a liberal German polity.

Earlier in 1918 Weber had for the first time in many years lectured for a
full semester at the University of Vienna; a vear later he accepted a call to the
University of Munich where he began to lecture in the middle of the year.
His well-known lectures, Sctence as a Vocation and Politics as a Vocation,
were first delivered to an audience of students at Munich in 1919, and bear al}
the marks of his attempt to define his major political and intellectual orienta-
tion in a time of revolutionary uphcaval.

In the last three years of his life, 1918-20, Weber developed an astounding
political activity. He wrote a number of major newspaper articles, memoranda,
and papers on the politics of the hour. He was a founding member of and
active campaigner for the newly organized Deutsche Demokratische Partei;
he served as an adviser to the German delegation to the Versailles peace con-
ference; he had an active hand in the preliminary work of writing a new
German constitution; he addressed student assemblies and academic groups
alike and endeavored, in the revolutionary turmoil of these days, to define a
rational-democratic orientation, opposed alike to the right-wing excesses of the
enemies of the Republic and the revolutionary chiliasm of some of his young
friends on the Left. He attempted to establish close contacts with the Social
Democratic movement, but the man who had committed the sacrilege of calling
the revolution a bloody carnival never managed to overcome the opposition
of most left-wing politicians. As a result, proposals to have him join the
government or to make him a candidate for the Presidency of the Republic
came to naught. Party bureaucrats could only be suspicious of a man who,
though he had shifted from monarchist to republican loyalties, continued to
be highly critical of party machines and openly hankered for some decisive
charismatic breakthrough that would put an end to the reign of mediocrities.

During the war years, Weber put the finishing touches to his work on the
sociology of religion. The Religion of China and The Religion of India were
published in 1916, and Ancient Judaism appeared a year later*® During this
period, and in the immediate postwar years, Weber also worked on his
magnum opus, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Economy and Society). Although
he was not able to complete this work, what he finished was published post-

2971 list these works for convenience by the titles given to them in Hans Gerth’s English transla-
tions. They are all published by The Free Press.
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humously, as were his last series of lectures at Munich, entitled General
Economic History.

AN EXENMPLARY MORALIST

Early in June 1920, Weber developed a high fever, and at first it was
thought that he suffered from the flu. The illness was later diagnosed as
pneumonia, but it was too late. He died on June 14th.

The last fevered words of the man whose physical appearance was once
compared by a contemporary to that of Albrecht Diirer’s gaunt knights, were:
“The Truth is the Truth.” Weber indeed had much in common with those
Germanic cultural heroes who battled for what they considered justice and
truth, unconcerned with what lesser souls might consider the demands of
expediency. He was a man in the tradition of Luther’s “Here I stand, I can do
no other,” even though at times it would almost appear to his contemporaries
that he had more in common with Don Quixote.

In all circumstances Weber remained fiercely independent in his political
stand, refusing to bend to any ideological line. He was the man who advocated
after the lost war that the first Polish official to set foot in the city of Danzig
should be shot, thus appecaring to support the politics of the right; he was
also the man who pressed for the execution of the right-wing assassin of Kurt
Eisner, the socialist leader of Bavaria’s revolutionary government. He was the
man who hated Ludendorff, the detested head of the general staff, yet toyed
with the idea of defending him after the war against what he considered un-
just accusations and even attempted to convert him to his version of plebiscitar-
ian democracy.

Wherever he perceived an injustice, Weber entered the arena like a
wrathful prophet castigating his fellows for their moral sloth, their lack of
conviction, their sluggish sense of justice. When the academic powers refused
to recognize the merit of a Sombart or a Simmel or a Michels, Weber rose
passionately to their defense, even risking old friendships, when he felt that
certain of his colleagues were moved by expediency in refusing professorships
to Jews or political radicals. When Russians, Poles, and Eastern Jewish students
were shunned by respectable German professors, Weber gathered them around
himself and invited them to his home. When, during the war, pacifists and
political radicals like the poet Ernst Toller were being persecuted, he asked
them to his famous Sunday open house. Later, when Toller was arrested,
Weber testified for him in a military court and succeeded in having him re-
leased. When anti-Semitic, right-wing students in Munich insulted a Jewish
student, Weber got hold of their leader and insisted that he apologize im-
mediately. When a friend of his, Frieda Gross, had a love affair with a Swiss
anarchist and was threatened with losing the custody of her children, Weber
fought in the courts for over a year to defend her maternal rights. When
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Ernst Troeltsch refused during the war, in his capacity as administrator of a
military hospital, to permit French prisoners to be visited by Germans, Weber
denounced this as a “wretched case of chauvinism” and broke off relations
with his old friend.

Always and everywhere, Weber followed only the call of his own demon,
refusing to be bridled by political expediency. He was first and foremost his
own man. Although he repeatedly entered the political arena, he was not truly
a political man—if we define such a man (as Weber himself did) as one who
is able to make compromises in the pursuit of his aims. Weber has written
that the true politician feels “passionate devotion to a ‘cause,’ to the god or
demon who is overlord.”® This passion he possessed in full measure; but the
concomitant sense of “distance to things and men” did not characterize his
political actions, although it is very much in evidence in his scholarly work.
As a result, Weber found himself isolated in his political activities. He never
qualified as “a good party man.”*' His open nationalism of the Freiburg days
antagonized his old-fashioned liberal friends, while his attacks on the Prussian
Junkers made him the &ére noire of the conservatives. His dire prophecy that
socialism would hasten the trend toward burcaucratization, rather than bring
the promised freedom from necessity, alienated him from the Social Democrats
despite his sympathy for the labor unions and his admiration for the sober
virtues of skilled German workmen. His passionate attacks against Kaiser
Wilhelm and his entourage, his violent outbursts against the leadership in the
war effort, endeared him to the pacifist and radical Left, whose trust he yet
failed to gain after he characterized the revolution as a bloody carnival.

How could Weber, the exponent of “disenchantment” and “the ethic of
responsibility,” the German patriot and life-long admirer of the innerworldly
asceticism of the Protestant Ethic feel himself drawn to rebels and outcasts?
Why could the dispassionate and disciplined author of Science as a Vocation
not hide his sympathies for passionate bohemians or Tolstoyan mystics? These
questions become clearer after examining the context of his Germany and
considering more fully his involvement in its politics.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

Weber’s mind was amazingly catholic and the influences on his thought
were many and diverse. He was not a philosopher, yet he was familiar with
most of the classical philosophical systems by the time he was a university stu-
dent. He was not a theologian, but his work offers evidence of his extensive
reading in theology. An economic historian, he read practically everything that
was written in this field and in the field of economic theory as well. He had a

30 Gerth and Mills, eds., op. cit., p. 115. 31 1bid.
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first rate legal mind and was thoroughly versed in the history and philosophy
of law. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of ancient and modern history as
well as of the history of oriental societies. He was naturally immersed in all the
important sociological works of the day, and he seems even to have been
familiar with the then still fairly unknown writings of Sigmund Freud. Weber
was one of the last polyhistors.

Among the many intellectual forces that affected Weber’s thought, a few
lines of influence stand out that link him to some of his contemporaries and
near contemporaries. Weber’s overall approach to the social sciences was
significantly affected by the methodological discussions on the differences be-
tween the sciences of nature and of men; these discussions started in Germany
in the generation of Kant, were further extended with Hegel and the roman-
tics and were revived in the last decades of the nineteenth century.

WEBER AND THE INHERITANCE OF IDEALISM

Ever since Kant, the German idealistic tradition had established a radical
disjunction between the world of man and of nature. Kant taught that man
participated in the phenomenal world as an object, as a physical body, but
that the distinctive aspect of man was not his body but his spirit. As a spiritual
being, man was seen to participate in the domain of ideas as a free subject,
even though he was a determined object as a physical body. “Hence,” Talcott
Parsons states, “the Kantian scheme favored the reduction of all phenomenal
aspects of man, especially the biological, to a ‘materialistic’ basis, and produced
a radical hiatus between this and the spiritual life.”**

This Kantian disjunction informed, in a variety of ways, all German
philosophy down to the days of Weber. It claimed that man as an active, pur-
posive, and free actor in the realm of culture and history could not be dealt
with by the analytical and generalizing methods appropriate for the investiga-
tion of nature. His mind and its creations are not subject to natural laws. The
methods of analysis applicable to the sciences of man must be particularizing
rather than generalizing; they must limit themselves to the empathic appre-
hending of the springs of action of individual historical actors or to efforts to
grasp intuitively total cultural wholes (Geszalten). Any attempt to break down
such totalities by “atomistic” analyses, or to subsume under generalizing cate-
gories or laws the activities of individual actors within unique constellations,
was considered illegitimate. To quote Parsons again: “Since the general analyti-
cal level of scientific comprehension is @ priori excluded, things human can be
understood only in terms of the concrete individuality of the specific historical
case.”*

32 The Structure of Social Action, p. 474. 33 1bid., p. 477.
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Weber'’s work grows out of this German tradition, even though he broke
with many, if not most, of its main tenets. Three major figures among his
contemporaries had an impact on his thinking: the philosophers Wilhelm
Windelband (1848-1915) and Heinrich Rickert (1863-1936), key representa-
tives of the so-called Marburg or South-Western school of neo-Kantianism,
and the philosopher and cultural historian Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), who
taught at Berlin. These men influenced Weber by transmitting to him some
of the classical Kantian doctrines in modern dress and by giving him the oc-
casion to fashion his own methodology partly in agreement and partly in
opposition to their teachings. Dilthey as well as the neo-Kantians were intent
upon combatting naturalism and materialism in the sciences of men and de-
fending the distinctiveness of these sciences in the face of what they considered
the positivistic heresy. Yet they differed in their approaches and proposed
solutions.

Dilthey’s ambition throughout his long life was to write a critique of
historical reason, which would do for history what Kant had done for the
epistemology of the natural sciences and for ethics. He never realized this
ambition, but he left a mass of, often contradictory, fragments. Dilthey opposed
positivism by constructing the outlines of an approach to the data of human
culture and human history, which, though meant to be scientific, was wholly
at variance with the approach of the natural sciences. Knowledge of the world
of man, Dilthey claimed, could only be attained through an internal process,
through experience (erleben) and understanding (verstehen), rather than
through merely external knowledge. Since human actors and their cultural
creations are endowed with meaning, the humanistic scholar must be con-
cerned with understanding these meanings, and the only way in which he can
accomplish this is through re-experiencing (Nacherleben) the meanings carried
by historical actors or cultural objects. A major tool for this enterprise, Dilthey
asserted, would be a novel type of psychology, for here the old analytical and
atomizing psychology would be of no avail. What was needed was a synthesiz-
ing and descriptive psychology that could grasp the totality of the subject’s
experiences by empathic understanding. The natural sciences (Naturwissen-
schaften) can do no more than explain (erklacren) observed events by relating
them to natural laws. In the humanistic disciplines, the Geisteswissenschaften,
knowledge is not external but internal. Men are intelligible to us in their
uniqueness and individuality.**

Although the neo-Kantians Rickert and Windelband had much in common

31 On Dilthey cf. H. A. Hodges, Wilhelm Dilthey (London, Trubner, 1944), as well as the
same author’s The Philosophy of Dilthey (London, Routledge, 1952), and his short article on
Dilthey in The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York, Macmillan, 1968).
1 have also borrowed from H. Stuart Hughes' treatment of Dilthey in his Conscionsness and
Society (New York, Vintage Books, 1961), and from Fritz K. Ringer’s remarks on Dilthey in
his The Decline of the German Mandarins (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1969).
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with Dilthey’s attempt to distinguish the procedures appropriate to the study
of man from those used in the natural sciences, they differed from him both
in their analytical focus and in their specific doctrine. They did not accept
his Naturwissenschaft-Geisteswissenschaft dichotomy and argued that the dis-
tinctions to be drawn had to be in terms of method rather than of subject matter.
Since certain aspects of human behavior could be studied by the methods of the
natural sciences used in traditional psychology, the whole domain of human
activities could not be claimed by the Geisteswissenschaften. The real distinc-
tions to be made, Rickert and Windelband taught, hinge on the differences
between individualizing and generalizing thought. There exist two radically
opposed scientific approaches: the nomothetic sciences that aim at establishing
universal laws and uniformities, and the idiographic sciences, above all history
or Kulturwissenschaft, that only give descriptive accounts of particular histori-
cal constellations or individual historical actors. In the domain of history, they
argued. generalizing thought is inapplicable.

In his treatment of historical knowledge, Rickert, in tune with the Kantian
heritage, insisted that the act of knowing transforms the object of knowledge.
“Such a transformation is always determined by the theoretical purpose (Er-
kenntniszweck) which lies behind the attempt to gain knowledge.”** Historical
knowledge is characterized by an interest in the particular rather than the
general; it attempts to grasp concreteness and individuality.

Even if it is granted that historical knowledge aims at the understanding
of historical individuals rather than general laws, one may still ask why the
historian chooses one individual rather than another as his object of rescarch.
Here Rickert introduces the notion of valuerelevance (Wertbezichung),
which, however, he defines differently than Weber was to do later. According
to Rickert, what makes an actor a historical individual is not the fact that a
particular scholar values him, but rather his relevance to universally acknowl-
edged cultural values. Rickert emphasized, as Weber did after him, that his-
torians are selective when they proceed to attack a historical problem; they
choose to seck understanding of one aspect of history rather than another. But
in contrast to Weber, who took it as an irreducible fact that the investigator’s
own values influence these choices, Rickert believed there existed a normal
consciousness of cultural values shared by all mankind. He attempted to shield
himself from accusations of cultural relativism by asserting that primary his-
torical objects are those historical individuals in whom generally acknowledged
cultural values are uniquely embodied.

Weber owed much of his notion of verstehen to Dilthey, as well as to his
close personal friend, the psychiatrist-philosopher Karl Jaspers, who made much
of the distinction between explanation and understanding. Jaspers argued that

35 The quotation is from Maurice Mandelbaum’s The Problem of Historical Knowledge (New
York, Harper & Row, 1967), p. 121. I have profited much from Mandelbaum’s fine essay on
Rickert in this volume. Cf. also H. Stuart Hughes, op. ciz.
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we can explain a falling rock in terms of physical laws, but that the relation be-
tween, say, a childhood experience and a later neurosis could only be grasped
through empathic understanding of the working of the psyche. But Weber
stripped these notions of the implication that intuitive knowledge and causal
knowledge were irreconcilable. He emphasized, to the contrary, that verstehen
should only be the first step in a process of causal imputation. Weber learned
much from the neo-Kantian concept of value-relevance, but he divorced it
from its metaphysical underpinnings in the notion of universally acknowledged
values. He remained cognizant of the distinctions between Naturwissenschaft
and Geistes- or Kulturwissenschaft but kept insisting that these distinctions
hinged on the cognitive purposes of the investigator, not on principled differ-
ences in method or subject matter. All in all, he attempted to direct the Ger-
man idealistic position into a closer relation with the positivist tradition of
empirical verification and causal imputation. But he still retained what seemed
to him the distinctive achievements of the German tradition: the emphasis on
the search for subjective meanings that impel the action of historical actors.

WEBER AND GERMAN HISTORICISM AND SOCIOLOGY

In regard to Weber’s substantive concerns, the men who made a profound
impression were the economic historians and historicist economists Wilhelm
Roscher and Karl Knies, and among the younger generation Gustav Schmol-
ler, Adolph Wagner and Lujo Brentano and their associates. Knies had been
Weber’s teacher; with most of the others Weber had continued contact
through his involvement in the Verein fuer Sozialpolitik in which many of
them played leading roles.

The so-called “older” branch of the historical school of economics, which
dated back to the middle of the nineteenth century, and the “younger” branch
founded by Schmoller in the 1870’s differed in many respects, but what united
all major exponents was the rejection of classical economics. They objected to
the notion that economic laws applicable under any conditions could be
deduced from a few axiomatic propositions; they urged instead that the eco-
nomic life of a nation could only be understood in terms of its particular cul-
tural and historical development. Rather than reasoning deductively from the
assumed behavior of some imaginary “economic man,” they urged that econom-
ics had to be an inductive science of the concrete economic behavior of par-
ticular men in particular social contexts. This accounts for their institutional
emphasis and their insistence on the importance of the noneconomic matrix
of economic life.

When Schmoller, Wagner, and Brentano founded the Verein fuer Sozial-
politik in 1872, they broadened their interests and moved from purely scholarly
concerns to questions of public policy. The Verein served as a vehicle for
molding public opinion and urging the administration to take a greater interest
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in social issues and in social reform. The leaders of the Verein, who soon came
to be known as “Socialists of the Chair,” urged the adoption of improved
social insurance schemes, better factory inspection, limited programs for public
works, and state ownership of all railroads. They argued that only an active
policy of reform would prevent the further rise of the Socialist movement and
that state planning, rather than unbridled laissez faire, was to the interest of
the nation and the state. Some members of the group differed politically—
Schmoller, for example, was a “state socialist,” while Brentano was much more
of an old-time liberal. But they all had in common the concern with an
“ethically oriented” social and economic policy that would reduce some of the
glaring inequities of modern industrial society and help reintegrate the
alienated working class.*®

Weber took much of his approach in economic history and sociology from
the historicist school, even though he was by no means as hostile to classical
economics as they were. Against them he argued that generalized theoretical
categories were as necessary in the social sciences as in the natural sciences,
and that the historicists’ athcoretical position threatened to bog them down
in the futile gathering of a multitude of historical facts. Yet he agreed with
them in insisting that economic behavior must be conceptualized within a
social and institutional context.

Weber’s major disagreement with the members of the Verein fuer Sozial-
politik, however, lay on another plane. He objected strenuously to their failure
to discriminate between facts and values. For example, despite the fact that
Knies was Weber’s teacher and had a profound influence on his thought, none-
theless he was at variant with some of Knies’ notions, for example, his roman-
tic idea of “folk soul.” Such concepts, Weber wrote in his essay on Roscher
and Knies, were only a “metaphysically paler version of Roscher’s pious belief
that the ‘souls’ . . . of peoples originate directly from the hand of God.”*"
Weber was even more critical of the younger members of the school grouped
around Schmoller. He objected that their glorification of the national state and
of the house of Hohenzollern vitiated their scientific work and, wittingly or
unwittingly, made them partisans of the existing state instead of disinterested
scholars. He shared their concern with social policy, and he conducted some
of his own investigations within the framework of the Verein, but he chided
them repeatedly for their neglect of a principle that scemed of overriding im-
portance to him: the principle of value neutrality.

Among contemporary sociologists, Simmel and Toennies influenced Weber
most. In the preface to Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, he specifically drew atten-
to the “fine work” of Toennies, the author of Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft,*

36 On the German school of historical economics, cf. Ben B. Seligman, Main Currents in Modern
Economics (New York, The Free Press, 1962), and Fritz Ringer's The Decline of the German
Mandarins. 37 Quoted in H. Stuart Hughes, op. cit., p. 303.

