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‘Jede sinnvolle Wertung fremden Wollens kann nur
Kritik aus einer eigenen “‘Weltanschauung™ heraus,
Bekdmpfung des fremden Ideals vom Boden eines
eigenen Ideals aus sein.’

MAX WEBER

‘Every meaningful evaluation of another’s ideals
must involve a critique from the position of one’s
own view of the world, a polemic against the other’s
values from the standpoint of one’s own.’



Chapter 1

Max Weber as
Political Theorist

As a major contributor to the development of sociology, Max
Weber needs no introduction. As a political commentator and
propagandist, he is less well known to English readers. Besides his
work as an academic sociologist, Weber involved himself actively
in the politics of his time. In her biography of her husband,
Marianne Weber devotes as much space to his political views and
activities as she does to an account of his academic work.! At the
outset of his career, she tells us, he expressed a clear preference for
the active over the contemplative life;2 on more than one occasion
politics beckoned as a serious possible alternative to scholarship;3
on the last of these occasions, at the end of the war, it was only the
shortsightedness of others that prevented him attaining the posi-
tion of national leadership that his gifts of statesmanship merited.4
Admittedly, here as elsewhere, Marianne Weber carries her devo-
tion too far. Her husband’s commitment to academic values was
too deeply rooted for a transition to the role of politician to have
been a natural one. As he explained himself in a letter to Karl
Petersen at the time of his resignation from the national committee
of the German Democratic Party in 1920:

The politician has to make compromises; that is his job. But
my calling is that of a scholar. . . . The scholar may not compro-
mise, or allow ‘nonsense’ to remain unexposed.s

Yet if Weber regarded the values of the scholar and the role of
the politician as incompatible, he was nevertheless active through-
out his life as a political commentator and polemicist, an ‘exposer
of nonsense’. The scope of his writings in this field is remarkable,
ranging from his early analyses of social and political change in
East Prussia, through book-length articles on the 1905 Russian
revolution, to his sustained polemics on the reform of the German
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constitution in the wartime and postwar period. These writings
remain mostly untranslated, yet they are important to any complete
assessment of Weber as a social and political theorist.

The purpose of this book is to provide a systematic account of
Weber’s theory of modern politics, in which primacy of emphasis is
given to these writings on contemporary politics and political
issues, rather than to the more familiar sociological work of
Economy and Society. These writings have received close attention
in the German literature on Weber, where they have been the
subject of considerable controversy. Wolfgang Mommsen’s
book on Max Weber and German politics,6 published in 1959,
provoked a sharp reaction to its emphasis on the nationalist and
elitist elements in Weber’s political thought.” This disagreement
was reinforced at the Weber centenary meeting of the German
Sociological Association in 1964, in response to Raymond Aron’s
paper ‘Max Weber und die Machtpolitik’,8 and it has continued
ever since. The issues involved in this debate are of some import-
ance, and will be discussed at various points in the present work;
indeed, it is impossible to write about Weber’s political thought
without taking up a position on the genuineness of his commitment
to parliamentary democracy, and on the relative strengths of the
liberal and nationalist element in his political philosophy. In
relation to this controversy the present study will argue that both
sides to the debate suffer from being over-simplistic. The charac-
ter of Weber’s nationalism was more subtle than Mommsen
allows, while on the other side Weber’s defenders fail to make clear
what kind of ‘liberalism’ he was committed to, and ignore the
tension between this liberalism and his other values.

At the same time 1t should be said that this controversy over
Weber’s political values has had the effect of concentrating atten-
tion on one aspect only of his political writings : on what they reveal
of his political outlook, and of the particular standpoints he
adopted on the changing issues of German politics. In the process
their significance as examples of political analysis, and for what
they show of Weber as an empirical theorist of politics, has been
largely ignored. No systematic study of Weber’s political writings
from this point of view has yet been made, to show how he analyses
the interplay of social forces in a particular society, and to elucidate
the general assumptions embodied in this analysis: assumptions
about the possible forms of government and political activity,
about the relationship between society and state, about the charac-
ter of modern politics in general. It is this aspect of the political
writings that is especially relevant to a total assessment of Weber
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as a political theorist, since it transcends the particular issues of
German politics that he was concerned with. Just as Karl Marx’s
occasional writings (‘The Eighteenth Brumaire,” etc) provide
important evidence about his method of political analysis and the
character of his political theory, the same is true of Weber also.