38 The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, p. 88.
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from whom he directly borrowed the distinction between communal and as-
sociative relationships (Vergemeinschaftung and Vergesellschaftung). The in-
fluence of Simmel, who was Weber’s close personal friend, is easily traced.
Simmel’s social “forms,” for example, have a great deal in common with
Weber’s ideal types. Weber’s insistence on the crucial importance of money in
the emergence of rationalized economic systems owes much to Simmel’s
Philosophy of Money. Weber’'s methodological reflections on the function of
the quest for meaning in historical and sociological research were stimulated
in part by Simmel's early work on The Problems of the Philosophy of History.
In this last respect, however, he differed very significantly from Simmel in that,
to quote him directly, he drew “a sharp distinction between subjectively in-
tended and objectively valid ‘meanings’; two different things which Simmel not
only fails to distinguish but often deliberately treats as belonging together.”*®

TWO CRUCIAL INFLUENCES: NIETZSCHE AND MARX

A fuller account than can be given here would also probe into the recipro-
cal influences between Weber and the social and economic historian Werner
Sombart, the church historian and social historian Ernst Troeltsch, the sociolo-
gist Robert Michels, the legal scholar Georg Jellinek, and many other close
friends and associates with whom Weber often talked for hours in his Heidel-
berg study and elsewhere, and with whom he was associated either in the
editing of the Archiv fuer Sozialwissenschaft, as a member of the Verein fuer
Sozialpolitik, or in his capacity as the first secretary of the German Society for
Sociology. This discussion will concentrate on Weber’s lifelong involvement
with two most divergent intellectual giants of the past: Friedrich Nietzsche
and Karl Marx.

The influence both these writers had on Weber is especially apparent in his
sociology of idecas and interests. “Not ideas, but material and ideal interests,”
wrote Weber, “directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the ‘world
images’ that have been created by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the
tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interests.”** As
this quotation makes clear, Weber, while insisting on a greater relevance of
ideas than either Nietzsche or Marx would grant, was affected by Marx’s
notion that ideas were expressions of public interests and served as weapons
in the struggle of classes and parties. He was also highly sensitive to the
Nietzschean analysis of the psychological mechanisms by which ideas became
rationalizations utilized in the service of private aspirations for power and
mastery. Weber was especially impressed, as was Max Scheler at almost the
same time, with the Nietzschean notion of Ressentiment as an expression of

39 1bid.  *0 From Max Weber, p. 280.
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the repressed envy and hatred of socially disadvantaged groups.” Objecting to
both Marx and Nietzsche, Weber claimed that ideas are not mere reflections
of psychic or social interests and argued that with both these men the analy-
sis of ideas often turned into crude debunking. Yet no reader of Weber can
fail to note his debt to them in his sociology of ideas.

Nor should it be difficult to sce that such notions as “disenchantment,”
“charisma” and the like, though not directly traceable to Nictzsche, were
claborated by Weber with the assistance of powerful stimulation from the
author of Beyond Good and Evil. A good deal of Weber’s personal ethic
of heroic stoicism was also inspired by Nietzsche. There was much of Zara-
thustra in Max Weber.

Reference has already been made to the fact that much of Weber’s work,
not only his sociology of ideas, can best be understood as a continued inter-
change of ideas with Karl Marx. His theories of stratification and of economic
behavior, for example, have their roots in Marxian economics and sociology.
More generally, Weber admired Marx’s hard-headed and matter-of-fact
scholarship, his contempt for the cloudy “idealistic” mystifications of the Ger-
man philosophical tradition. He saw in him a kindred spirit who refused to
think in terms of a disembodied Kultur, Geist, and Volk but focused his atten-
tion on the actions of concrete human actors. Even when he criticized what
he came to regard as Marx’s overly simplified economic interpretation of his-
tory, he always remained respectful of Marx’s intellectual eminence.

Weber once said to one of his Munich students, “The honesty of a con-
temporary scholar, and above all of a contemporary philosopher, can be easily
ascertained in terms of his position vis-d-vis Nietzsche and Marx. Those who
do not admit that they could not do major parts of their own work without
the contributions made by these two men, deceive themselves as well as others.
The world in which we live intellectually has been shaped to a large extent
by Marx and Nietzsche.”** Weber did not deceive himself or his students. A
large part of his own work stands under the shadow of these two figures.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

Weber, like Simmel, struggled to find a vantage point from which he
could analyze society with a maximum of objectivity, but they differed in the
strategy they pursued, which was largely determined by their dissimilar ex-
istential situation. Simmel attempted to withdraw as much as possible from
the political and social struggles of the day and reached objectivity by taking

41 Max Scheler, Ressentiment, transl. by Wolfgang Holdheim, ed., and with an introduction by
Lewis A. Coser (New York, The Free Press, 1961).
42 Baumgarten, op. cit., pp. 554-55.
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advantage of his double marginality, as a Jew and as an outsider in the uni-
versity. Weber, the son of Protestant “insiders,” attained similar goals by
actively involving and immersing himself in the issues and policies of his day.
Much like the “innerworldly ascetics” of early Calvinism about whom he wrote
with such awe and admiration, Weber gained intellectual autonomy by plung-
ing into the struggles of the social and political world rather than by “other-
worldly” withdrawal from its turmoils.

Some of the roots of such variant strategies may be found in the dis-
similar family backgrounds of Simmel and Weber. Simmel, it will be recalled,
lost his father at an early age and had rather cool relations with his mother.
He never experienced a close and emotionally rich involvement with members
of his immediate family, but seems to have been an outsider at a fairly early
age. In contrast, Weber was deeply enmeshed in his family relationships, tied
by multiple bonds of emotion and identification not only to his father and
mother but to other kinsmen, particularly his Strasbourg relatives. Pulled in
different directions by differing claims of loyalty, the young Weber did not
withdraw, as Simmel had done, but rather attempted to clarify his emotions
and sort out his commitments by viewing his relationships with detached con-
cern.** Such a strategy, however, took a serious toll of his psychic energies;
it finally led to his breakdown when repressed antagonisms burst out in that
final confrontation between father and son shortly before the father’s death.

Weber pursued a similar course in his involvement on a political scene,
where repressive and antagonistic forces were at least as pronounced as those
that he had found at home. Here also he gained detachment through immer-
sion. He became master of the forces that impinged upon him by striving for
unillusioned analytical clarity. In this he was helped by his affiliation with the
academy, which provided a haven for scholarly detachment, even though many
of its members failed to live up to the ideal of objectivity.

THE FAMILY NETWORK

“The bonds of kinship,” writes his biographer, Eduard Baumgarten,
“within which the young and growing Max Weber developed his capacities
of empathy and self-protection, formed an unusually close net. Throughout
his life he remained truly within the net and yet learned, even as a child, to
escape from its narrow meshes into the wider world of adventure and
wonder.”**

It will be remembered that the young Weber attempted to escape from
the contradictory pulls of father and mother by withdrawing into the world of

43 The notion of detached concern originated in the work of Robert K. Merton and some of his
students, particularly Renée Fox. Cf. Robert K. Merton, George G. Reader, and Patricia
Kendall, eds., The Student Physician (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1957).

44 Baumgarten, op. cit., p. 627.
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study. He developed a general rebelliousness against authority figures other
than his father, mainly his teachers. Somewhat later, as a student, he attempted
to overcome his tensions by identifying with paternal authority and by adopt-
ing life styles, such as drinking bouts and dueling, which were peculiar to the
culture shared by his father. That these attempts at identification with the
father were superficial is attested to by the fact that when Weber moved to
Strasbourg, he quickly came to identify with his aunt’s active Christian piety,
as well as his uncle’s stern, uncompromising, and principled liberalism. The
oppressive family triangle was now enlarged for Weber by the addition of
these two significant people. Though he was to return to a partial identifica-
tion with his father at a later time, he had now acquired a new perspective
about the values and the personality of his mother through her more forceful
and dominant sister, and gained new insight about the self-satisfied and
compromise-prone authoritarianism of his father through his contact with his
uncle. This led Weber to reject much of the paternal image and to gain new
understanding and love for his mother. He now had in the person of his
uncle, a supportive high-status friend on whom he could rely in his struggle
against the authority and the authoritarianism of his father.*®

During the years when he was totally dependent on his father, Weber
came increasingly to detest him and moved closer to his mother. There are
indications that she now openly told the son of the indignities she suffered
from her husband. Following his marriage and academic appointments to
Freiburg and later to Heidelberg, he seemed at first able to look at his parents’
situation with the detachment that comes from autonomy. Yet, his mother’s
complaints about the brutal and authoritarian treatment she received continued
to preoccupy the son and led to the final rupture. The feelings of guilt he
incurred when his father died soon afterwards are likely to have contributed
to Weber’s subsequent breakdown. He had tried to stand above the battle be-
tween his parents and take the side of his mother in a covert manner but he
failed. This inability to remain neutral, he must have felt, had thus precipitated
a catastrophe.

One may assume from the relative emotional balance Weber later achieved
that, during the course of his illness, he slowly arrived at an inner clarification
of his confused tangle of personal relations and emotions, of family identifica-
tions and loyalties. Throughout the rest of his life he was by no means what
modern conceit would call a “well-adjusted” man. Erratic outbursts and pas-
sionately intense eruptions would often punctuate more calm stretches of his
life course, but on the whole he managed to keep in balance the contradictory
urges in his personality. As his work shows, he would pass from admiration
for the ascetic self-restraints of Calvinism to a greater appreciation of the
charismatic virtues of aristocratic heroism. Usually, however, he would keep

45 Cf. Morris Freilich, “The Natural Triad in Kinship and Complex Systems,” dmerican Sociologi-
cal Review, XX1X, 4 (August, 1964), pp. 530 fI.
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these variant personal preferences in check through a severe self-denying
ordinance that enjoined him to be value-neutral in his scholarly work.

After his recovery, Weber remained very close to his mother, who fully
discussed her problems with him and who considered him, so she said, like a
“sister.” His relationship with his wife, marred though it must have been by
his incapacity to consummate the marriage, was nevertheless marked by full
trust and devotion on both sides. Furthermore, Weber remained deeply at-
tached to his brothers and sisters, as well as to a number of other relatives.
The intensity of these family relationships is revealed in the many long and per-
sonal letters exchanged between Weber and his kin, only a few of which have
as yet been published. A contemporary American reader may find it hard
to understand how people could spend so much energy discussing the
cthical criteria of their own conduct and that of others, questioning who
was right and who was wrong. This endless weighing of the motives and
consequences of moral action must be understood in terms of a Lutheran and
Kantian culture of moral duty—one that is fairly alien to contemporary Eng-
lish-American civilization, which often appears to be governed by an ethic of
compromise and expediency. The Lutheran culture of Weber’s day was still
haunted by the words of Matthew (XIX:2r1), “If thou wilt be perfect. . . .”

Weber’s devotion to his mother was probably “overdetermined.” Apart
from oedipal themes, one must consider that Weber was the oldest son. In
the German upper-class tradition—witness for example Thomas Mann’s
Buddenbrooks—the oldest son is expected to continue the paternal tradition
and to walk in the father’s footsteps; he must protect the members of his
family, including his mother. Thus, what prompted Weber to shield his
mother from his father was not only a sense of justice, combined with an
oedipal attachment and respect for her values; it was his culturally legitimized
self-image as a dutiful German bourgeois son.

Weber’s conviction that as the oldest son he had to assume family leader-
ship is evidenced by his desire to act as a guide and counsel to his younger
siblings and to other relatives. He was concerned with all their personal,
marital, and professional problems, while still attempting to retain an im-
partiality that characterizes the truly wise counsellor.

THE PUBLIC SCENE

Weber’s conduct on the public scene has a remarkable resemblance to his
behavior in the private sphere. Here also he made no attempts to withdraw,
in the manner of Simmel, but rather immersed himself deeply in public
matters, striving at the same time to maximize his objective understanding.
Just as in the case of his relation with his family, his efforts toward detach-
ment and objectivity were never fully successful. In fact, he was often subject
to contradictory pulls, which he tried to keep in some balance by simultaneous
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emphasis on his two roles: as a political actor and as a value-neutral observer.

Weber’s Germany had a highly developed industrial economy, with a
political structure dominated by the semifeudal values of Prussian conser-
vatism.*® Its political system was “a combination of a patriarchal type of
authoritarianism with a highly developed formal legalism.”*" Rigidly trained
civil servants, deeply devoted to the Kantian notion of duty and imbued with
a strong sense of prerogative and authority, ran the affairs of the country in
close collaboration with an officer corps composed of East-Elbian Junkers or of
men who aped their lifestyles. The middle classes prospered economically
while being politically subservient. The working class was excluded from
political decision-making, though at times it was indulged economically through
social welfare measures. The intellectual elite among the university professors
cultivated what Ringer, a modern American historian of ideas, has called
a “mandarin” style of life. They flaunted their devotion to the world of ideas,
resented the “materialistic” interests of the new industrial class society, and
cultivated their status-honor. Most of them refused to immerse themselves in
what they considered “dirty politics.” Uninvolved in the struggles of the hour,
they in fact supported the Wilhelminian stazus quo*®

Weber differed from the majority of his colleagues in the university by
having intense political interests. Like most of them he was a passionate Ger-
man nationalist, but unlike them he was deeply dissatisfied with Prussian con-
servatism rather than with the alleged “materialism” of the new industrial
society. He resented the continued political dominance of the Junkers and
civil servants, not out of commitment to democratic values as such, but because
he feared that such continued dominance would be injurious to the German
national mission. His lifelong preoccupation with social reform was not solely
motivated by concern for the fate of the working class in industrial society. It
was at least co-determined by his belief that the German national mission
would be impaired if the country were internally torn and if the working
class were to remain permanently alienated from the rest of society.

Although Weber’s early writings on the agricultural situation of East Elbia
display, as Mitzman, a contemporary biographer of Max Weber, has shown, a
number of internal inconsistencies, they are informed as a whole by his feeling
that continued Junker dominance in the East would undermine the power of
the German nation and would lead to economic decadence and to the en-
larged influence of culturally unassimilable Poles. He opposed the Junkers
not so much because they were “undemocratic” but because they stood in the
way of the political and economic development of Germany as a powerful

46 Talcott Parsons, Essays in Sociological Theory, rev. ed. (New York, The Free Press, 1954), pp.
104 fl. 471bid., p. 109.

48 For a more complete description of Germany’s political and social scene during this time, sce
the preceding chapter on Simmel.
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industrial country. The Junkers were to him upholders of patriarchal and
feudalistic traditions, which hampered the emergence of a truly modern
bourgeois polity. Weber hoped for the growth of a “class-conscious bourgeoisie”
ready and eager to take the reins from an antiquated, semifeudal stratum and

" from rule-obsessed, uncreative, and hide-bound civil servants. As distinct from
most of his colleagues who still hankered after a romanticized pre-industrial
age in which the Volf, not economic interest groups, dominated the arena,
Weber stood resolutely on the side of modernity and against those who
whined and complained about the demise of the good old days.

Nevertheless Weber also differed profoundly from those liberals who
professed to see in modernity the evidence of unalloyed progress. He showed
in exhaustive detail the advantages of the rational, methodical ethic of work,
which lay at the root of the spirit of capitalism, and, more particularly, the
economic miracle that rational capitalism had made possible. But he also
pointed out that a deadening of initiative and creativity was likely to follow
from further extending the scope of rational-legal bureaucratic modes of ad-
ministration on which state and economy must rest in the modern age.

Weber was convinced that increasing rationalization and bureaucratiza-
tion was unavoidable, but this was precisely why he tried to avoid the domina-
tion (Herrschaft) of the bureaucracy. When in his last years he became the
resolute champion of a political reorganization in which Parliament would no
longer play its subservient role of the past, he was not so much expressing a
principled commitment to democratic ideas but rather the hope that Parlia-
ment would be able to control the spread of bureaucratization. His stand for
a mass democracy led by powerful leading figures, a vision similar in many
ways to that of General de Gaulle in our day, was mainly rooted in his con-
cern for the maintenance of a strong modern national state—one that would
not be held back by Junker dominance or allowed to ossify under continued
rule by Prussian civil servants.

These are some of the preoccupations that characterize Weber’s overall
political thought. His concrete political stance, however, changed considerably
over time. When he voted for the first time, he chose the Conservatives, and
he belonged for a few years to the reactionary and jingoistic Alldeutscher
Verband. At the time of his famous Freiburg Inaugural Address on “The
National State and Economic Policy,” in which he urged his listeners to be
guided by one standard only, “the permanent power-political interests of the
nation,” he had already lost hope in the Conservatives and had come to see
them as tools of the interests of the Junkers. He now opted for a kind of
liberal imperialism through which the powers of the new industrial nation
would be mobilized to enable Germany to assume a stronger and more
dominant role on the world scene. A few years later he was deeply involved
with the Christian-Social movement, led by his close friend Friedrich Nau-
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mann, which attempted to battle for social reform and liberalism at home and
for resolute and assertive national politics abroad.

During the war, Weber’s hatred of the incompetence of the nation’s
leadership—his despairing vision that the civil servants, the Junkers, the Court,
and the army would lose the war and ruin Germany’s world chances forever—
brought him closer to the radical opponents of the war. After the war, he
attempted to come nearer to the leadership of the now dominant Social
Democrats, and even was sympathetic with such ultra-leftists as Ernst Toller.
He took a leading hand in the creation of the German Democratic Party, the
bourgeois liberal allies of the Social Democrats. This party was meant to
represent those middle-class forces that accepted the new regime and were
willing to lay the foundation of a popular democracy opposed alike to tra-
ditionalistic conservatism of the right and to the revolutionary chiliasm of the
left.

Yet, although susceptible to the attractions of various ideological commit-
ments and subject to the contrary pull of differing loyalties, Weber managed
to maintain a measure of political and intellectual distance by never fully
succumbing to the blandishments of any of them. He was never a party man
even when he descended into the political arena, but he never played the role
of bystander, which Simmel had chosen for himself. Despite his passionate
concern for political issues, he remained largely detached from partisan pas-
sions. He was to some extent above the battle even while he was engaged in a
political struggle—a stance that became feasible because his major roots were
in the academy and not in the political market place. As an academic man,
Weber could cultivate a value-neutral analysis of political and social trends in
which he himself participated. Here he could analyze political commitments,
whether his own or others, sine ira et studio. In this way he achieved a distance
from them that in many ways resembled the relative distance he had come
to gain within his web of kinship. By splitting himself, so to speak, into a
politically active and an observant self, he tried, though not without a great
deal of struggle, to do justice to both his active and contemplative tempera-
ments and to reach intellectual mastery in the face of conflicting commitments.

THE ACADEMIC MAN

Weber’s academic position allowed him to escape through value-neutral
analysis from the Babel of discordant voices that characterized the public scene,
and to proceed to that “ideological demystification,” to use Ernst Topitsch’s
phrase, which characterizes much of his contribution to sociology.*

49 Verhandlungen des 15ten Deutschen Soziologentages (Tuebingen, J. C. B. Mohr-Siebeck, 1965),
pp. 19 fl.
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In contrast to Simmel, an academic outsider, Weber was very much part
~of the academic scene, which, however, he criticized most sharply from the
inside. While Simmel’s advancement in the university hierarchy had been
severely impeded—he became a full professor only at the end of his life and
then only in a minor university—Weber very early was made a full professor
in prestigious Freiburg University. At the age of thirty-two he was called to
one of the most renowned chairs at the University of Heidelberg, which was
second only to Berlin. He did not have to struggle for recognition: very early
in his career his contributions were judged to be of the first order, and he
quickly attracted the attention of major academic figures both among his
elders and his peers. His sharp polemics and uncompromising stands in the
sphere of scholarship brought him many enemies, to be sure. His political in-
terventions seemed to many mandarin academics infra dignitatum. Yet there
were only few who, whether agreeing with him or not, failed to recognize his
talent. Both before his breakdown and after, Weber was an outstanding mem-
ber of the academy.

This general consensus about the high quality of his accomplishments was
by no means limited to the small circle of men who by then called themselves
sociologists. In leafing through Weber’s pages and notes, one is impressed
with the range of men with whom he engaged in intellectual exchanges and
realizes the widespread nct of relationships Weber established within the
academy and across its various disciplinary boundaries. His academic role-set,
that is, those people to whom he related by virtue of his role in the university,
was varied and complicated because his contributions touched upon the con-
cerns of economists and philosophers, of legal scholars and of historians.

Because of this great variety of role-partners Weber was able to attain a
measure of detachment more readily than men who are bound only to one
scholarly audience or disciplinary circle. What Rose Laub Coser has remarked
in regard to the mature individual generally seems to apply particularly to men
like Weber who manage to convert a complicated and sometimes conflicting
role-set into a special resource for objectivity and creativeness. “The ability to
use inner resources,” she writes,

that were developed through successive resolutions of conflicts with the
expectations of various role-partners is the sociological counterpart to what
Freud has called sublimation. It is the ability of the individual with a strong
ego to make use of the accumulated resources developed in manifold patterned
role relationships . . . in the performance of his various roles. Role relation-
ships, rather than being a source of constraints as some will have it, provide
the opportunity for socially creative behavior.”

50 Rose Laub Coser, “Role Distance, Sociological Ambivalence and Transitional Status Systems,”
The American Journal of Sociology, LXXVII, 2 (September, 1966), pp. 173-87.
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Weber’s involvement with many scholarly circles and audiences, his many
contacts with students and colleagues, were both the reason for and the result
of his amazing creativity in various ficlds of traditional scholarship. His mem-
bership in many circles allowed him to gain intellectual autonomy.

Weber’s predominant orientation toward an academic audience is illus-
trated by the fact that almost all his work appeared in scholarly publications
rather than in books accessible to a wider circle of readers. Most of his con-
tributions that are known to American readers in their translation in book
form appeared first in academic journals. (His summa, Wirtschaft und Gesell-
schaft, was to be presented in a huge volume, but he never completed it.)
This orientation toward an academic audience helps to explain the complicated
and involuted style of most of his writings. The labored exposition, the qualifi-
cations, the sentences within sentences, and the long footnotes are the result
of his painstaking effort to attain the maximum of precision and clarity and
to indicate to his academic audience that he eschewed all striving for “effect.”

Clearly, the heavy style of Weber’s academic writing is not due to any
congenital inability to write simply, for when he addressed other audiences he
wrote and spoke quite differently. His great public lectures, those on Politics as
a Vocation and on Science as a Vocation, for example, are written in a clear
and muscular style—a limpid prose that reminds one of a Nietzsche or a Heine.
His memoranda to policy-makers and his articles in the general press, while
sometimes lacking the passionate intensity of his public address, are likewise
models of clear, economical, and forceful exposition.

What was true of Weber’s general writing style was also true of his
vocabulary. It too was attuned to the audience he happened to address. When
he wished to reach the ear of political decision-makers, Weber used a language
they would understand. He thought it futile to speak to them in terms of an
absolutist ethic that could be espoused by prophets and revolutionaries but not
by practicing political men. A political audience, Weber believed, required a
political vocabulary focused on the pursuit of interests. An academic public,
on the other hand, was an audience of men committed, at least in principle, to
the search for truth rather than the pursuit of ideal or material interests.
Therefore, what this audience required was illusionless clarity and utmost
self-awareness. In this circle, he thought, it should be axiomatic that the un-
examined life is not worth living. Rational clarification, as well as uncom-
promising and unsparing analysis, alone suited such an audience.

His very high estimate of the academic calling also helps explain Weber’s
intensely critical attitude toward those professors who failed to achieve scien-
tific detachment or did not even strive for it. He was passionately devoted to an
ethos of science, which precludes the mixing of science and values; he be-
lieved strongly that only through an exclusion of values from scientific dis-
course would it be possible to safeguard the scholarly enterprise. Only value-
neutrality could rescue it from the chaos of clashing and contending voices that
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raged in society at large and seemed to make reasoned dialogue all but im-
possible. Even though, and perhaps just because, he was committed to a set
of political and moral values, Weber was convinced that objectivity could be
'safeguarded only if it were given permanent sanctuary within an academy.
Here, scholars, though concerned with different problems chosen in terms of
differing values, would be pledged in common to the civilization of rational
dialogue and the pursuit of an ever elusive truth.

In his scholarly work, in his family life or in his political activities, Weber
always sought to attain a balance of detachment and concern. He felt that a
scholar who lacked detachment when he spoke from his academic chair
abused his privilege and became a mystagogue and misleader of youth. At the
same time he believed that those who cultivated pure detachment from the
affairs of the day were, cither wittingly or unwittingly, contemptible toadies
of political and academic powers. For want of “civil courage,” they turned
into instruments used for the obscurantist designs of civil servants and aca-
demic bureaucrats.

Weber was not always able to avoid the divergent pulls that this compli-
cated position brought forth—a fact that helps account for some of his con-
wradictory, or apparently contradictory, statements. The Weber who said that
social thought is always bound to “the permanent power-political interests of
the nation,” also replied, though at a later date, to someone who had claimed
that one ought to love the state: “What, I should even love the monster 2"

Quite apart from the evolution of his political ideas, Weber attempted,
especially after the years of his illness, to keep his political concern balanced
by his commitment to the cthos of scientific detachment. Once we realize that,
many, though not all, of the apparent contradictions dissolve. He might have
said in the last period of his life that the realities of the national state within
a universe of other contending states are stark facts. No amount of moralizing
can wish away the contentions for national power on the world scene. A
realistic assessment of political necessities and compulsions is required for any
responsible political actor if he is to be at all effective. The scholar, while not
endorsing the aims of the politician and statesman, is in a position to clarify
typical courses of action in the political domain, to “understand” them and to
assess the probable consequences of given courses of action. All this does not
prevent him, as he contemplates the bloody course of history, from pronounc-
ing the moral judgment that the whole world of power and of palitics is the
domain of the devil.

51 Karl Jaspers, Max Weber, Politiker, Forscher, Philosoph (Munich, R. Piper, 1958), p. 8.
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IN SUMMARY

Weber achieved his lucid vision only at the price of never-ending struggle.
He plunged into depths few men have ever probed. His involvements were
many, and he emerged from the battles often bruised, sometimes battered. But
he brought forth from these forays insights into the nature of man and his
society that will provide abundant riches for many generations of scholars and
political men alike. His detached concern for the trials, the tragedies, and the
occasional successes of social action made him an as yet unsurpassed master of
the art and science of social analysis.









THE KWORK

Eere are at least three Thorstein Veblens: first, the seriously un-
serious, reverently irreverent, amoral moralist' whose iconoclastic assault on
the received pieties of America place him in the front ranks of social critics.
Second, there is the economist whose institutional economics and meticulous
anatomy of American high finance and business enterprise have earned him
several generations of distinguished followers and a permanent niche among
the greats of political economy. Finally, there is the sociologist to whom we
owe theories of socially induced motivations, of the social determinants of
knowledge, and of social change. This account will be concerned mainly with
the third Veblen.

It is difficult to summarize the major aspects of Veblen’s thought not only
because he wrote in a complicated, illusive, and polysyllabic style, but also be-
cause he lacked a systematic exposition and deliberately attempted to pass on
his highly charged value judgments as statements of fact.

In a writer like Marx it is relatively easy to distinguish analysis from
prophecy, and normative from scientific judgment; not so with Veblen. Al-
though he used to repeat to his students, “We are interested in what is, not in
what ought to be,”* even the casual reader will soon discover that behind the
scientific stance were hidden strong moral impulses. For example, it is hard
to take him scriously when he insists that he uses the term “waste” in a
neutral sense, and that “it is not to be taken in an odious sense, as implying an
illegitimate expenditure of human products or of human life.”® Nor is his
use of what Kenneth Burke has termed a perspective through incongruity,
innocent of moral connotations, as when he compares the livery of servants
with the vestments of the priest, “a body servant, constructively in attendance
upon the person of the divinity whose livery he wears.”* When Veblen deliber-

11 borrow the first two terms from Daniel Aaron’s “Thorstein Veblen: Moralist and Rhetorician,”
in his Men of Good Hope (New York, Oxford University Press, 1951). The third term comes
from Morton G. White's Social Thought in America (New York, The Viking Press, 1952),
Chapter 6.

2Cited in Joseph Dorfman, Thorstein Veblen and His America (New York, The Viking Press,
1934), p. 247-

3 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (New York, Modern Library, 1934), p. 97.

41bid., p. 183.
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ately links words with respectable and dishonorable meanings such as “trained
incapacity,” “business sabotage,” “blameless cupidity,” “conscientious withhold-
ing of efficiency,” “collusive sobriety” or “sagacious restriction of output,” he
uses these balanced opposites to pass moral judgment under the protective
coloration of detached description.” Veblen belonged to the company of Swift
as well as to that of Marx.

These are some of the difficulties in attempting to separate the sub-
stantive content of Veblen’s thought from its ethical husk. But the obstacles
are not insurmountable, although, incidentally, Veblen himself would hardly
have approved of the enterprise.

THE GENERAL APPROACH

Veblen’s point of departure was a critical dissection of the doctrines of the
classic economists in the light of evolutionary and sociological reasoning. He
objected to the notion that the “laws” they had constructed were timeless
generalizations and contended instead that the economic behavior of men, like
any other human activity, had to be analyzed in terms of the social context
in which it was imbedded. He further objected to the deriving of economic
behavior from alleged utilitarian and hedonistic propensities generic to man-
kind. The categories of the classical economists, he argued, could be applied
only to special historical circumstances and in very restricted contexts. Thus,
primitive economic behavior could not be understood in terms of Ricardian
notions. “A gang of Aleutian Islanders,” Veblen wrote derisively, “slashing
about in the wrack and surf with rakes and magical incantations for the cap-
ture of shell-fish are held, in point of taxonomic reality, to be engaged in a
feat of hedonistic equilibration in rent, wages, and interest.”®

“The hedonistic conception of man,” Veblen argued bitingly, “is that of
a lightning calculator of pleasures and pains, who oscillates like a homogenous
globule of desire of happiness under the impulse of stimuli that shift him
about the area, but leave him intact. He has neither antecedent nor conse-
quence. He is an isolated, definitive human datum. . .. Self-imposed in
elemental space, he spins symmetrically about his own spiritual axis. . . .
The hedonistic man is not a prime mover. He is not the seat of a process of
living.”?

In contrast to an obsolete economics that centers attention upon alleged
transhistorical laws and utilitarian or hedonistic calculations, Veblen urged a
new economics that is historical, or, to use his own terminology, evolutionary,
and that is based on an activistic conception of man. “It is the characteristic

5 Cf. Aaron, op. cit., pp. 258 fi.
S The Portable Veblen, ed. and with an introduction by Max Lerner (New York, The Viking Press,
1948), p. 20. I use this easily available volume throughout this chapter. 71bid., p. 232.
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of man to do something. . . . He is not simply a bundle of desires that are to
be saturated . . . but rather a coherent structure of propensities and habits
" which seek realization and expression in an unfolding activity.” The economic
life history of the individual “is a cumulative process of adaptations of means
to ends.” What is true of the individual is true of the community. It too is
continually engaged in an active process of adaptation of economic means to
economic ends. “Evolutionary economics must be the theory of a process of
cultural growth as determined by the economic interest, a theory of a cumula-
tive sequence of economic institutions stated in terms of the process itself.”

Veblen conceived of the evolution of mankind in Spencerian or Darwinian
fashion as a process of selective adaptation to the environment. According to
him, there was no goal to historical evolution as the Hegelians and Marxists
had claimed, but rather “a scheme of blindly cumulative causation, in which
there is no trend, no final term, no consummation.”*°

Human evolution, Veblen argued, involved above all the invention and
use of ever more effective technologies. “The process of cumulative change
that is to be accounted for is the sequence of change in the methods of doing
things—the methods of dealing with the material means of life.”** Hence, “the
state of the industrial arts” ultimately determined the state of adaptation of
man to his natural environment. Technology, moreover, likewise determined
man’s adjustment to his social environment.

A man’s position in the technological and economic sphere, Veblen argued,
determines his outlook and his habits of thought. Similarly, habits and customs,
ways of acting and ways of thinking grow within communities as they are
engaged in their struggle to wrest a livelihood from nature. Such habits and
customs in their turn crystallize over time into institutional molds into which
communities attempt to press their component members. Institutions are
clusters of habits and customs that are sanctioned by the community. An in-
stitution “is of the nature of a usage which has become axiomatic and indis-
pensable by habituation and general acceptance.””* The evolution of human
societies, contended Veblen, must be seen as “a process of natural selection of
institutions.”*® “Institutions are not only themselves the result of a selective
and adaptive process which shapes the prevailing or dominant types of spiritual
attitude and aptitudes; they are at the same time special methods of life and
human relations.”*

Hence, the scheme of man’s social evolution is to Veblen essentially a pat-
tern of institutional change rooted in the development of the industrial arts.

SIbid., p. 233. 91bid., p. 236.

10 Thorstein Veblen, The Place of Science in Modern Civilization (New York, W. B. Huebsch,
1919), p. 436.

11 Quoted in L. E. Dobriansky, Veblenism: A New Critigue (Washington, D.C., Public Affairs
Press, 1957), p. 159.

12 Thorstein Veblen, Absentee Ownership (New York, The Viking Press, 1938), p. 101.

13 The Theory of the Leisure Cluss, p. 188. 1% 1bid.
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Four main stages of evolution are distinguished: the peaceful savage economy
of neolithic times; the predatory barbarian economy in which the institutions
of warfare, property, masculine prowess and the leisure class originated; the
premodern period of handicraft economy; and finally the modern era domi-
nated by the machine. Much of this, especially the distinction between savagery
and barbarism, was based on conjectural history. But Veblen accepted it,
despite his often caustic remarks about such history. When a student once
asked him what he considered the difference between real and conjectural
history, he answered that the relation was about the same as that between a
real horse and a sawhorse.'”

Veblen’s theory of evolutionary stages may well be relegated to the museum
of antiquities, but his more general theory of technological determination,
though often blended with one or another form of Marxism, has continued to
exert influence among contemporary social scientists. Much current work in
anthropology is still informed by his view—for example, that “A study of . . .
primitive cultures . . . shows a close correlation between the material (in-
dustrial and pecuniary) life of any given people and their civic, domestic, and
religious scheme of life; the myths and the religious cult reflect the character
of these other—especially the economic and domestic—institutions in a pecu-
liarly naive and truthful manner.”*® The main thrust of Veblen’s work, how-
ever, does not come in his anthropological studies but rather in his discussion
of contemporary or near-contemporary society. Here his distinction between
industrial and pecuniary types of employment is crucial.

Veblen’s central idea in regard to the modern capitalist world is that it is
based on an irremediable opposition between business and industry, ownership
and technology, pecuniary and industrial employment—Dbetween those who
make goods and those who make money, between workmanship and salesman-
ship. This distinction served Veblen as a major weapon in his attack against
the prevailing scheme of things in America, and against prevailing evolutionary
doctrine. His fellow evolutionists, men like his former teacher Sumner, argued
that the leading industrialists and men of finance, having shown in the com-
petitive struggle that they were “the fittest,” had to be regarded as the flowers
of modern civilization. Veblen argued that, far from being the fittest agents of
evolutionary advancement, men engaged in pecuniary activities were parasites
growing fat on the technological leadership and innovation of other men.
“The leisure class lives by the industrial community rather than in it.”*" The
“captains of industry” made no industrial contribution and therefore had no
progressive function in the evolutionary process; rather, they retarded and dis-
torted it.

Veblen adapted the Spencerian distinction between militant and industrial
socicties to his own uses. Whereas Spencer had argued that businessmen were

15 Cited in Dorfman, op. cit., p. 248. 16 Ibid., p. 298.
17 The Theory of the Leisure Class, p. 246.
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engaged in a peaceful way of life, which stood in opposition to that of the
militant warrior, Veblen insisted that the “captains of industry” were only
pursuing the predatory ways of their militant forebears under new circum-
stances. American robber barons were as eager to exploit the underlying popula-
tion as had been their medieval ancestors. The price system in which business-
men and speculators were involved only hampered and impeded the system of
industrial arts and so delayed the forward course of mankind’s evolutionary
advancement. The differential income businessmen derive from their position
in the price system is far from a reward for creative entrepreneurship but
rather a ransom exacted from the underlying productive population. The in-
stitution of absentee ownership, the foundation of the modern price system,
creates perpetual crises and competitive anarchy leading to the “sabotage” rather
than the advancement of production.

In tune with his overall theory of technological determinants of thought,
Veblen argued that positions in the spheres of industrial or of pecuniary em-
ployment respectively fostered radically different casts of mind or habits of
thought. Those in pecuniary employment were inclined toward an “animistic
bent,” that is, they thought in magical categories. Those involved in industrial
employment, on the other hand, were impelled to think in rational, matter-of-
fact terms. Magical and animistic types of reasoning are at variance with the
requirements of modern industrial societies; such reasoning is partly a survival
from earlier barbaric conditions of life and partly a response to the existential
conditions of those who continue to depend on luck in their speculative ma-
nipulations. Modern industry depends on rationality and, in turn, fosters it.
“In the modern industrial communities, industry is, to a constantly increasing
extent, being organized in a comprehensive system of organs and functions
mutually conditioning one another; and therefore freedom from all bias in the
causal apprehension of phenomena grows constantly more requisite to efficiency
on the part of men concerned in industry.”*

Veblen believed that the major disciplining agent in the modern world
was the machine process of production. “The machine technology,” he rea-
soned, “rests on a knowledge of impersonal, material cause and effect. . . .
Within the range of this machine-guided work, and within the range of modern
life so far as it is guided by the machine process, the cause of things is given
mechanically, impersonally, and the resultant discipline is a discipline in the
handling of impersonal facts for mechanical effect. It inculcates thinking in
terms of opaque, impersonal cause and effect, to the neglect of those norms of
validity that rest on usage and on the conventional standards handed down by
usage.”® This being the case, Veblen argued further, the future evolution of
mankind depended on those whose minds had been disciplined by involvement
in the industrial arts and in the machine process. Further evolutionary ad-
vances could be expected only if the habits inculcated by the disciplinary

18 1bid., p. 283. 19 The Portable Veblen, p. 338.
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effects of the machine prevailed over the predatory life-styles and the magical
and animistic casts of thought of those involved in pecuniary employment.

THE ANATOMY OF COMPETITION

Veblen’s work is especially noteworthy when he analyzes and dissects the
habits of thought and modes of conduct that underlie competitive relations
between social actors. He advanced a sophisticated theory of the social sources
of competitiveness in human affairs. Self-esteem, he argued, is only a reflection
of the esteem accorded by one’s fellows. Consequently, when such esteem is not
forthcoming because a person has failed to excel in prized competitive en-
deavors, he suffers from a loss of self-esteem. The drive for ever-renewed exer-
tion in a competitive culture is therefore rooted in the fear of loss of self-
esteem,

Those members of the community who fall short of [a] somewhat in-
definite, normal degree of prowess or of property suffer in the esteem of their
fellow-men; and consequently they also suffer in their own esteem, since the
usual basis of self-respect is the respect accorded by one’s neighbors. Only
individuals with an aberrant temperament can in the long run retain their
self-esteem in the face of the disesteem of their fellows. . . . So soon as the
possession of property becomes the basis of popular esteem, it becomes also a
requisite to that complacency which we call self-respect.*®

In a competitive culture, where men judge their worth in comparison with
that of their fellows, they are bound to a perpetually revolving Ixion’s wheel
because they constantly aspire to outdo their neighbors.