The significance of Weber’s political writings gains additional
emphasis in view of the limited framework within which politics is
considered in his major work on sociological theory, Economy and
Society. This work is broadly historical in conception, and its
treatment of politics is dominated by two contrasting models
which Weber regarded as being of fundamental historical signifi-
cance: first, the contrast between traditional and rational forms
of social structure, which served to define the characteristic unique-
ness of modern society; secondly, the more universal contrast
between the ‘Alltag’ (everyday) and the ‘Ausseralltag’ (excep-
tional), between the routine structures of everyday administra-
tion on the one hand, and the innovative power of charisma on the
other. From both sets of perspectives, bureaucratic administra-
tion is defined as the central phenomenon of modern society, and
understanding its character as a central issue in sociological
theory. There is no wish here to deny the importance of Weber’s
analysis of bureaucracy in Economy and Society, but at least it can
be said that it does not amount to a theory of politics. In the whole
work there is little about politics as Weber himself defined it (‘the
struggle to share or influence the distribution of power, whether
between states or among the groups within a state’),® little about
social conflict or the way this is mediated or suppressed by different
systems of government. There is little even about the wider social
and political context in which modern bureaucracy operates.

It is here that the significance of Weber’s political writings is
most apparent. They are rich in themes that are absent from his
sociological work : on the struggle for power within society; on the
development of political leadership; on the character of modern
democracy; on the effects of international conflict on national
political structures and vice versa. Above all, Weber’s writings on
the politics of Germany and Russia offer an analysis, unique in
Weber, of the interaction between society and state. The import-
ance of this can be readily shown in his treatment of bureaucracy.
In Economy and Society bureaucracy is presented as an abstract
model, considered largely in isolation from the social and political
process. In the political writings bureaucracy is set in its social
and political context, and in so doing Weber develops a theory of
its inherent limitations and of its interaction with other social
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forces and groups. Such material can not only be seen as comple-
mentary to Weber’s academic work; it also raises questions about
the nature and limitations of his sociology, and emphasises the
different view of society he held, when seen from the standpoint
of political practice. |

In order to demonstrate the theoretical significance of Weber’s
political writings, their treatment in the present work will be
thematic, rather than historical, as in Mommsen’s book, or anec-
dotal, as in the books by J P Mayer and Ilse Dronberger.10 This
does not mean that questions of historical context or of the
development in Weber’s thought will be ignored, only that such
questions will be treated within an overall synoptic framework.
The central theme of the book will be that of modern politics
itself: what Weber considered its distinctive features and problems
to be. If it may seem odd to look to his political as much as his
academic writings for such a theory, it is important to remember
that, for Weber, knowledge was not merely the preserve of a
scientific context; it also formed a necessary basis for effective
action. A reiterated concern of his political writings was the
necessity of achieving a clear understanding of the character of
modern politics as a prerequisite to realistic policy and practice.
In what follows, central elements in Weber’s conception of the
modern state and modern politics will be considered in turn from
this standpoint: bureaucratic administration; mass political
involvement; national conflict; the social context of capitalism
and class. Separate chapters will be devoted to each of these
themes. They will not, however, be treated solely on an empirical
level, as if they could be divorced from the explicitly evaluative
framework of Weber’s political concerns. It is not only what Weber
saw as characteristic of modern politics that will be considered,
but what he saw as problematic about it from the standpoint of
his own values.

In this work, then, we are interested in Weber’s political
writings, not primarily as a chronicle of the successive positions
he took up on the issues of German politics, but for what they
reveal of Weber as a political theorist. We are interested in them
as examples of political analysis, and for what that analysis shows
about Weber’s conception of modern politics and what he con-
ceived to be problematic about it. The book will aim to discuss
these themes in a systematic way, so as to facilitate comparison
with Weber’s more familiar treatment of politics in his sociological
work. The last chapter will offer a critique of Weber’s sociology
on the basis of that comparison.
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Before proceeding, however, it Is necessary to answer a number
of preliminary questions. First, what are the political writings
which are being discussed here? Secondly, how far can they be
treated in the theoretical manner outlined ? Thirdly, what kind of
relationship is being argued for here between Weber’s political
and academic writings? These questions will be considered
briefly in the remainder of this chapter.

WEBER’S POLITICAL WRITINGS

The political writings which form the main subject of this book
embrace a diversity of types of writing, from brief items of corre-
spondence to extended articles of book length. There is no simple
principle of classification in terms of which they can be considered.
One distinction commonly made in German is between 1ssues of
‘Sozialpolitik’ and ‘Staatspolitik’, between writings on the ‘social
question’ (the condition of the working class) and those on political
subjects proper, involving the interests and structure of the state.
The collected volumes of Weber’s works, edited posthumously
by his wife, are ordered according to this distinction. It was,
however, a characteristic of Weber’s approach, that issues which
others regarded as exclusively social became for him essentially
political, so the distinction can at best be only a rough and ready
one.

The overlap between the two kinds of question is evident in
Weber’s writings on East Prussia, and these will provide a con-
venient starting point. The two sets of investigations Weber
completed in the early 1890s for the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik
(Association for Social Policy) and the Evangelisch-soziale
Kongress (Protestant Social Congress) were decisive for establish-
ing his academic reputation.!! Conceived initially as studies on
social policy—the condition of agricultural labourers—they
developed into a wide-ranging socio-political analysis of the
changing relationship between landowners and labourers under
the influence of capitalism, and the consequences of this change
for the structure of the state and for national interests in the face
of Polish immigration. The amount of material Weber derived
from these investigations is impressive. Besides the publication of
the massive Verein study itself, he devoted a succession of academic
articles to setting out its wider implications;!2 and the material
also formed the basis for a number of weighty political speeches,
ranging from an address to the Protestant Social Congress on the
nature of capitalism and the aspirations of the working class,!3 to
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his inaugural lecture at Freiburg on the significance of the national
interest as a goal for political economy.14 As examples of socio-
political analysis, as well as an expression of Weber’s political
values, these early articles and speeches are important, and will
be considered at various points in the present study. At the
same time, something should be said here about the two organi-
sations which provided the context for Weber’s early work, the
Verein fiir Sozialpolitik and the Evangelisch-soziale Kongress
respectively.

Weber’s association with the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik and his
concern with the ‘social question’ date from 1887, and mark a
decisive break with the National-liberal orientation of his father.1s
The Verein was an association dominated by academics, whose
purpose was to promote peaceful social reform by research and
propaganda for a social policy which lay midway between the
‘extremes’ of laissez-faire Manchesterism and revolutionary
Marxism.!6 It prided itself on being above class and party, though
its members showed a general commitment to improving the
lot of the working class, as being the only means to close the gap
between the social strata and avoid the dangerous alienation of
the workers from society. Its chosen instrument was the research
monograph, and over the years its members produced an im-
pressive documentation of social conditions in Germany, an
‘enormous sandheap of social knowledge’ as Rosa Luxemburg
unkindly described it.17 The biennial conferences, besides provid-
ing a forum for discussing the weighty volumes of research, were
also the scene of intense political debate. In the words of Gustav
Schmoller, a founder and father figure of the association, the
Verein existed ‘to bring the truth to light, to create a greater
awareness of social affairs among all parties and classes . . . to
smooth the way for those ideals of practicable social reform that
are so eminently justifiable’.18