As fast as a person makes new acquisitions, and becomes accustomed to
the new standard of wealth, the new standard forthwith ceases to afford ap-
preciably greater satisfaction than the earlier standard did . . . the end sought
by accumulation is to rank high in comparison with the rest of the com-
munity in point of pecuniary strength. So long as the comparison is dis-
tinctly unfavorable to himself, the normal, average individual will live in
chronic dissatisfaction with his present lot; and when he has reached what
may be called the normal pecuniary standard of the community, or of his
class in the community, this chronic dissatisfaction will give place to a rest-
less straining to place a wider and ever widening pecuniary interval between
himself and the average standard.*

Veblen is at his best when he analyzes the various means by which men
attempt to symbolize their high standing in the continuous struggle for com-

20 The Theory of the Leisure Class, pp. 30-31. 21 [bid., p. 31.
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petitive advantage. Conspicuous consumption, conspicuous leisure, conspicuous
display of symbols of high standing are to Veblen some of the means by which
" men attempt to excel their neighbors and so attain heightened self-evaluation.
“High-bred manners and ways of living are items of conformity to the norm
of conspicuous leisure and conspicuous consumption. . . . Conspicuous con-
sumption of valuable goods is a means of reputability to the gentlemen of
leisure.”™* “With the inheritance of gentility goes the inheritance of obligatory
leisure.”** Conspicuous consumption or conspicuous leisure need not necessarily
be engaged in directly by those in search of heightened competitive standing.
Rather, such characteristic life-styles may be displayed by persons who are
dependent on the head of a household—his wife and servants, for example—to
enhance the status of the master. In the modern world, the head of the middle-
class household has been forced by economic circumstances to gain a livelihood
in an occupation, “but the middle-class wife still carries on the business of
vicarious leisure, for the good name of the houschold and its master.”** The
liveried servant displays his multi-colored coat of servitude not to improve his
own image but rather to symbolize that of his master.

In the aristocratic age, “the age of barbarism,” such characteristically
“wasteful” styles of competitive display were limited to the leisure class, the
top of the social pyramid. Now, Veblen contended, they tend to permeate the
whole social structure. Each class copies the life-styles of its superordinates to
the extent of its ability. “The result is that the members of each stratum accept
as their ideal of decency the scheme of life invoked in the next higher stratum,
and bend their energies to live up to that ideal.”*® “The canon of reputability”
must adapt itself to the economic circumstances and the traditions of cach
particular class,* but it permeates all society to greater or less degrees. Though
originating among the leisure class, it characterizes the total culture and shapes
its characteristic life-style. This is why even the poor, though they are physically
better off in modern society than their forebears were in their time, suffer
more. “The existing system has not made . . . the industrious poor poorer as
measured absolutely . . . but it does tend to make them relatively poorer, in
their own eyes . . . and . . . that is what seems to count.”* Clearly, Veblen,
like others before and after him, had in effect come upon the idea of “relative
deprivation.”

In Veblen’s opinion the simplistic notions of human motivation on which
classical economics rest cannot serve to explain the springs of action of man in
modern pecuniary civilization. It is not the propensity to save or to truck and
barter that animates man in the modern world, but the propensity to excel his
neighbor. The struggle for competitive standing becomes a basic datum if one
is to understand the institutional framework of modern economic behavior.

221bid., p. 75. 231bid., p. 76. 24 Ipid., p. 81. 25 Ibid., p. 84. 26 Ibid., p. 105.
27 The Place of Science, p. 392.
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SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

Throughout his writings Veblen emphasized the ways in which habits of
thought are an outcome of habits of life and stressed the dependence of
thought styles on the organization of the community. “The scheme of thought
or of knowledge,” he wrote, “is in good part a reverberation of the schemes of
life.”**

In his anthropological writings, Veblen makes a sharp distinction between
peaceable agricultural communities in the age of savagery and the predatory
life of pastoral people. He relates their different life-styles to characteristically
different religious orientations. In agricultural societies one is likely to find a
polytheistic theology as a replica of the various powers of nature. “The relation
of the deities to mankind is likely to be that of consanguinity, and as if to
emphasize the peaceable noncoercive character of the divine order of things,
the deities are in the main very apt to be females. The matter of interests dealt
with in the cosmological theories are chiefly matters of the livelihood of the
people.”* By contrast, predatory cultures, with their more centralized authority-
structures and their warrior chiefs, will tend to have monotheistic religious
systems, and there will be an emphasis on the arbitrary schemes of divine
government. “Such a people will adopt male deities, in the main, and will
impute to them a coercive, imperious, arbitrary animus and a degree of
princely dignity.”*

Veblen distinguishes between ecarlier stages of human evolution, when
whole communities exhibited characteristic habits of thoughts, and later stages,
when human societies have differentiated into distinct strata, with distinct
occupational roles emerging. Here different habits of thought exist side by side
and are associated with location in the class and occupational structure. “The
pecuniary employments call into action chiefly [the invidious] aptitudes and
propensities, and act selectively to conserve them in the population. The in-
dustrial employments, on the other hand, chiefly exercise the [noninvidious or
economical attitudes], and act to conserve them.”' Pecuniary employments
foster magical beliefs in luck; the industrial arts foster rationality.

Veblen argues that habits of thought, which arise in tune with a man’s
position in the social and occupational order, find their reflection in types of
knowledge as well as in bchavior. “The scheme of life which men perforce
adopt under the exigencies of an industrial situation shapes their habit of
thought on the side of their behavior. . . . Each individual is but a single
complex of habits of thought, and the same psychical mechanism that expresses
itself in one direction as conduct expresses itself in another direction as knowl-
edge.”*

28 [hid., p. 105. 291bid., p. 47. 301bid., p. 48.
31 The Theory of the Leisure Class, p. 239. 32 The Place of Science, p. 105.
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These are, of course, fairly general statements, and Veblen never attempted
to verify them in a systematic manner. Yet throughout his work he provides
telling illustrations. For example, Veblen had a very keen eye for instances of
maladaptation—of dysfunctions as the modern sociologist would call them—
that arise from a lack of congruity between habits of thought and occupational
or technological settings. His notion of “trained incapacity” indicates one such
instance of maladaptation. This applics to a person who has been so thoroughly
trained for one occupational setting that he finds it impossible to operate effec-
tively in a different situation; the very effectiveness of his training in the past
leads to inappropriate behavior in the present.

Veblen not only stressed how habits of thought arise from social and oc-
cupational placement, but he also advanced a theory of the social determinants
of cognitive interests. He accounted for the tendency of the leisure class to be
drawn to classical studies, law, and politics, rather than to the natural sciences
because of the pragmatic interests of its members. “The interest with which
[a] discipline is approached is therefore not commonly the intellectual or
cognitive interest simply. It is largely the practical interest of the exigencies of
that relation of mastery in which the members of the class are placed.”*® For
Veblen, science and scientific attitudes are rooted in material exigencies; only
those members of the community who are engaged in the industrial arts are
in tune with such exigencies and hence are drawn to the study of the sciences.

These examples suggest that Veblen was alrcady engaged in an analysis
of what are in effect the latent functions of a wide range of types of conduct
and habits of thought. Robert K. Merton drew upon Veblen as well as on a
long line of previous theorists when he formulated the notions of latent and
manifest functions. Merton also pointed out that Veblen’s gift for seeing para-
doxical, ironic, and satiric aspects of social life predisposed him to pay attention
to latent functions.*

FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS

When Veblen describes the various manifestations of the pattern of con-
spicuous consumption, he is always at pains to ferret out their latent functions.
Manifestly, candles are meant to provide light and automobiles are means of
transportation. But under the pecuniary scheme they serve the latent function
of indicating and enhancing status. Candle light at dinner indicates that the
host makes claims to a style of gracious living that is peculiar to the upper
class; one drives a Cadillac to indicate that he belongs to a stratum superior
to that of Chevrolet owners; one serves caviar to symbolize a refinement of
the palate that is the mark of a gentleman. Patterns of consumption, and pat-

33 The Theory of the Leisure Class, pp. 382 ff.
31 Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, The Free Press, 1968), esp.
the chapter on “Manifest and Latent Functions.”
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terns of conduct generally, must never be explained in terms of manifest func-
tions alone but must be seen as having the latent function of enhancing
status.” In some cases, indeed, no manifest function may be served at all and
the pattern can be explained only by status enhancement. The Chinese man-
darin, when asked why he cultivates long fingernails, might answer that “this
is the custom”; the analyst, however, will conclude that the man who cultivates
long fingernails cannot possibly work with his hands and must therefore
occupy an honorific position.

One last example will suffice. When Veblen spoke of the prevalence
among journeyman printers of dram-drinking, “treating,” and smoking in
public places, a pattern apparently quite marked in his day, he gave a func-
tional explanation in terms of the conditions of life of such men. The members
of this occupation, he explained, have a higher rate of geographic and em-
ployment mobility than most others. As a consequence, “these men are con-
stantly thrown in contact with new groups of acquaintances, with whom the
relations established are transient or ephemeral, but whose good opinion is
valued none the less for the time being.”*® Hence, a journeyman’s ability to
consume in an ostentatious manner in company and to treat his fellows may
be conceived as serving to establish quick contact and to enhance his status in
their eyes. The capacity to “give” to others elicits deference and admiration in
a transient environment where other symbolizations of status, such as high
standing in the residential neighborhood, are not available.

THE THEORY OF SOCIAL CHANGE

Veblen’s theory of social change is essentially a technological theory of
history. He believed that in the last analysis the “state of the industrial arts,”
that is, the technology available to a society, determines the character of its
culture. Invention was the mother of necessity. Yet this influence of technology,
while crucial, was to Veblen by no means immediate and direct. A new
technology does not automatically bring forth new systems of laws, new moral
attitudes, or new types of education. Rather, it challenges old institutions and
evokes their resistance. “Institutions are products of the past process, are
adapted to past circumstances, and are therefore never in full accord with the
requirements of the present.”” Those who have a “vested interest” in the old
order will bend every effort to maintain old institutions even when they are
no longer in tune with technological developments. The characteristic attitude
of those advocates of the status quo “may be summed up in the maxim: “What-
ever is, is right;’ whereas the law of natural selection, as applied to human
institutions, gives the axiom: ‘Whatever is, is wrong.’”™** In the end, Veblen

35 Ibid., pp. 123 f. 36 The Theory of the Leisure Class, p. go. 37 1bid., p. 191.
38 1bid., p. 207.
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believed, a new technology erodes vested ideas, overcomes vested interests, and
reshapes institutions in accord with its own needs. But this process may take
considerable time, and in that time lag—when, for example, an industrial
society is still governed by legal and moral rules dating from the handicraft
era—society suffers from the waste that is brought about by the lack of cor-
respondence between its institutions and its technology.

In periods of transition between an old order and one about to be born,
social conflicts are likely to be accentuated. In contrast to Marx, Veblen did
not conceive of the class struggle as the motor of history. He saw as the shap-
ing force of history the clash between advancing technology and retarding in-
stitutions. Only during periods when this clash was particularly acute did he
expect an exacerbation of class antagonisms between those engaged in the
pecuniary employments, who had vested interest in things as they were, and
those in industrial employments who were in tune with the technological de-
mands of the hour.

Although he was beholden to a general evolutionary doctrine, Veblen did
not believe in unilinear evolution. He was acutely aware of what later theorists
called “the skipping of evolutionary stages”; hence, he focused attention on
“the advantage of borrowing the technological arts rather than developing them
by home growth.”® When technologies are borrowed from another society,
Veblen argued, they “do not carry over the fringe of other cultural elements
that have grown up about them in the course of their development and use.”**
Technological elements can therefore be acquired ready-made and they do not
carry the institutional ballast with which they were freighted in the country
of origin. Thus the Germans took over British machine technology “without
the fault of its qualities.”* While in England older institutions still hampered
and impeded this technology, and older and newer technological techniques
and processes existed side by side, the Germans took over the more advanced
technologies and applied them to the fullest in an environment unimpeded by
vested interests. These observations seem especially pertinent today in the light
of the problems faced by developing societies.

While borrowing may help to accelerate the evolutionary growth of the
borrowing country, it leads to relative decline in the competitive position
of the country of origin. This is “the penalty of taking the lead.” An industrial
system like that of England, which “has been long engaged in a course of im-
provement, extension, innovation and specialization, will in the past have
committed itself . . . to what was at the time an adequate scale of appliances
and schedule of processes.”™** But such established equipment will be out of
date as the industrial process proceeds. Hence, obsolescent technologies are
likely to exist alongside new equipment. There will be improvements, adapta-

39 The Portable Veblen, p. 365. *01bid. *11bid., p. 367. *21bid., p. 373.
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tions, and repairs but also a “fatal reluctance or inability to overcome this
all-pervading depreciation by obsolescence.”** The railroads of Great Britain,
for example, were built with too narrow a gauge and the “terminal facilities,
tracks, shunting facilities, and all the means of handling freight . . . are all
adapted to the bobtailed car.”** From the point of view of the community at
large all this equipment should be discarded, but since it is still profitable the
captains of the railroad industry have a vested interest in maintaining it,
thereby contributing to the industrial decadence of England. “All this does not
mean that the British have sinned against the canons of technology. It is only
that they are paying the penalty for having been thrown into the lead and so
having shown the way.”*’

Veblen wrote this when England was governed by Lloyd George, and
Germany was ruled by the Kaiser. But fifty years later, the England of Prime
Minister Edward Heath and the Germany of Chancellor Willy Brandt still
seem subject to the same forces; and the contemporary development of Japan
furnishes even stronger evidence for Veblen’s far-reaching prescience.

The preceding pages have not touched upon a number of Veblenian
notions, in particular his theory of “instincts.” This omission is deliberate.
“The instinct of workmanship,” “the parental bent,” or “the instinct of idle
curiosity”’—concepts Veblen used to “explain” the concern for a job well done,
the solicitude for one’s offspring, and the motive force for scientific curiosity
respectively—are vague and unsatisfactory. Veblen introduced them as a kind
of deus ex machina when he wished to defend a practice or behavior pattern
he liked to see maintained, even though his “instincts” are not meant to denote
unchangeable biological impulses but rather prepotent propensities subject to
cultural conditioning and modification. Veblen, like all instinct theorists, was
prone to infer the operation of instincts from observed behavior—which these
instincts were then supposed to explain. This device has little scientific utility.

What is likely to endure in Veblen’s sociological work is not the theory
of instincts but his theory of the socially induced motivations for competitive
behavior, his acute ferreting out of latent functions, and certain elements of his
technological interpretation of history and of his theory of the lag between
technological and institutional development. It is likely that analysts of the
process of “modernization” will still be making use of his notions about the
“advantage of borrowing” and the “penalty of taking the lead” when his
doctrine of instinct will long have been forgotten.

131bid., p. 375. *1bid., p. 374. 45 1bid., p. 375.
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THE MAN

Veblen drew a fine sclf-portrait in an essay entitled, “The Intellectual Pre-
eminence of Jews in Modern Europe,” which he wrote toward the end of his
career. He says there that the Jewish man of ideas is saved from being intel-
lectually passive “at the cost of losing his sccure place in the scheme of con-
ventions into which he has been born and . . . of finding no similarly secure
place in the scheme of gentile conventions into which he is thrown.” As a
consequence, “he becomes a disturber of the intellectual peace, but at the cost
of becoming an intellectual wayfaring man, a wanderer in the intellectual no-
man’s-land, seeking another place to rest, farther along the road, somewhere
over the horizon. [Such Jews| are ncither a complaisant nor a contented lot,
these aliens of the uneasy feet.”*® Nothing could better characterize Veblen’s
own life. Intentionally or not, he summed up in this passage the price and
the glory of his career.

A MARGINAL NORWEGIAN

Thorstein Veblen was born on a frontier farm in Wisconsin on July 30,
18577 He was a son of the Middle Border that produced in his generation
Lester Ward, Frederick Jackson Turner, Vernon Parrington, and Charles
Beard, all men who, like himself, were to mount an assault against the re-
ceived wisdom of the intellectual establishment of the East. But unlike these
other men, Veblen was almost as much a stranger to the culture of the Mid-
west as he was to that of the East.

Veblen was the sixth of twelve children of Norwegian immigrants, his par-
ents, Thomas Anderson Veblen and Kari Bunde Veblen, having come to America
ten years before his birth. They were of old Norwegian peasant stock, but had
had a very hard time as children of tenant farmers in the old country. Veblen’s
paternal grandfather had been tricked out of his right to the family farm and
had fallen from the honored status of farm owner to that of a despised tenant.
His mother’s father had likewise been forced to sell his farm in order to meet
lawyers’ fees and, crushed by this loss, had died still a young man, leaving
Veblen’s mother an orphan at the age of five.

After Veblen’s parents emigrated to America to settle first in Wisconsin
and then in Minnesota, they encountered obstacles similar to those faced by

46 The Portable Veblen, p. 475.

47 This account of Veblen's life is based almost entirely on Joseph Dorfman’s monumental and
definitive Thorstein Veblen and His America. 1 have also profited from David Riesman’s
Thorstein Veblen (New York, Scribner’s, 1053), even though T was not persuaded by many
of Riesman’s psychoanalytic explanations of Veblen's personality. Cf. also R. L. Duffus’ delightful
memoir on Veblen's Stanford days, The Innocents at Cedro (New York, Macmillan, 1944).
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their parents in Norway. Land speculators drove them off their first land
claim; in their second venture they were forced to sell half their land in order
to pay usurious interest rates. Hatred of tricksters, speculators, and shyster
lawyers ran deep in the family tradition and found characteristic expression
in much of Veblen’s later writing.

Despite such obstacles, the Veblens managed through hard work, thrift,
and single-minded devotion to the agricultural task at hand to acquire a self-
sufficient farmstead in Manitowoc, Wisconsin, where Thorstein was born.
When he was eight years old, the family moved to a larger farm on the
prairie lands of Wheeling Township in Minnesota. There his father became a
leading farmer in the homogeneous Norwegian community, which, like other
Norwegian farming communities, lived in almost complete isolation from the sur-
rounding world. Norwegian immigrants seldom met Yankees, except for busi-
ness reasons or at political conventions. Frugal, hard-working and somewhat
dour men piously following the prescriptions of their Lutheran religion, they
had contempt for the loose ways of the Yankees and saw in them the repre-
sentatives of a shallow, pleasure-loving, impious civilization. To the Norwe-
gians, the Yankees scemed to be speculators, wheelers and dealers all, men
who couldn’t be trusted, and whose ways were not only foreign but abhorrent.
These sentiments also later found their way into Veblen’s writings.

Although Veblen’s parents were deeply rooted in the Norwegian com-
munity and its traditional ways, they were nevertheless atypical. Their pious-
ness notwithstanding, they refused to take part in sectarian quarrels over
questions of theology or church government, which tended to split these com-
munities. Thomas Veblen minded his own affairs and was respected in the
community as a man of judgment and intelligence who, however, showed
an unusual independence of conduct.

The son, quite carly, took after the father. Children and elders alike were
impressed by his precocious intelligence but found his almost compulsively
independent ways unsettling. In his early youth, he had fist fights with the
boys, teased the girls, and pestered the older people. In his adolescent years,
he sublimated aggression into sarcasm, corrosive wit, and scepticism. When
the time came for his confirmation, he submitted to the rite but made it clear
that he had already lost the faith. All in all, Veblen was as maladjusted in the
Norwegian community and as alien to its life styles as he was later to be in
the American milien.

A MARGINAL STUDENT

It is hard to say what would have become of him had he stayed in the
Norwegian settlement. As it was, his father, now relatively well-to-do, decided
that the road to self-improvement was through education. He would not
exploit his children on the farm, as was the wont throughout the community,
but he sent them to the higher institutions of learning of alien America. In
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1874, when he found that the local preacher considered his son Thorstein a
suitable candidate for the ministry, he decided that the boy should enter
nearby Carleton College. Thorstein himself was not consulted. He was sum-
moned from the field and placed in the family buggy with his baggage already
packed. The first he learned that he was to enter Carleton was when he arrived
there; then he was told that he was to live in a log cabin his father had built
for his children on the edge of the campus. For seventeen years, Thorstein
Veblen had lived in a cultural enclave, speaking little or no English; now he
was suddenly being projected into the surrounding American culture from
which he had been almost completely insulated.

Carleton College had been founded just a few years before Veblen’s
arrival by Congregationalists who attempted to build on the prairies of Minne-
sota a replica of New England gentility. It was a thoroughly Christian and
earnestly evangelical school where intemperance, profanity, and the use of
tobacco were strictly forbidden, as was “all Sabbath and evening association
between the sexes, except by special permission.” In teaching, the classics,
moral philosophy, and religion were stressed and the natural sciences were
slighted. English literature was taught during one quarter of the senior year
only, and American history was not taught at all. The really important
courses were those in moral philosophy. The reigning doctrine was Scottish
Common Sense, as first expounded by Thomas Reid and developed by Sir
William Hamilton. This safe philosophy cast no doubts upon the literal in-
terpretation of the Bible and religious orthodoxy and was meant to counter
the scepticism of Hume and his school. Reid taught that fundamental and
self-evident truths were enshrined in the common sense of mankind and that
“anything manifestly contrary to them is what we call absurd.”

Quite predictably Veblen, already a village sceptic at home, took badly to
the spirit of Carleton. He spent six years there, but the education he acquired
stemmed in the main from his voracious independent reading rather than from
his teachers. The only faculty man who scems to have impressed him was
John Bates Clark, in later years a major figure in economics at Columbia, but
at that time a professor of odds and ends who taught everything from English
composition and moral philosophy to political economy. Clark, whose melioris-
tic and mildly socialist ideas appealed to Veblen, was probably the only teacher
who liked this youth with a “mind clothed in sardonic humour,” as a faculty
member described it. That Norwegian bull in the genteel china shop of New
England culture disturbed his elders no end. Refusing to take seriously all the
pieties he was supposed to absorb, he defended himself by mordant wit, cor-
rosive satire, and just plain cussedness.

The dignitaries of Carlton were undoubtedly relieved when Veblen gradu-
ated in 1880. Although he is probably Carleton’s most famous alumnus, to this
day there is no hall or building named in his honor—not even a plaque com-
memorating him on campus. Veblen, in his turn, was glad his Carleton days
were over. While he had fun delivering a “Plea for Cannibalism” before the
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faculty and students earnestly concerned with the conversion of the heathen,
or pronouncing an “Apology for a Toper” before scandalized teetotalers, such
prankishness was really only a desperate defense against his repugnant sur-
roundings. He left Carleton with a fine, mainly self-acquired, education, and
with an enduring love of his fellow student, Ellen Rolfe, the niece of the
president, whom he was to marry a few years later.

A MARGINAL ACADEMIC

After his graduation, Veblen tried his hand teaching at Monona Academy
in Madison, Wisconsin, but the atmosphere at this Norwegian school proved
as oppressive as that of Carleton. Rent by theological disputes over predestina-
tion, election, and strong church authority, subjects totally uncongenial to Veb-
len, the school closed permanently at the end of the year. When one of his
brothers, Andrew, father of the famous mathematician Oswald Veblen, decided
to study mathematics at Johns Hopkins, Thorstein accompanied him to Bald-
more, expecting to study philosophy. Thus began what Bernard Rosenberg has
called “a torturous apprenticeship in academic maladaptation.”**

When Veblen came East, his thoughts had already been shaped by the
agrarian unrest and radicalism that had swept over the Midwest soon after the
end of the Civil War. Moreover, when a German exile of the 1848 revolution
had opened his library to him, Veblen became acquainted with Kant, Mill,
Hume, Rousseau, Spencer, Huxley, and Tyndall—great intellects who had
not been discussed in the lecture halls of Carleton. Egalitarian and radical in
his outlook, Veblen once again felt alien in the leisurely culture of the South
that prevailed in Baltimore and at Johns Hopkins. Lonely, homesick, and short
of money, he was moreover intellectually ill-disposed toward the philosophy
offerings of that school. He took three courses with George S. Morris but
was not impressed by this Hegelian philosopher, who felt that conventional
manners and morals might find an even better defender in Hegel than in pre-
vailing Scottish Common Sense. Veblen attended a course in political economy
with a young man, Richard T. Ely, who was to become one of the main repre-
sentatives of the new reform-oriented economics. But neither man cared for
the other. To judge from Veblen’s later writings, the only man to have made
some impact on him was a temporary lecturer in logic named Charles Sanders
Peirce, who had already written a series of papers emphasizing that “the
whole function of thought is to produce habits of action.”

When Veblen failed to receive a scholarship at Johns Hopkins, he decided
to transfer to Yale to study philosophy under its president, the Reverend Noah
Porter. At Yale, as almost everywhere else, philosophy was still considered the
handmaiden of theology, and Veblen, the agnostic, found himself among
divinity students, most of whom were preparing to teach the gospel. As a

48 Bernard Rosenberg, The Values of Veblen (Washington, D.C., Public Affairs Press, 1956), p. 5.
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means of defense, Veblen accentuated his sardonic attitudes and distance-creat-
ing techniques, and he cultivated an air of complete aloofness and worldly-
wise scepticism. Even those whom he managed to befriend later said that they
found him trying, though stimulating.

At this time the intellectual atmosphere at Yale was charged by epic battles
between its president, Noah Porter, a man still deeply steeped in the pieties of
New England transcendentalism, and the sociologist William Graham Sum-
ner, who preached the gospel of Herbert Spencer. Sumner relentlessly fought
in the name of science and evolution, of Darwin and Spencer, against the
theological features of the school. A month before Veblen left Yale, Sumner
was victorious and the whole curriculum of Yale was revamped. Science won
over religion.

Veblen found himself attracted to Sumner as he had never been attracted
to any of his other teachers. In later years he was to dissect Sumner’s conserva-
tive economics in class, but, according to Dorfman, Sumner was “the only man
for whom he expressed . . . a deep and unqualified admiration.”** What at-
tracted him was not only Sumner’s Spencerian and evolutionary thought, but
his independence of mind, his refusal to go along with the crowd, his com-
bative individualism. To be sure, the man who was to write withering attacks
on the predacious characteristics of captains of industry was hardly impressed
by the views of a teacher who saw in these men the flowers of civilization.
Veblen could not accept Sumner’s doctrine, but he loved the man and partly
modeled himself after his image. He also managed to be on excellent terms
with the Reverend Porter, under whom he did most of his work and who
supervised his dissertation. Locally he was known as “Porter’s chum.” Porter
esteemed Veblen’s superior intelligence even though he must have been made
uneasy by Veblen’s conspicuous lack of reverence.

Veblen specialized in work on Kant and the post-Kantians, his first aca-
demic paper being on Kant's Critique of Judgment. He was considered by
Porter and some of his other teachers to be a highly intelligent, cultivated,
though unconventional, young philosopher. But after he had received his
doctorate, it became apparent that nobody was willing to give him an aca-
demic position. College teachers, especially those in philosophy, were mainly
recruited from the ranks of the divinity school. No faculty wanted a “Norskie,”
especially one around whom there seemed to hover a cloud of agnosticism or
worse. After having spent two and a half years at Yale, Veblen returned home
defeated and bitter. He now had a Ph.D. but no source of income or hope for
a position.

Back on the farm, Veblen claimed that he was ill and needed special care.
His brothers were inclined to believe that he was just plain loafing—a sin not
lightly forgiven among Norwegian farm folk. In the meantime, Veblen read
everything he could lay his hands on, roamed the woods, indulged in desultory

49 Dorfman, op. cit., p. 311.
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botanical studies, did some hack writing for Eastern papers, and seemed to
drift into a life of permanent dilettantism.

In 1888, Veblen married Ellen Rolfe, the daughter of one of the leading
families of the Middle West. Her father, a grain-elevator and railroad magnate,
was appalled that his daughter was marrying a shiftless atheistic son of Norwe-
gian immigrants. But he made the best of it and allowed the young couple to
settle on one of his Towa farms. Veblen now made a few half-hearted attempts
to gain a teaching position, but all these moves proved to be of no avail. In the
meantime he and his wife followed news of the radical agrarian movement
that swept the Middle West with passionate concern. Together they read
Edward Bellamy’s socialist utopia, Looking Backward, which had just been
published. Ellen Rolfe wrote later that “this was the turning point in our
lives.”®® In his Iowa retreat, Veblen immersed himself deeply in the study of
economics, both the orthodox and the heterodox variety. Looking at the passing
scenc of agrarian and labor unrest, of increasing radicalization among farmers
and workmen alike, he began to feel that economics might provide answers to
the crisis. After ten years of frustration and idle drifting, Veblen finally decided
to return East to study economics, registering at Cornell in the winter term of
1891.

The professor in charge of economics at Cornell, J. Laurence Laughlin,
was sitting in his study when an anemic-looking man wearing a coonskin cap
and corduroy trousers entered and announced: “I am Thorstein Veblen.”
Laughlin became so impressed with Veblen that he secured a special university
grant for him, even though all regular fellowships had already been filled.
Heartened by this modest encouragement, Veblen now began to get down to
the business of scrious writing. His first paper in economics, “Some Neglected
Points in the Theory of Socialism,” adumbrated his later interest. It was an
attempt to use Spencerian evolutionary method while arguing against Spencer
that without the abolition of private property and free competition the crisis
of the current industrial order could not be overcome. Several fairly technical
papers for The Quarterly Journal of Economics followed in short order. Veb-
len’s mentor, Laughlin, thought so highly of them that he arranged for a
fellowship for Veblen at the new University of Chicago, where Laughlin had
just been appointed head professor of economics.

The University of Chicago, where Veblen stayed from 1892 to 1906,
provided the most congenial academic setting he was ever to find. The aggres-
sive president, William Rainey Harper, had managed in a few years to attract
a most distinguished faculty, and Veblen found a number of colleagues with
whom he could engage in lively interchange. John Dewey in philosophy,
William I. Thomas in sociology, Jacques Loeb in physiology, to name just a
few, influenced him deeply and in turn were stimulated by him. Veblen later

50 Ibid., p. 68.
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wrote a venomous portrait of Harper as a prime example of those “captains of
erudition” who prostitute genuine scholarship in their drive for competitive
standing in the academic world. There was much truth in what Veblen said,
but it must be acknowledged that, no matter how autocratic his administra-
tion, no matter what questionable methods Harper may have used to extract
ever increasing funds from the University’s founder, John D. Rockefeller, he
attracted a first-rate faculty to Chicago and so made it possible for Veblen to
enjoy the company of peers and colleagues that he could genuinely respect.

This is not to say that Veblen’s Chicago career was without difficulties. Al-
thought he soon took over the editorship of The Journal of Political Economy,
which Laughlin had founded soon after their arrival, Veblen was not originally a
member of the faculty, but only a tutor. It was not until three years after
coming to the University that he was promoted, at the age of 38, to instructor.
His promotion to assistant professor had to wait another five years. There were
a number of reasons for this academic neglect. Veblen was unorthodox in his
thinking, in his teaching, and in his love life.

Veblen now wrote profusely, but his many brilliant contributions to The
Journal of Political Economy were scarcely of a sort to please the more staid
members of his academic audience. They were, in fact, fierce assaults upon
prevailing utilitarian and classic doctrine in economics, and upon the custom
and use of capitalist enterprise in the United States and elsewhere. Ranging
widely over the ficlds of history, anthropology, sociology, and economics,
Veblen proceeded with mordant wit and sarcasm to undermine the received
wisdom of economic theory. Whether reviewing baoks by Sombart or Schmol-
ler, by Marx or Labriola, whether writing a fundamental paper such as the one
entitled “Why Is Economics Not an Evolutionary Science?” Veblen was single-
minded in his iconoclastic enterprise of demolishing conventional ideas in
economics and the social sciences generally.

Veblen’s teaching methods were even more unorthodox than his writings.
He seemed to make a deliberate effort to discourage students from taking his
courses. His lectures were wide ranging, and he usually presented the material
in a rambling and unorganized manner. As a result, his audience never quite
knew what to expect next. One of his former students describes his teaching
thus:

He would come into the classroom with a half-dozen books under his
arm, sit down bashfully behind his desk, and commence mumbling through
his whiskers the characteristic economic blasphemies for which he was
famous. His inimitable wit played over the field and made what might have
been a rather dreary exercise something to chuckle over. Judged by con-
ventional standards, he was the world’s worst teacher. He seldom knew at
the beginning of the hour what he would say or where he would arrive at
its end. . . . I felt that these mumbling lectures were a good deal of a bore
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to him except for the opportunity they afforded him for flashes of wit and
irony, and he took little interest in the question of whether his students were
reading lessons and doing work in the course or not.”*

Veblen found the task of evaluating students or grading papers pro-
foundly distasteful and as a consequence usually gave the whole class, as the
spirit moved him, either a C or a B. When students tried to pin him down
and asked him to say in plain language what he meant by his oracular and
illusive pronouncements, he usually brushed them off with a sardonic smile
and a witty remark. When pressed hard, he would say: “Well, you know, I
really don’t think I quite understand it myself.”

Despite all these calculated maneuvers to rebuff student interest, Veblen
acquired some of his most distinguished followers—among them, Wesley
Mitchell, Robert Hoxie, and H. ]. Davenport—in the Chicago days. These
and a few others learned not to be put off by his manners and quirks and
to reach down to the serious core of his teaching. But the bulk of his students
couldn’t make sense of his lectures, especially when their quest for certainty
was met with Veblen's studied elusiveness. Wesley Mitchell has written that
Veblen “took a naughty delight in making people squirm.” As a result, his
classes were large for the first few days, but soon only a handful remained.
Students were not an audience that Veblen appreciated.

Veblen was unorthodox in his teaching and in his writing, but what
shocked the university administration and many older colleagues profoundly
was his unorthodox love life. Women were much attracted to him, and stories
about his affairs and escapades soon were bandied around in scandalized fac-
ulty gatherings. Mrs. Veblen was much perturbed by these affairs and
threatened to leave him. Matters were not made easier by his habit of leaving
in his pockets the letters he received from his female admirers. In all these
affairs, Veblen was more the pursued than the pursuer. “What is one to do
when a woman moves in on you?” he once complained. He remarked, some-
what later, that “the president doesn’t approve of my domestic arrangements.
Nor do 1.” Nevertheless, his amatory escapades, even more than his scholarly
unorthodoxy and his unconventional teaching, made him an outcast in the
university’s inner circles and eventually led to his dismissal.

In the Chicago days, Veblen pursued a kind of double-barreled strategy:
he would alienate most students and faculty while at the same time building
a close intellectual companionship with a chosen group of congenial colleagues.
When his first and still most widely read book, The Theory of the Leisure
Class, was published in 1899, the influence of such Chicago men as Jacques
Loeb, Franz Boas, and William I. Thomas could be traced on virtually every
page.

The Theory of the Leisure Class helped bring Veblen to the attention of a

511bid., p. 250.
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broader public than he had enjoyed so far. It brought him a circle of admirers
who hailed the book as an epoch-making achievement. Lester Ward, the dean
of American sociology, praised it highly, as did William D. Howells, the dean
of American letters. Veblen was now an intellectual force to be reckoned with.
His next book, The Theory of Business Enterprise (1904), perhaps his most
systematic critique of American business, received a somewhat less enthusiastic
response. Conservative critics complained about his destructiveness, his amor-
alism, and his lack of appreciation for the virtues of free enterprise. Many
radicals, appreciative of his critique of capitalism, were nevertheless unhappy
about his rejection of Marxism. Others complained about his involuted style
and lack of clarity. Yet critics and admirers seemed to agree that Veblenian
doctrine was now an established feature on the intellectual scene.

As his fame outside the university grew, his life inside it became well
nigh impossible. When Veblen returned from a trip to Europe in 1904, during
which he had been accompanied by a female companion who was clearly not
his wife, he was asked by the university authorities to sign a paper declaring
that he would have no further relations with the woman involved. He replied
that he was not in the habit of promising not to do what he was not ac-
customed to doing. His days at Chicago were now numbered. He made efforts
to secure a variety of appointments, among others to the Library of Congress,
but all these efforts failed. Finally, Stanford University offered him an Associ-
ate Professorship at a relatively high salary, and he joined its staff in 1906.

Veblen stayed at Stanford a little more than three years. His style of life,
of morality, and of expression continued to be as unconventional as it had been
in Chicago. His wife, who had left him for a time, returned to him in Palo
Alto, but the marriage was clearly on the rocks. Matters were not made ecasier
when one of his Chicago admirers wrote him that she wanted to be the mother
of a great man’s children. Mrs. Veblen left him again. When his amatory
adventures could no longer be covered up, the administration forced him to
resign in December 190g.

Veblen did not make the close intellectual friends at Stanford that he did
at Chicago. The major elements of his “system,” if such it can be called, had
been set down in the Chicago days. His subsequent books, beginning with
The Instinct of Workmanship (1914) on which he was working at Stanford,
are, with one exception, only elaborations of previous lines of thought. Veblen
probably was therefore less eager for intellectual stimulation than he had been
earlier. He was as distant and aloof at Stanford as he had been at Chicago, but
apparently made less of an effort to gather around himself a chosen few intel-
lectual peers.

After having been forced to resign at Stanford, Veblen applied for a posi-
tion at various schools. But the known circumstances of his severance from
Stanford led every administration that was approached to recoil. Veblen was a
marked man. To have offended the academic proprieties twice in a row was
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just too much. Finally, a former student, H. J. Davenport, came to the rescue
and persuaded the president of the University of Missouri to offer Veblen a
position in its School of Commerce, of which Davenport was dean. Ellen
Rolfe Veblen now secured a divorce and, as a result, the president of Stanford,
in a recommendation to make the temporary appointment permanent, wrote
to the president of the University of Missouri that he saw no reason why Veb-
len should not be retained since he had now straightened out his matrimonial
affairs. In 1914 Veblen married his second wife, Anne Fessenden Bradley, a
divorcee whom he had known at Chicago and Stanford. The new Mrs. Veb-
len, far less educated than the first, did all his typing, washed all the laundry
and sewed all the clothes for her two daughters from an earlier marriage. She
seems to have been totally devoted to Veblen, and being a radical like him, she
was wholeheartedly in favor of “the movement,” forever discussing the virtues
of Socialism with the conventional faculty wives. She was also in full agree-
ment with her husband’s rather original ideas in regard to houschold duties.
For example, the making of beds was considered a useless ceremonial; the
covers were merely turned down over the foot of the bed so that they could
be easily drawn up at night. Dishes were washed only when the total supply
was exhausted; then they were stacked in a tub, a hose turned on them, and,
after the water had been drained off, they were left to dry. Veblen also
advocated, though he stopped short of practicing, the making of clothes out of
discardable paper.