The history of the Verein was one of some tension between its
academic and propagandist purposes. In practice, the refusal of
the association to ally itself with any party or class denied it the
political effectiveness such as the Fabians achieved in Britain,
while its practical orientation offended those, like Max Weber in
his later period, who believed that an academic association should
not be confined to people who shared one political viewpoint,
however broadly defined. Weber’s disaffection with the Verein in
his later years, which culminated in his helping to found the
German Sociological Society in 1909 and in the famous debate on
value freedom, are the best known aspects of his relationship with
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the association.!® Yet the Verein also served as an important con-
text for the development and expression of Weber’s political
views. Some of his most significant pronouncements on bureauc-
racy, on socialism and social democracy, on industrial relations
and the character of the German state, were made in speeches to
meetings of the Verein between 1905and 1911.20 The memorandum
he sent to members of the Verein in 1912, seeking to stimulate a
new Initiative in welfare legislation, forms his most complete
statement on social policy.2! And other articles he wrote on aspects
of social affairs, even where not under the aegis of the Verein
itself, can best be understood against the background of the
association and the controversy between its different political
groupings.

These controversies have been analysed in a book by Dieter
Lindenlaub, which is accepted as the definitive work on the
Verein flir Sozialpolitik in Weber’s period, and is important for
understanding the background to his political theory.22 Linden-
laub distinguishes two main lines of controversy in the Verein.
The first was within the older generation of founder members,
between a dominant ‘conservative’ wing, whose chief exponents
were Gustav Schmoller and Adolf Wagner, and a ‘liberal’ wing
led by Lujo Brentano.23 Although agreed on the broad aim of
improvement for the working class, they disagreed about what
this meant and how it could be achieved. The conservatives
favoured a policy of protection for agriculture, and believed a
balance between the classes could best be secured from above by
bureaucratic control over industry and industrial relations. The
liberals sought to free the expanding German industry from state
regulation; the central plank of social policy for them was the
removal of legal obstructions to the operation and effectiveness of
the trade unions, and, to a lesser extent, the reform of the suffrage.
The liberals wanted the workers to achieve by their own efforts
what the conservatives sought to achieve for them by state regula-
tion. Of the two wings, the conservatives remained dominant in
the Verein until the late 1890s.24 At that point the emergence of a
younger generation (including Sombart, Toennies, Alfred and
Max Weber), who were more sympathetic to the liberal direction,
brought a sharpening of political controversy within the associa-
tion.2s They also raised a fresh issue—that of the correct attitude
to Marx’s work—which united them against the older generation,
Brentano included. The younger generation agreed in taking
Marx seriously, and held that capitalism and the class conflict it
generated formed the constitutive element of modern social rela-
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tions. The refusal of their elders to accept the concept of capital-
ism, except for the analysis of some marginal economic problems,
meant that, in the eyes of the younger generation, their social
analysis was at best superficial. Modern society could only be
understood by those who had come to terms with Marx.26

Both these controversies are important in providing the context
for Weber’s political thought. The views of the older generation
of conservatives, particularly their idealisation of Prussian
bureaucracy and their acceptance of paternalism in society and
state, provided a focal point in opposition to which Weber’s
own political views came to be defined. At the same time he was in
the forefront of the younger generation in accepting capitalism as
‘the most fateful force’2” of modern life, a view which, though
partly obscured in his later sociology, he never in fact seriously
departed from. Both sets of issues are central to the subject of this
book.