Although Veblen was coddled and indulged by a number of his former
students now on the staff of the University of Missouri, he lacked the wider
intellectual companionship he had enjoyed at Chicago and, to a degree, at
Stanford. Neither faculty nor students at the University of Missouri were of
the quality that Veblen had been accustomed to; as a result, he withdrew even
more. As his health grew poorer and he began to feel the weight of years, his
courses became even less organized than before, and his contempt for his stu-
dents deepened. The university authorities were flattered to have attracted a
man of his reputation, but they felt he was not contributing fully. As a resulg,
he never got a permanent position and remained a lecturer, whose appoint-
ment had to be renewed annually, during the entire seven years of his stay.
His Stanford salary had been $3000; at Missouri he was paid under $2000
in his first few years and received only $2400 in 1917, just before he left.

While at Missouri, Veblen completed his third book, The Instinct of
Workmanship, and soon after the beginning of World War I, he published
his Imperial Germany and the Industrial Revolution, one of his more important
works. Soon after, there followed An Inquiry into the Nature of the Peace
(1918), a less significant and more ephemeral book. In the same year, he
finally published his savage onslaught on the structure and operation of the
American university, The Higher Learning in America, most of which had
been put to paper in the Chicago days. The books that followed were either
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collections of previously published papers or restatements usually in somewhat
more high-flown language, of points he had made before. These books included
The Vested Interests and the Common Man (1919), The Place of Science in
Modern Civilization (1919), The Engineers and the Price System (1921) and
Absentee Ownership and Business Enterprise in Recent Times (1923).

A MARGINAL FREE LANCE

In 1917, when questions of war and peace assumed foremost importance
in the minds of many American intellectuals, Veblen resolved to move to
Washington to be nearer to the center of events. In the fall of 1917 President
Wilson had asked Colonel House to bring together an academic study group
to discuss the terms of a possible peace settlement. Veblen prepared several
memoranda for this inquiry, but his contributions seem not to have been much
appreciated. Soon, however, he was given another opportunity to serve the
administration. Having been granted a leave of absence from Missouri, he
joined the Food Administration as a special investigator. But his time in
government service was short and nasty: he was as little concerned with pleas-
ing governmental burcaucrats as he had been with placating their academic
counterparts. Veblen was put to work investigating methods for alleviating
the manpower shortage in the Midwest, which was impeding the harvest. He
suggested that the despised Industrial Workers of the World, the antiwar
syndicalist and radical organization that had been persecuted by the govern-
ment, be used for harvesting. He proposed that members of the I.W.W. be
enrolled under officers of their own choice as members of a collective labor
force. In this way agricultural productiveness would be enhanced, and the
persecution of the LW.W. would cease. As might be expected, the proposal
was received with a combination of hostility and indifference, as was another
memorandum that suggested how the shortage of sales personnel in retail
establishments could be overcome. The administration need only install a
farm-marketing and retail-distribution system under the parcel-post division
of the Post Office to avoid the waste resulting from an excessive number of
retail outlets. It must be conceded that a man who suggested to the administra-
tion that his plans would lead to a reduction of the parasitic population of
country towns by nine tenths, and a consequent increase in the available labor
supply, was not exactly attuned to the political realities of governmental policy-
making. Veblen's sojourn among the Washington bureaucrats ended rather
abruptly, having lasted less than five months.

During the war, Veblen’s influence among a small group of left-wing
intellectuals and progressive academics began to grow. Francis Hackett, the
literary editor of The New Republic, lost no opportunity to praise his work.
Graham Wallas, in a review of Imperial Germany, called its author a genius.
Max Weber and Werner Sombart had earlier expressed their appreciation of
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his work. Professor Frederick W. Taussig of Harvard called his Instinct of
Workmanship a “brilliant and original book, like everything that comes from
his pen,” and Alvin Johnson spoke of the “sheer intellectual power of the
author.” Radicals like Floyd Dell wrote that his The Nature of the Peace
“should result in his being either appointed to the President’s War Council, or
put in jail for treason.”

What Dell wrote in jest proved to be not so far from reality. In view of the
obscurity of Veblen’s approach, the Postmaster of the City of New York ruled
that Imperial Germany could not be mailed since it fell under the provisions
of the Espionage Act, while the official governmental propaganda agency, the
Committee on Public Information, believed it to be excellent war propaganda.
Some government bureaus thought the book damaging to America, while
others thought it damaging to Germany.

In the fall of 1918, Veblen moved to New York to become an editor of
The Dial, as well as a key contributor to it. The magazine, which Ralph
Waldo Emerson had founded, was now proposing to devote itself to matters
of international reconstruction and to the reform of industry and education.
Although the masthead included other major figures, John Dewey and Ran-
dolph Bourne among them, the magazine was soon referred to as the “Veblen-
ian Dial.” For a year or two, and despite personal tragedy—his wife had a
psychotic breakdown and had to be removed to a sanitarium—Veblen now
experienced for the first time the pleasures of being an intellectual celebrity.
Fame, which had eluded him for so long, now came to the man of sixty.

Veblen’s articles for The Dial, more savage and mordant even than his
earlier writing, fitted perfectly the disillusioned mood that gripped the liberal
world after the failure of Wilsonianism. Moreover, Veblen, who had up to this
point always maintained the mask of the objective observer, now advocated
a thoroughgoing revamping of the whole structure of American society. His
writings in The Dial lacked the precision of his earlier work, but they made
up for this by an impassioned rhetoric. Moreover, the man who had always
held Marx at a distance, now praised the Russian Revolution. “The Bolshevist
scheme of ideas,” he wrote, “comes easy to the common man.” He felt that
salvation from the messy anarchy of predatory capitalism would come through
the matter-of-fact expertise of engineers; he called, perhaps somewhat tongue-
in-cheek, for a Soviet of Engineers.

These savage onslaughts on the -established order g]med Veblen many
new admirers, while making some of his old friends uncomfortable. Walton
Hamilton wrote that Veblen had better return to his work as a “certified
cconomist,” while Randolph Bourne and Maxwell Anderson felt that Veblen’s
ideas were seminal and permeated the whole intellectual atmosphere. The
final accolade came when the great curmudgeon of American letters, H. L.
Mencken, as conservative in his political views as he was radical in his cultural
criticism, honored Veblen with a fierce assault: “In a few months,” he wrote,
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“almost in a few days, he was all over The Nation, The Dial, The New Repub-
lic and the rest of them, and his books and pamphlets began to pour from the
* presses. . . . Everyone of intellectual pretensions read his works. . . . There
were Veblenists, Veblen clubs, Veblen remedies for all the sorrows of the
world. There were even, in Chicago, Veblen girls—perhaps Gibson girls grown
middle-aged and despairing.” Mencken felt that this Veblen adulation was all
so much hokum. He considered Veblen’s writing intolerably bad, and his
thinking “loose, flabby, cocksure, and preposterous.”*

Mencken predicted that the Veblen vogue would soon subside. He proved
to be correct. The mood of revolt that had followed the failure of Wilsonianism
soon subsided. Some leading intellectuals left in despair for exile in Europe,
but the majority made their peace with America or drowned their anxieties in
the pleasure-secking whirl of the Jazz Age. Radicals were hounded and perse-
cuted by the notorious Lusk Committee of the New York State Legislature and
by the infamous raids of Attorney-General Mitchell Palmer, who led the man-
hunt against those suspected of sympathy with the Russian Revolution.

Veblen’s carcer at The Dial came to an end after one year, when it was
turned into a literary magazine. The newly organized New School for Social
Research now offered him refuge. It boasted an eminent faculty including
Charles Beard, James Harvey Robinson, Wesley Mitchell, Harold Laski,
Alexander Goldenweiser, and Horace Kallen, and promised to become the
fountainhead of revolutionary departures in American cducation. Veblen had
a fairly comfortable position there. His salary of $6000 was mainly contributed
by a former student from the Chicago days who admired him greatly. He
again offered his by now-famous course on “Economic Factors in Civilization”;
he also worked on articles that continued T'he Dial series and were now pub-
lished by another radical publication, T/e Freeman, and prepared his last book,
Absentee Ownership. But he was becoming increasingly tired. He was now in
his middle sixties, and age began to make itself felt.

Two ironic incidents from this last period of his life are worth recounting.
The editor of a leading Jewish magazine approached Veblen and asked him
to write a paper discussing whether Jewish intellectual productivity would be
increased if the Jews were given a land of their own and Jewish intellectuals
were released from the taboos and restrictions that impeded them in the gentile
world. Veblen accepted, and delivered his essay on “The Intellectual Pre-
eminence of the Jews,” in which he argued that the intellectual achievement of
the Jews was due to their marginal status and persecuted role in an alien
world, and that their springs of creativity would dry up should they become a
people like any other in their own homeland. Needless to say, the essay was not
published by the editor who had commissioned it. It appeared instead in Te
Political Science Quarterly of Columbia University.

52 [bid., p. 423.
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A few years later, some of Veblen’s admirers urged his nomination for
the presidency of the American Economic Association. Conservative members
of the old school objected. After a long academic wrangle it was decided that
he would be nominated, provided that he would consent to become a member
of the Association. Veblen refused. “They didn’t offer it to me when I needed
it,” he said.

In the middle twenties, although he had attracted new admirers and dis-
ciples, Veblen felt increasingly lonely in New York. He had some desultory
contact with the leaders of what was to become the shortlived technocratic
movement, but none of this seemed to satisfy him. When meeting with friends
or foreign visitors, he often remained silent throughout the encounter. “His pro-
tective mechanism of silence had become his master,” says Dorfman. He be-
came increasingly helpless in practical matters and relied almost entirely on the
protection of his friends. Ellen Rolfe died in May, 1926. In 1927 Veblen decided
to return to California in the company of his stepdaughter Becky. He pre-
tended to himself that this was only a temporary visit, but probably knew
there would be no return.

Back in Palo Alto, Veblen lived for a year in an old town shack that he still
owned from his Stanford days. He later moved into his mountain cabin in the
adjacent hills, where he lived in almost total isolation. Eager for conversation,
he felt altogether lonely and neglected. Everyone, he thought, had forgotten
him. Worried about his financial situation, he tried (and failed) to recoup his
investments in the collapsing raisin industry. Absentee ownership did not
profit him.

In the summer of 1929, Veblen made plans to return East, but a relative
persuaded him that his ill health would not allow this. On August 3, 1929, he
died of heart discase.

As the depression struck America in the year of Veblen’s death, he was
suddenly rediscovered. Some of his admirers and disciples, including Rexford
Tugwell, A. A. Berle, Thurman Arnold, and Felix Frankfurter, became lead-
ing members of Roosevelt’s braintrust or intellectual spokesmen for the New
Deal. They all attempted to apply Veblenian doctrine to the social and eco-
nomic reconstruction, which was now the order of the day. Leading left-wing
spokemen and publicists such as Stuart Chase, John Chamberlain, and Max
Lerner spread Veblen’s message. William Ogburn and Robert Lynd incorpo-
rated his thought into the fabric of their sociological investigations. In 1938,
when a number of leading intellectuals were queried by the editors of The
New Republic to name “The Books that Changed [Their] Minds” Veblen’s
name came first on the list.>® At the time of his death, the total sales of his ten
books was approximately 40,000 copies. Over half of this was represented by
The Theory of the Leisure Class, the only book by which he was then re-
membered. Between February 1930 and September 1934, his books sold about

53 Richard Holfstadter, The Progressive Historians (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), p. 220.
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4,000 copies. Today most of them are available in paperback, and The Theory
of the Leisure Class has become a perennial best-seller in a variety of inex-
pensive editions. Veblen paid a heavy penalty for having taken the lead
twenty years too soon.

THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

At the risk of oversimplification, one can say that Veblen’s work stands
under the shadow of two ill-assorted figures, Herbert Spencer and Edward
Bellamy, while also being strongly influenced by Marx. From Spencer, and
of course from Darwin, Veblen derived his evolutionary approach to the social
sciences. From Bellamy, probably more than from Marx or other socialist
theoreticians, he acquired his critical rejection of what he termed the current
anarchy of capitalist production and a vision of a planned and rationally
organized society.

THE INFLUENCE OF BELLAMY, MARX, AND EVOLUTIONISM

Veblen and his wife, it will be recalled, read Bellamy’s socialist utopia,
Looking Backward, with growing enthusiasm shortly after its publication. The
work was, according to Ellen Rolfe, the turning point in their lives. Veblen
probably had read other utopias before. What particularly appealed to him in
Bellamy was that, in Dorfman’s words, “Unlike most utopians and reformers,
Bellamy believed not in fighting . . . the machine process, but in making [it]
the means of achieving the socialist state.”* Veblen found in the book not a
plea for a return to arcadian modes of rural existence, but a forward-looking
vision that accepted and welcomed the machine. Bellamy urged “the substitu-
tion of scientific methods of an organized and unified industrial system for the
wasteful struggle of the present competitive plan with its countless warring
and mutually destructive undertakings.”® This goal must have struck a re-
sponsive chord in the young Veblen, as is apparent in all of his later writings.

Bellamy’s work contained savage onslaughts against a system that periodi-
cally created business crises and depressions, disrupted economic life, and
created mass unemployment and privation for the bulk of the population. “The
daydream of the nineteenth-century producer,” he wrote, “was to gain absolute
control of the supply of some necessity of life, so that he might keep the public
at the verge of starvation, and always command famine prices for what he
supplied. . . . This is what was called a system of production [but it scemed
in some of its aspects] a great deal more like a system for preventing produc-
tion.”*® In contrast to this exploitative system, Bellamy put forward a vision

34 Dorfman, op. cit., p. 68. 55 Quoted in Aaron, op. cit., p. 103.
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of nationalized industry as “the triumph of common sense.” In his utopia,
there existed no leisure class of property, no competitive emulation, no chronic
depression with idle capital and labor. With a “perfect interworking™ of “every
wheel and every hand,” all industrial processes would interlock and industrial
affairs would be run by a vast, disciplined, and highly efficient industrial army.

Bellamy’s regimented utopia had certain frightening features, especially
when viewed through the lens of our contemporary experience. But in his day,
it seemed to provide a way out of anarchy and decay for a public appalled by
economic crises and by strife and conflict on the industrial scene. Looking
Backward sold the fabulous number of 370,000 copies in the first two years
after its publication in 1888, and more than a million by 1goo. The father of
Emily Balch, advocate of pacifism and women’s rights, exclaimed after reading
it: “It’s slavery, but it’s worth it.” This is a startlingly modern reaction, but it
was certainly a minority view at the time.”” Veblen, it would appear, had no
such awareness of the ambiguity inherent in such a fantasy, and he seems to
have been among those thousands of Bellamy’s readers whose image of the
“good society” and whose rejection of present institutional arrangements were
shaped in large part by Looking Backward.

Veblen’s vision of the “good society,” although it informed his critique of
the present, was only subjacent in his main work. He expressed it openly only
in his late essays written for the Diul and the Freeman. His evolutionism, on
the other hand, provides the dominant thread of almost all his published writ-
ings.

Spencerian and Darwinian evolutionism served Veblen as a means for
what Morton White has termed “the revolt against formalism.” In this, Veblen
was not alone. A number of leading American intellectuals—John Dewey and
Charles Beard, Justice Holmes and James Harvey Robinson—ranged them-
selves in the 1890’s against formalism, that is, excessive reliance on logic, ab-
straction, deduction, and formalization in the social sciences. They contended
that these were “incapable of containing the rich, moving, living current of
social life.”” Although differing in some details, Peirce’s and James’s prag-
matism, Dewey’s instrumentalism, Beard’s economic determinism, Holmes's
legal realism, and Veblen’s institutionalism showed a striking philosophical
kinship. “They [were] all suspicious of approaches which [were] excessively
formal; they all protest[ed] their anxiety to come to grips with reality, their
attachment to the moving and vital in social life.”*

The specific formalistic system of thought against which Veblen reacted
was, of course, classical economics with its methodological emphasis on rational
behavior and on the “economic man.” Veblen strongly objected to the abstrac-
tions of the classical economists and their use of the subjunctive conditional as

57 Cf. Lewis A. Coser and Henry Jacoby, “Utopia Revisited,” Common Cause, 1V, 7 (February,
1951), pp. 370-78. 3% White, op. cit., p. 11. 59 1bid., p. 6.
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in the clause, “if perfect competition prevailed.”*® Such abstraction, Veblen
argued, distorted reality and allowed no access to the concrete variety and his-
torical variability of human motives. In contrast to such approaches, Veblen
urged viewing man as an engaged, active, and many-sided actor, rather than
as a rational calculator of hedonistic satisfactions. Veblen used the evolutionary
science of Darwin and Spencer to demolish the ahistorical categories of the
classical economists. To him, economics was an evolutionary science—one that
viewed men as engaged in an evolutionary struggle with the natural environ-
ment for ever more efficient adaptation.

The evolutionist doctrine of Darwin and Spencer provided Veblen with
his general method as well as with his overall view of the story of mankind.
But while carlier American social evolutionists, such as Veblen’s teacher Sum-
ner, had adopted Spencer’s laissez faire doctrine along with his evolutionary
approach, Veblen rejected the individualistic conclusions of Spencer while re-
taining his method.

The third major influence on Veblen, besides Bellamy and the evolutionists,
was Karl Marx. Although he rejected Marxism, objecting above all to what he
called Marx’s unscientific Hegelianism and teleological optimism, much of
Veblen’s economic writing is nevertheless deeply influenced by the Marxian
approach. In fact, the parallelisms and similarities between his thought and
that of Marx are so striking that European writers have often been moved
to deny Veblen’s originality and to contend that his thought is simply Marxism
in American and technological dress. It should be clear from the chapter on
Marx and from the preceding section on Veblen’s work that this is not the
case. Yet major clements of Veblen’s technological explanation of evolution
have their roots in Marx’s economic interpretation of mankind’s history and
in the Marxian distinction between economic infrastructure and cultural super-
structure. Even Veblen’s writing about the thwarting of the instinct of work-
manship under capitalism may owe something to the Marxian notion of aliena-
tion.

In addition to Engels, Kautsky, Antonio Labriola and other Marxists, as
well as the young semi-Marxist Werner Sombart, Veblen was influenced by the
German historical school of economics, more particularly by Gustav Schmoller,
the leader of the “socialists of the chair.” Veblen rejected, as they did, the ab-
stract approach of the classical economists, and saw Schmoller and his colleagues
as allies in their common insistence on historical and institutional factors in the
development of economic behavior. He did not accept them completely, how-
ever; he accused them of remaining stuck in the preparatory stage of descrip-
tion, classification, and observation, and not helping to advance the discovery
of uniformities and laws. They provided no causal explanation of economic
phenomena, Veblen argued, because, like the Marxist economists, they were

60 [bid., p. 25.
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still arguing in a pre-Darwinian framework. Despite this rejection, it is ap-
parent that Veblen’s institutional economics much resembles the methods of the
German historical economics, which, if his book reviews are taken as evidence,
Veblen knew exceedingly well.®*

A variety of other thinkers, in one way or another, left an imprint on
Veblen’s exceedingly well-furnished mind. He was, for example, intimately
familiar with the work of all major economists from Adam Smith to John
Stuart Mill, from the Austrian marginalists to Alfred Marshall, and even to
the early writings of John Maynard Keynes. He knew the works of most
evolutionary anthropologists from Tylor to Morgan. His earlier training had
given him a good grounding in philosophy, and he was somewhat of a
specialist in the philosophy of Kant. Yet more significant than these influences
was the impression left on him by contemporaries with whom he was in per-
sonal contact.

THE DEBT TO PRAGMATISM

Veblen’s activist conception of man is closely related to the American
pragmatism that pervaded the intellectual milieu in which he periodically
lived. It will be recalled that he attended Charles Peirce’s lectures at Johns
Hopkins; John Dewey and George H. Mead were among his colleagues in
Chicago. Although there is no evidence that he knew William James per-
sonally, his conception of the social source of self-esteem and self-regard evi-
dently owes something to James as well as to Mead and Dewey.

In addition to the pragmatic philosophers among his Chicago colleagues,
the physiologist Jacques Loeb must be reckoned among the major influences on
Veblen’s thought. Loeb’s theory of instincts and tropisms, his strictly mecha-
nistic interpretation of biological and psychological phenomena, may have been
the source of Veblen’s theory of instincts. William 1. Thomas, of the Chicago
Department of Sociology, and a friend of Veblen’s, was himself influenced by
Loeb’s theory of tropisms; during the time Veblen worked at Chicago, Thomas
gave courses on Comparative Institutions of Primitive People, Comparative
Technology, and Animism. It seems clear that Veblen was guided and stimu-
lated by Thomas’s work in his own anthropological and comparative studies.
Finally, Franz Boas, who was the curator of Chicago’s Field Museum during
part of the time when Veblen served at Chicago “was illustrating . . . the
law of conspicuous waste in his ethnological study of the Kwakiutl Indians of
British Columbia.”** Any reader of Boas’ work, or of its haute vidgarisation in
Ruth Benedict’s Patzerns of Culture, will be struck by the resemblance between
Boas’ description of the competitiveness among the Kwakiutl, where rivals

61 0n the German historical school of economics, cf. Ben B. Seligman, Main Currents in Modern
Economics (New York, The Free Press, 1962). This book has also a fine chapter on Veblen's
ccononics. 62 Dorfman, op. cit., p. 115.



Thorstein Veblen 293

fight with property only, and Veblen's descriptions of conspicuous consump-
tion and waste in his The Theory of the Leisure Class.

- There will be an occasion for considering the further impact of Veblen’s
colleagues in the social context in which he worked.

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT
THE GENERAL SCENE

Veblen grew up and did his most creative work in what has been called
the Gilded Age, but was also known as the Age of Protest. It was the age of
the Robber Barons who, while fattening on the “underlying population,” built,
in a few decades, an amazing industrial complex in what had been an es-
sentially agrarian nation. Only half a century after the end of the Civil War,
America had won first place among the industrial powers of the world. From
the end of the sixties to the turn of the century, the number of factories in-
creased fourfold; the number of factory workers, fivefold; the value of in-
dustrial products, sevenfold; and the amount of available capital, ninefold.
The annual production of pig iron increased by a factor of sixteen, and steel
production, which was insignificant until the sixties, expanded to more than
10,000,000 tons a year.

The men who directed this stupendous industrial expansion were hard-
headed, vulgar, and determined nouveaux riches. They were, in Vernon Par-
rington’s estimation, “primitive souls, ruthless, predatory, capable; single-
minded men; rogues and rascals often, but never feeble, never hindered by
petty scruples, never given to puling or whining—the raw materials of a race
of capitalist buccaneers.” They worked hard and they played hard. Though
some of them still adhered to the austere standards of their puritan ancestors,
most were given to a gaudy and vulgar display of their newly acquired riches,
often squandering the wealth acquired in the Great Barbecue almost as soon
as they had gained it. They built themselves fantastic and tasteless mansions
in styles that mixed the architecture of the Taj Mahal and that of Gothic
cathedrals. They ransacked the art galleries of Europe to adorn their houses,
and they lured the sons of the European aristocracy to America to marry
them to their daughters and to adorn their family tree. This was the “leisure
class” that Veblen depicted in his savage portrayal.

Oil, steel, and railroad companies dominated the business world, and the
Rockefellers, Carnegies, and Vanderbilts who ran them acquired a power that
not even the President of the United States enjoyed in the simple agrarian
America of the Founding Fathers. But when the power of the industrial and
railroad promoters was at its height, it brought with it a powerful reaction.
Midwestern farmers were the first to band together into a political crusade
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against the “sinister interests” and deflationary policies that spelled ruin to the
debtor class. In the seventies, the Patrons of Husbandry, or the Grange, be-
came a power on the plains, and began their fiery campaigns against the rail-
road interests, the grain elevator operators, and the Eastern bankers who
victimized the farmers. Soon they were joined by the Greenbackers, who
organized the debtors among the farm population against the hard money
men from the East, and urged easier credit for the embattled farmers. Under
the leadership of a fiery Minnesotan agitator, Ignatius Donnelly, they asked
whether the ordinary man “could retain his economic independence, or
[whether | he must become the wage slave of the possessors of great wealth.”

The troubles of the farmers were multiplied when a five-year drought hit
the plains in the late eighties and early nincties, just at the time when Veblen
and Ellen Rolfe were reading economics on their Iowa farm. From 18go to
1894, more than eleven thousand farm mortgages were foreclosed in Kansas
alone. Many of the pioneers who had gone West full of hope now returned and
scrawled on their wagons, “In God we trusted, in Kansas we busted.” When
the price of wheat fell below fifty cents a bushel, many Midwestern towns and
counties went bankrupt and schools and churches closed their doors.

Meanwhile the leaders of the agrarians were reaching out to try to achieve
a united front of reformers. Under the leadership of Donnelly of Minnesota,
Tom Watson of Georgia, and James B. Weaver of lowa, they founded the
People’s Party of America, or, as it would be better known, the Populist
Party in 1892. Its platform proclaimed the common interest of farmers and
laborers, urged government ownership and management of the railroads,
telephone, and telegraph services, and demanded free and unlimited coinage
of silver to increase the monetary supply. It also advocated a graduated income
tax, adoption of the initiative and referendum, direct elections of U.S. Senators,
and single terms for Presidents and Vice-Presidents. Populists soon controlled
several state legislatures. When the Presidential elections of 1896 were in the offing
and the Republicans nominated William McKinley, a firm defender of tight
money, the gold standard, and financial orthodoxy, the Democrats appropriated
major parts of the Populist platform. William Jennings Bryan, their candidate,
became the fiery spokesman of the Western debtors and farmers against the
creditor and banking interests of the East. His famous “cross of gold” speech
delivered at the Democratic convention in Chicago, where Veblen was by
then teaching, had an immense repercussion throughout the West and Midwest,
with its rhetorical climax: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor
this crown of thorns; you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”
Nevertheless, McKinley won the election.

Industrial unrest was almost as pronounced as the discontent of the
farmers. Some of the most bloody and violent strikes in American labor his-
tory were fought in those years. Americans who had believed until then that
class conflicts were exclusively European affairs were rudely awakened. The
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McCormick Harvester strike and the attendant Haymarket riot of 1886, which
resulted in the judicial murder of five alleged anarchists, the bloody Home-
stead strike of 1892, the great Pullman strike of 1894, the fierce industrial war-
fare among the Colorado miners—these all marked a new age of violence in
American labor relations.

Until the nineties socialism had been considered something of an exotic
movement that seemed to flourish only among recent immigrants. Now, under
the leadership of a genuinely native leader, Eugene Debs, it gained a foothold
not only among Jewish garment workers and skilled German craftsmen but
among Western miners as well. In 1899, when Veblen published his T'4eory
of the Leisure Class, the American Socialist Party was organized and took
Chicago for its headquarters.

The last two or three decades of the nineteenth century are marked by
a polarization of political and social forces such as America, with the exception
of the Civil War itself, had never known before. Until then American politics
had been in the main a politics of coalitions—sectional, economic, or political
groupings that formed and reformed alliances according to the requirements of
the hour. It had been, and it later again became, a kind of Virginia reel in which
one changed partners all the time. But in the last decades of the century a
sharp cleavage had set in: farm interests were set against financial interests,
debtors against creditors, management against labor, the West against the
East—these seemed permanent polarities. And what is more, all these conflicts
seemed to be coalescing along a single axis. The farmers of the West were in
debt to financiers of the East, who held their mortgages. While social conflicts
had previously involved a variety of non-zero sum games, it now appeared
as if the whole nation was about to be split between interests fundamentally at
variance and engaged in a deadly zero-sum struggle for dominance.

This polarization of conflicts accounts in large part for Veblen’s tendency
to think in terms of polar opposites, to divide all society into basically opposed
camps. Although a Midwestern farmer might not have been able to formulate
his convictions in just that way, he was, nonetheless, moved to think of the
polarization between “captains of industry” and the “underlying population,”
between “workmanship” and “salesmanship,” between “vested interests” and
the “industrial arts.” “Veblen’s distinction between the engineer and the busi-
nessman,” writes Henry Steele Commager, “might have been made by a
Kansas Populist comparing the constructive work of building the transconti-
nentals with the destructive work of exploiting them—comparing, let us say, the
contributions of General Grenville Dodge and Jay Gould.”**

The dualistic structure of Veblen’s thought was rooted in the social dualism
that marked the American scene toward the end of the nineteenth century.

63 Henry Steele Commager, The American Mind (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1950), p. 238.
I have not thought it necessary to footnote my sources for this subchapter. The facts are easily
available in any competent textbook.



296 Masters of Sociological Thought

A MARGINAL MNAN

Even a swift glance at Veblen’s life and career makes it abundantly clear
that he was a marginal man.

While deeply rooted in the American soil, Veblen shared none of the
assumptions of his America. His overall view of American society in the
Gilded Age had more than a tinge of the attitude of the country boy who
looks with contempt and abhorrence at the world of the city slickers. American
society as a whole was to him the whore of Babylon. Although he had emanci-
pated himself from his Norwegian farming background at a very early age,
he was still inexorably wedded to certain of its basic assumptions. Hard work,
frugality, energetic application to the tasks at hand—these were to Veblen
basic virtues, as opposed to the vices of dissipation, speculation, wastefulness,
and lack of discipline in American urban civilization. It was as if a late
descendant of the age of Benjamin Franklin had been suddenly projected, by
the wave of a magic wand, into the age of the Great Gatsby.

Veblen also found himself at odds with his native Norwegian community.
Having broken with the institutionalized pieties of his home environment,
Veblen early came to see himself, and was seen by others, as maladapted to
his immediate environment. Even though he insisted in his later writings
that a man’s self-esteem was rooted in the esteem given him by his fellows,
Veblen flouted this doctrine in practice and attempted to gain self-esteem by
attacking the usual customs of the community and calling forth the disapproval
of his Norwegian contemporaries. He was encouraged in this respect by his
father, who was himself partly at variance with community standards in his
insistence on educating his children and thereby facilitating their social
mobility. In attempting to set himself apart from the ways of his fellows, Veb-
len submitted them to corrosive criticism and analysis, trying to gain a vantage
point from which he could view their life styles with the detachment of the
outsider.

At Carleton College, and in his subsequent carcer as a graduate student,
instructor, and professor, Veblen’s marginality was twice compounded. He
lived in two worlds, while belonging to neither. He never could adjust to or
even make his peace with the genteel culture of American academia, and yet
he was sufficiently attracted to it to want to make his mark within it. Acutely
conscious of his Norwegian origins, he felt himself a resident alien, a kind of
squatter on foreign territory. Veblen even disdained the common strategy of
outwardly conforming while inwardly refusing assent. He declined to be
bound by the local proprieties and conventions in order to retain his full free-
dom. He did not want to be co-opted but seems to have been sufficiently
tempted by co-optation to feel the subconscious need to flout the mores of the
academy, thus making sure that he would not be admitted into the establish-
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ment. His continued efforts to shock the academy must also be seen as a sign
of his attachment to it; one shocks and attacks only those considered worthy
objects of hostility.

~ Yet Veblen’s academic marginality—the repeated rebuffs and slights he
suffered—was only partially a result of his psychological ambivalence. In the
pre-World War I university, unlike the one that emerged later, the notion of
academic freedom was only slightly institutionalized. A number of well-
known academic men were fired for their unconventional opinions even
though they lived quite conventional personal lives, which Veblen did not.
Professors given to radical views, whether Populists, Christian reformers, or
Marxists, were often hounded from their chairs, as the careers of E. A. Ross,
Richard Ely, and Scott Nearing testify. In our day, as a number of academic
novels have pointed out with relish, unconventionality in a few members of
the faculty is regarded with a certain admiration so that sometimes those who
are otherwise undistinguished may make a career of their idiosyncrasies. In
Veblen’s day, the university administration and the bulk of professors tended
to be so deeply wedded to propricties that even minor infringements of the
academic code might bring a distinguished career to a sudden close. W. 1.
Thomas, Veblen’s colleague at Chicago, a man not given to flamboyant flout-
ing of conventions, was nevertheless fired from the University of Chicago for
what, by contemporary standards, would seem a minor indiscretion.

Throughout his academic carcer, Veblen refused to bend to the require-
ments of academic administrators. But in contrast to other academic rebels, he
seems also to have offended most of his colleagues. He refused to gain support
from the faculty club when battling the powers of the administration building.
He was as marginal in relation to most of his colleagues as he was to the
“captains of erudition.”

It has often been overlooked that he was marginal in a generational sense
also. Veblen was thirty-four years old when he came to Cornell University to
study economics, which most probably contributed to separating him from
the bulk of the graduate students. In the Chicago days, the discrepancy be-
tween his chronological age and his academic status also separated him from
men with whom he might otherwise have had more in common. He became
an instructor at the age of thirty-eight and only in his early forties was he
promoted to assistant professor. Hence, in a structural sense, he occupied a
kind of no-man’s-land. Faculty members of his age typically had higher rank
than he, and those who shared his rank were typically much younger. Even
had he wanted to, he would have found it difficult to associate intimately with
most higher-status age mates or with lower-age status equals.

Veblen came to Chicago as a tutor. John Dewey, who was two years
younger and had obtained his Ph.D. in the same year, came as head professor
of philosophy. Veblen’s Johns Hopkins classmate, Elgin Gould, came as a
professor of statistics in the department of economics. Things got worse from
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Veblen’s point of view as others received faster promotions so that the status
distance between them and Veblen increased further. His successive failures
in attaining rapid promotion increased his relative deprivation as initial dis-
crepancies between his standing and that of his age mates widened over the
course of time.

Some of these difficulties might have loomed less large if the University of
Chicago had had a collegial type of departmental organization at the time. Some
of the discrepancies in Veblen’s status might have been alleviated had he had
the possibility of participating actively in the running of a more or less
democratic department of economics. But the University of Chicago in William
Rainey Harper’s days was governed in a pronouncedly autocratic manner. Each
department was in the charge of a “head professor,” who ran it with a minimum
of interference from the lower ranks. There was no chance to attenuate rank
distinctions in the give-and-take of colleague-oriented departmental decision-
making. It might be argued that such autocratic methods could have led to an
increase in solidarity of the lower ranks who were all equally deprived of decision-
making power through a kind of negative democratization. This may well
have been so. But in this case such in-group solidarity would probably have
grown at the expense of Veblen; the outsider would have become a scapegoat.
This fact also might have contributed to Veblen’s withdrawal into the position
of a loner who passively contemplated the foibles of his peers and superiors
with the amused detachment of an anthropologist watching the natives.

For many men, the academy is a kind of refuge, a haven, which provides
shelter from the buffeting of a society with which they feel themselves at
variance. Despite his marginality, this was also, to some extent, the case with
Veblen. Even though he was so highly critical of the university system that
he had intended originally to sub-title his Higher Learning in America, “A
Study in Utter Depravity,” he nevertheless had much stronger and more endur-
ing ties with the academic community than he had with the larger culture and
society of his day.

Veblen was as much a stranger in his America as a man born in another
country or in another age would have been. It is precisely this position as a
stranger that allowed him to perceive characteristics of American life styles
and customs to which the settled citizen would not be as easily sensitized.
Marginality sharpened his powers of observation. In contrast to those who are
so at ease within a scheme of conventions that they are apt not to notice its
problematical aspects, the stranger, in Simmel’s words, “is the freer man,
practically and theoretically. He views his relations to others with less prejudice;
he submits them to more general, more objective standards, and he is not
confined in his action by custom, piety or precedent.” The stranger as a social
analyst regards as secular what others consider sacred. His analysis lays bare
latent sources.of motivation among members of the community that are hidden
from those who are rooted in its conventions and who act out their assigned
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roles with naive unselfconsciousness. The stranger as analyst thereby threatens
the world of the uncomplicated believer with massive disenchantment. He is,
_in Veblen’s words, “a disturber of intellectual peace.” Such men are not likely
to be welcome in the society at large, even though they may find an audience
among other discontented spirits.

VEBLEN’S AUDIENCE AND COLLEAGUES

Veblen followed a different path than Simmel who, it will be recalled,
turned increasingly to his academic and extra-academic lecture audience when
he was rebuffed by superiors and colleagues. Far from making cfforts to
attract students, Veblen did all he could to put them off and to drive them
from his classes. He cultivated a disorganized style of exposition that was
bound to antagonize most students, and his bumbling delivery was as apt to
alienate listeners as Simmel’s brilliant rhetoric was meant to attract them.

Nor did Veblen make it easy for his reading public. His involuted style,
his complicated phraseology, his polysyllabic vocabulary, seemed almost cal-
culated to drive readers away. If that was his unconscious intention, he suc-
ceeded only too readily. Of all his books, only The Theory of the Leisure Class
sold relatively well during his lifetime. As Dorfman points out, publishers
thought so little of the sales appeal of Veblen’s work that, although he had
already written many books, he had to pay Macmillan $;00 to get The Nature
of the Peace published.

The men Veblen appears to have written for were the radicals outside the
academy and a few choice spirits within it. Dorfman says that upon the publi-
cation of The Theory of the Leisure Class “Veblen became the god of all the
radicals. . . . W. J. Ghent . . . recalls that in the New York circles of intel-
lectual radicals he always found someone ready with a pat quotation. . . .
[His] stinging satire was particularly enjoyed.”®* All later books of Veblen
were reviewed by radical and socialist publications; even though the less intel-
ligent reviewers felt the need to defend Marxism against Veblen’s lack of
respect for the founders and their latter-day disciples, almost all perceived that
he gave them long-wanted ammunition in their warfare against American
capitalist society. Some of them, like Veblen’s former student William English
Walling, even went so far as to claim that Veblen had furnished the philosophi-
cal backbone for the American socialist movement.®

Veblen may have been contemptuous of most radicals, as Dorfman implies,
but he seems to have valued his radical audience nevertheless. His critique
of the fundamental assumptions of American society drew him to the camp
of American radicalism, although he had no taste for political agitation and
propaganda or for the facile optimism that infused much of the radical move-

64 Dorfman, op. cit., p. 196. 83 Ibid., p. 237.
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ment. Hence, even while he befriended certain radicals, he remained as margi-
nal to the radical movement as he was in all other respects. Veblen liked to
attract an audience of radicals, but this was not his intended prime audience.
Except for his last period in New York City, he never published in the radi-
cal or even the popular press and contributed almost exclusively to academic
publications. His major papers appeared in the Journal of Political Economy,
which he edited, in the Quarterly Journal of Economics, in the American
Journal of Sociology or the Political Science Quarterly.

Despite his marginal academic status and his savage onslaughts against
the way the university was organized, Veblen’s milieu was still the university.
He loved the university as the privileged seat for the exercise of “idle curios-
ity,” while arguing that the academy was no longer dedicated to the quest for
truth but was actually guided by a “meretricious subservience” to the Philis-
tines and the “captains of erudition.” Although he made fun of traditional
scholarship and attacked the holy cows of academia, he paid tribute to it by
displaying his own erudition and scholarship in all his writings. He wished
to be known as a scholar and not as an agitator. He thought “unholy thoughts
on holy ground,” to quote Daniel Aaron, “and [used] the ritualistic parapher-
nalia of scholarship . . . for profoundly subversive purposes.”® But he did use
them, and thereby paid tribute to the company of scholars among whom he
lived—even if uneasily. Veblen seems to have been convinced that the run of
academic men consisted of fools and knaves. But he felt himself drawn to a
choice company of colleagues, an elite audience capable of discerning behind
his manifold masks, behind his spoofing, debunking, mocking and cynical
manner, the desperately serious moralist and the dedicated social analyst. Margi-
nal to almost every institutional activity, Veblen, at least during his days in
Chicago, craved the company and the intellectual stimulation of an audience
of likeminded colleagues.

In their eagerness to document Veblen’s marginality, many commentators
seem to have neglected the fact that while he was at the University of Chicago
—and this was the most productive period of his life—Veblen was not totally
isolated but enjoyed the colleagueship of a number of eminent men from a
variety of fields. The impact on his thought of philosophers Dewey and Mead,
of sociologists and anthropologists W. I. Thomas and Franz Boas, of phys-
iologist Jacques Loeb, all of whom taught at Chicago, has already been noted.
The psychologist C. Lloyd Morgan and the philosopher James H. Tufts,
Dewey’s co-author in their Ethics, also influenced Veblen’s train of thought,
as had been documented by Dorfman and others. What is more, the influence
was reciprocal, as several of Veblen’s Chicago colleagues have testified. Tufts
has written that when he was groping for some angle from which he could
view the ethics of business, “Veblen's treatment, which was an effort to see

66 Aaron, op. cit., p. 242.
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business as actually conducted, . . . seemed to me to throw light that was much
needed on the actual practices and theories of business in this century.”®
Jacques Loeb, from whom Veblen borrowed a good deal of his theory of in-
stincts, in turn borrowed Veblen’s “instinct of workmanship.” “One of the
most important instincts,” he wrote in his Comparative Physiology and Psy-
chology of the Brain, “is usually not even recognized as such, namely the in-
stinct of workmanship.” He added in a footnote: “I take this name from Veb-
len’s book The Theory of the Leisure Class.”™

In Chicago, where he completed his “system,” Veblen kept continued in-
tellectual contact with a number of colleagues from various disciplines, and
was as stimulated by them as they were by him. We can assume that they
criticized his writings, checked excessive flights of his imagination, and gen-
erally served as friendly censors whenever Veblen was tempted to stray too far
from the scholar’s path.

A comparison of his later New York writings with those of the Chicago
period shows the change in Veblen’s style. He no longer had friendly critics
among colleagues. In the post-World War years, when his renown spread and
he related to a broader audience rather than to close colleagues, he no longer
received critical guidance. Charles Beard told his Columbia students that Veb-
len’s was the most original work on the economic basis of the governmental
structure. Wesley Mitchell, his former student, called him “an extremely
penetrating theorist.” Felix Frankfurter admired him. Veblen had finally
acquired a measure of fame and an audience, which, although still relatively
restricted, was wider by far than that which he had enjoyed earlier. But now
he was mainly surrounded by a clique of admiring disciples, and no longer
benefited from a relationship of equality with a set of his peers. As a result,
his last works exhibit a harshness of tone that was much less evident in his
carlier writings. In the New York years he was no longer so much a marginal
man as a man operating in a social vacuum, coddled and indulged by friends
and admirers, but no longer subject to the invigorating influence of intellectual
controversy on which his work had thrived in the Chicago days.

IN SUMMARY

Veblen is not a thinker of the very first rank, compared to some of the
giants of social thought discussed in earlier chapters. Yet his seminal mind
is likely to stimulate social theory for a long time to come. Even when those
aspects of American culture against which he was most venomous have long
disappeared, generations of social scientists will profit from the more gen-
eralized propositions that can be extracted from his writings, though he often

87 Dorfman, op. ct., p. 235. 68 Ibid., p. 196.
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buried them in concrete argumentation. His implicit use of the notion of rela-
tive deprivation, for example, provides a case in point. He was more nearly a
sociological Montaigne than a sociological Weber. His place in the ongoing
history of social thought will be largely determined retroactively by future
generations of scholars.

Veblen’s analysis of the social-psychological roots of motivations for com-
petitive life styles will be valuable even on a scene where men no longer
compete through conspicuous consumption of luxury items but rather through
the conspicuous display of what used to be indicators of deprivation. His at-
tempts to trace modes of thought to the influence of social and occupational
position will inspire further research even in an age when the sons of engineers
come to believe in action rather than in rationality. Students of modernization
and development will have recourse to his writing even when they no longer
discuss Germany or Japan but Nigeria or Malaysia. Veblen will also continue
to be read by many of those who wish to model themselves after this intensely
serious moralist who hid his profound scholarship under the cover of playful
cynicism and who seemed to divert his readers while subverting their social
order.









THE WORK

kSelf and society,” wrote Cooley, “are twin-born.” This emphasis on
the organic link and the indissoluble connection between self and society is
the theme of most of Cooley’s writings and remains the crucial contribution
he made to modern social psychology and sociology.

THE LOOKING-GLASS SELF

Building upon the work of William James, Cooley opposed the Cartesian
tradition that posited a sharp disjunction between the knowing, thinking sub-
ject and the external world. The objects of the social world, Cooley taught, are
constitutive parts of the subject’s mind and the self. Cooley wished to remove
the conceptual barrier that Cartesian thought had erccted between the indi-
vidual and his society and to stress, instead, their interpenetration. “A separate
individual,” he wrote,

is an abstraction unknown to experience, and so likewise is society when re-
garded as something apart from individuals. . . . “Society” and “individuals”
do not denote separable phenomena, but are simply collective and distributive
aspects of the same thing. . . . When we speak of society, or use any other
collective term, we fix our minds upon some general view of the people con-
cerned, while when we speak of individuals we disregard the general aspect
and think of them as if they were separate.”

Cooley argued that a person’s self grows out of a person’s commerce with
others. “The social origin of his life comes by the pathway of intercourse with
other persons.” The self, to Cooley, is not first individual and then social; it
arises dialectically through communication. One’s consciousness of himself is
a reflection of the ideas about himself that he attributes to other minds; thus,
there can be no isolated selves. “There is no sense of ‘I’ . . . without its cor-
relative sense of you, or he, or they.”*

1 Charles Horton Cooley, Social Organization (New York, Schocken, 1962), p. s.
2 Charles Horton Cooley, Human Nature and the Social Order (New York, Schocken, 1964), pp.
36-37. 3lbid., p.5. “4lbd., p. 182.
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In his attempt to illustrate the reflected character of the self, Cooley
compared it to a looking glass:

Each to each a looking-glass

Reflects the other that doth pass.
“As we see our face, figure, and dress in the glass, and are interested in them
because they are ours, and pleased or otherwise with them according as they
do or do not answer to what we should like them to be, so in imagination we
perceive in another’s mind some thought of our appearance, manners, aims,
deeds, character, friends, and so on, and are variously affected by it.”®

The notion of the looking-glass self is composed of three principal ele-
ments: “The imagination of our appearance to the other person, the imagina-
tion of his judgment of that appearance, and some sort of self-feeling, such as
pride or mortification.”® The self arises in a social process of communicative
interchange as it is reflected in a person’s consciousness. As George H. Mead
put it when discussing Cooley’s contribution, “By placing both phases of this
social process in the same consciousness, by regarding the self as the ideas
entertained by others of the self, and the other as the ideas entertained of him
by the self, the action of the others upon the self and of the self upon the
others becomes simply the interaction of ideas upon each other within mind.”

This somewhat abstract notion can be illustrated by a delightful example
which Cooley gave himself when he imagined an encounter between Alice,
who has a new hat, and Angela, who just bought a new dress. He argues that
we then have,

1) The real Alice, known only to her maker. 2) Her idea of herself; e.g. “I
[Alice] look well in this hat.” 3) Her idea of Angela’s idea of her; e.g.
“Angela thinks I look well in this hat.” 4) Her idea of what Angela thinks
she thinks of herself; e.g. “Angela thinks I am proud of my looks in this
hat.” 5) Angela’s idea of what Alice thinks of herself; e.g. “Alice thinks she
is stunning in that hat.” And of course six analogous phases of Angela and
her dress.®

“Society,” Cooley adds, “is an interweaving and interworking of mental selves.
I imagine your mind, and especially what your mind thinks about my mind,
and what your mind thinks about what my mind thinks about your mind. I
dress my mind before yours and expect that you will dress yours before mine.
Whoever cannot or will not perform these feats is not properly in the game.”
Multiple perspectives are brought into congruence through continued multi-
lateral exchanges of impressions and evaluations between our minds and those
of others. Society is internalized in the individual psyche; it becomes part of

Slhid., p. 184. S1bid.

7 George Herbert Mcad, “Cooley’s Contribution to American Social Thought,” in Human Nature,
P. XXX,

8 Charles Horton Cooley, Life and the Student (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1927), pp. 200-01.

9 bid.
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the individual self through the interaction of many individuals, which links
and fuses them into an organic whole.

THE ORGANIC VIEW OF SOCIETY

Cooley’s sociology is decidedly holistic. When he speaks of society as an
organism, he does not want to make an analogy with biology in the manner
of Spencer, but means to stress the systemic interrelations between all social
processes. “If . . . we say that society is an organism, we mean . . . that it is a
complex of forms of processes each of which is living and growing by inter-
action with the others, the whole being so unified that what takes place in one
part affects all the rest. It is a vast tissue of reciprocal activity.”*

This organic view of society leads Cooley to his principled objection to the
utilitarian individualism that is at the basis of classical economics and Spen-
cerian sociology alike.

So strong is the individualist tradition in America and England that we
hardly permit ourselves to aspire toward an ideal society directly, but think
that we must approach it by some distributive formula, like “the greatest
good of the greatest number.” Such formulas are unsatisfying to human
nature. . . . The ideal society must be an organic whole, capable of being
conceived directly, and requiring to be so conceived if it is to lay hold upon
our imaginations.**

“Our life,” Cooley reiterated over and over again, “is all one human whole,
and if we are to have any real knowledge of it we must see it as such. If we
cut it up it dies in the process.”**

THE PRIMARY GROUP

This emphasis on the wholeness of social life led Cooley to focus his
analysis on those human groupings that he conceived to be primary in linking
man with his society and in integrating individuals into the social fabric. “By
primary groups,” he writes,

I mean those characterized by intimate face-to-face association and coopera-
tion. They are primary in several senses but chiefly in that they are funda-
mental in forming the social nature and ideals of individuals. The result of
intimate association, psychologically, is a certain fusion of individualities in a
common whole, so that one’s very self, for many purposes at least, is the
common life and purpose of the group. Perhaps the simplest way of describ-
ing this wholeness is by saying that it is a “we.”*?

10 Charles Horton Cooley, Social Process (Carbondale, Southern Illinois University Press, 1966),
p.28. 111bd., p. 417. 12 Social Organization, p. Xxi. 131bid., p. 23.
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Cooley did not argue, as is sometimes assumed, that the unity of the
primary group is based on harmony and love alone. He stressed that it is
usually a competitive unit, admitting of self-assertion and passionate conten-
tions. But he held that “these passions are socialized by sympathy, and come,
or tend to come, under the discipline of a common spirit. The individual will
be ambitious, but the chief object of his ambition will be some desired place
in the thought of the others.”**

The most important groups in which the intimate associations characteris-
tic of primary groups have had a chance to develop to the fullest are the
family, the play group of children, and the neighborhood. These, Cooley be-
lieved, are practically universal breeding grounds for the emergence of
human cooperation and fellowship. In these groups men are drawn away
from their individualistic propensity to maximize their own advantage and
are permanently linked to their fellows by ties of sympathy and affection. In
other forms of association (which are now referred to as secondary groups,
though Cooley himself never used that term) men may be related to one an-
other because each derives a private benefit from that interchange or inter-
action. In such groups the other may be valued only extrinsically as a source
of benefits for the self; by contrast the bond in the primary group is based
upon an intrinsic valuation of the other as a person, and appreciation of
others does not result from anticipation of specific benefits that he or she may
be able to confer. The primary group is built upon the diffuse solidarity of its
members rather than upon an exchange of specific services or benefits. It is,
moreover, a nursery for the development of human warmth and sympathy,
which is contrasted to the formal coldness, the impersonality, the emotional
distance of other types of relations.

A few examples will help clarify the distinction. A member of a family,
say, the mother, may gladly engage in personally unrewarding labor within
the family context because she measures her work in terms of her contribution
to the whole, the We, of the family. What she would consider scandalous
exploitation in outside employment, she finds acceptable within the family, for
she views it as a service to the collectivity. Husbands and wives, parents and
children, relatives and friends will cheerfully sacrifice self-interest if it inter-
feres with their duties to the primary group of which they are a part. They will
view cach other on the basis of intrinsic characteristics rather than in instru-
mental terms. If a student were asked why a certain person was his friend and
he replied, “Because he helps me pass my math exams,” that reply would be
judged most inappropriate: the student confused the primary character of a
friendship group with the instrumental purposes that govern other types of
associations. The primary group, in other words, is the domain where Hobbes-
ian man holds no sway, where devotion to the whole and to the other as a
full person takes precedence over the maximization of self-interest.

14 1bid., pp. 23-24.
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The notions of the looking-glass self and of the primary group are closely
intertwined in Cooley’s thought. Sensitivity to the thought of others—respon-
-siveness to their attitudes, values, and judgments that is the mark of the mature
man according to Cooley—can be cultivated and fostered only in the close and
intimate interactions of the primary group. Hence, this group is the cell in
which characteristically human growth takes place. In the primary group the
immature and self-centered person is slowly attuned to the needs and desires
of others and becomes fitted to the give-and-take of mature social life. The
primary group fosters the ability to put oneself into the position of others,
drawing the individual out of egotistic isolation by building into him that
sensitivity to the clues of others without which social life would be impossible.
“In these [primary groups| human nature comes into existence. Man does not
have it at birth; he cannot acquire it except through fellowship, and it decays
in isolation.”*

Cooley’s social philosophy was grounded in the idea that human progress
involves the ever-widening expansion of human sympathy so that primary
group ideals would spread from the family to the local community, to the
nation, and finally to the world community. His was indeed, as Philip Rieff
has said, a “small-town doctrine of human nature.”*® Cooley’s social thought,
George H. Mead wrote, “was in a sense an account of the American com-
munity to which he belonged, and pre-supposed its normal healthful process.”*"
His benign optimism, his somewhat romantic idealism, are likely to appear
antiquated to modern observers who view the world through lenses ground
by harsh historical experiences from which the sage from Ann Arbor was
spared. Yet even in sections of his work that scem marred by an overindul-
gence in soft-minded benevolence, there can be found hard nuggets of solid
sociological insight.

Consider, for example, Cooley’s discussion of the twin evils of formal-
ism and disorganization. The first, he avers, “is mechanism supreme”; the sec-
ond, “mechanism going to pieces.”™ “The effect of formalism upon personality
is to starve its higher life and leave it the prey of apathy [and] self-compla-
cency. . . ."** Disorganization, on the other hand, “appears in the individual asa
mind without cogent and abiding allegiance to a whole, and without the
larger principles of conduct that flow from such allegiances.” The modern
sociological reader may hardly notice such passages in Cooley’s work since he
is familiar with Durkheim’s more extended and detailed treatment of “anomic”
phenomena. But it should be noted that despite his generally optimistic views,
Cooley was nevertheless sensitized to those phenomena of incipient crisis that
loomed large in Durkheim’s social awareness. In regard to prescribing the
cure of modern man’s ailments, Cooley often wrote in a strikingly Durk-

15 1bid., p. 30. 16 Philip Rieff, “Introduction” to Human Nature, p. xvii.
17 Mead, op. cit., p. xxxvi. 18 Social Organization, p. 347. 19 Jbid., p. 343.
201bid., p. 347.
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heimian vein. “The idealization of the state, the impressing of a unitary life
upon the hearts of the people by tradition, poetry, music, architecture, national
celebrations and memorials, and by a religion and philosophy teaching the in-
dividual that he is a member of a glorious whole to which he owes devotion,
is in line with human nature, however it may be degraded in use by reac-
tionary aims.”*"

Cooley’s renown does not come from having parallelled some of Durk-
heim’s insights but rather from his crucial contribution to the problems of
internalization. Perhaps Parsons puts the matter a bit too sharply when he
writes: “Durkheim was the theorist of society as an object in the external
world; Cooley was the theorist of society as part of the individual self.”** But
in a general sense Parsons is still correct in stressing that for Cooley, as dis-
tinct from Durkheim, society was uniquely a mental phenomenon. “The
imaginations people have of one another,” he wrote, “are the solid facts of
society.” “Society . . . is a relation among personal ideas.”**

Later critics, notably George H. Mead, were to criticize Cooley’s exces-
sively mentalistic view of the constitution of the self, but none would deny
that he should receive credit, along with such major figures as William James,
Sigmund Freud, Emile Durkheim, and George H. Mead, for having succeeded
in destroying the Cartesian disjunction between mind and the external social
world. Cooley elaborated in convincing detail the notion that man and society,
the self and the other, are linked in an indissoluble unity so that the quality
of one’s social life, of one’s relations with his fellows, is a constitutive element
of his personality.

SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD

In addition to these substantive concerns, Cooley, like W. I. Thomas and
George H. Mead, made a crucially important contribution to sociological
method. Independently of Max Weber, but at roughly the same time as he,
they argued that the study of human actions must be concerned with the
meanings human actors attribute to the situation in which they find them-
selves; hence, the study must go beyond purely behavioral description.

The sociology of a chicken yard, Cooley and his co-thinkers insisted, could
only be based on descriptions of the chickens’ behavior, since we can never
understand the meanings that chickens attach to their activities. But the sociol-
ogy of human beings can pursue a different strategy, since it can probe
beneath protocols of behavior into the subjective meanings of acting indi-
viduals. The social sciences, Cooley argued, deprive themselves of a most

21 Social Process, p. 418.
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