The other organisation Weber was involved in at the time of his
studies on East Prussia, the Protestant Social Congress, was in the
long term less important to him, though its meetings in the mid
1890s provided the scene for his most forthright speeches on the
nature of capitalism and the need for German industrialisation and
imperial expansion.28 The first meeting of the Congress was called
in 1890 to press for the recognition of the ‘legitimate demands of
the working class’ in both church and state.2 Its membership over-
lapped considerably with that of the Verein,30 but it had a more
single-mindedly agitational purpose. Weber, never a committed
Christian, became involved through friendship with two of its
leading figures, Pastors Gohre and Naumann, and he contributed
frequently to Naumann’s journal, Die Hilfe, and to Christliche
Welt. Friedrich Naumann was to become a politician of some
consideration, and his career was strongly influenced by Weber;
to some extent he reflected in practical activity Weber’s own
political thinking. It is generally accepted, for instance, that
Weber’s inaugural speech at Freiburg was a decisive factor in
Naumann’s shift from a Christian to a more nationalist brand of
socialism, which culminated in the formation of the National
Social Party in 1897.31 Although Weber was critically disposed
towards this project,32 he attended its inaugural meeting, while
his mother put up the money for Naumann’s candidacy for the
Reichstag.33 On the collapse of the party in 1903 and Naumann’s
subsequent election as a left liberal deputy, Weber became his
‘constant adviser’.34 His letters to Naumann in this period con-
tain his earliest systematic critique of the German system of
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government and its limitations.35 Weber brought to questions of
social policy a strongly political approach derived from his family
tradition, and there remained a difference of emphasis between
Naumann and himself, summarised by Marianne Weber in her
statement that ‘for Naumann, the national power state was a
means to social reform, whereas, on the contrary, for Weber social
and political justice were a means to the security of the nation
state.’36 How far this is a fair assessment will be discussed later.

Weber’s speeches and writings for the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik,
then, and to a lesser extent for the Evangelisch-soziale Kongress,
form one important body of material that will be considered here.
Alongside this, there are writings of a more exclusively political
character, dating from the wartime and postwar period, most of
which were published initially as articles in the Frankfurter
Zeitung. These are of two kinds. First, up to 1917, are a number of
articles and papers on German foreign relations, critical both of
prewar policy and of the conduct of the war itself, in particular the
government’s definition of war aims.37 These are significant for
Weber’s conception of the nation state and of the international
context of national politics. Then, from 1917 onwards, Weber
turned his attention to questions of internal political reform. The
two extended series of articles he wrote on the democratisation of
the constitution, which received wide circulation in pamphlet
form, are among the most weighty of his political writings.38
Although part of a general movement for democratisation current
at the time, these articles are distinctive both in the character of
their argument for democracy and for the wide range of issues
handled. Weber’s political activity was not confined to the writing
of articles, however. He formulated specific proposals for reform
to put before the Parliamentary commission in 1917,3% and was
himself a member of the committee that advised on the new
constitution at the end of the war.40 He also campaigned vigorous-
ly for the newly formed Democratic Party in the winter elections of
1918-19, making speeches throughout the country, and after the
elections kept up his campaign for a presidential system of govern-
ment.4! These many articles and speeches from the period after
1915 comprise the main bulk of the German editions of Weber’s
collected political writings, and form a second important body of
material for this study.

Weber’s political interests were not confined to issues of German
politics alone. He visited both the USA and Britain, and studied
the workings of their politics from Ostrogorski and others. The
systems of government of both countries served him in different
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ways as models for his critique of German politics, and references
to both abound in his writings.42 It was Russia, however, that of
all foreign countries attracted his most sustained interest. He
wrote two extensive studies of the Russian revolution in 1905-6
for the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik 43 as well as
a short article on the February revolution in 1917.44 These studies
have been universally ignored in all discussions on Weber, yet
together they constitute his most substantial exercise in political
analysis. They will be given corresponding emphasis in this
book.45 Apart from these articles, there are also a number of
writings on general political themes to be considered, the most
important being the two lectures he gave in the winter of 1918-19,
the first to a group of army officers in Vienna on ‘Socialism’, the
second to a student association in Munich on ‘Politics as a Voca-
tion’. The latter, which combines an empirical analysis of the
conditions of modern politics with an explicitly normative account
of the politician’s role, is justly one of the most famous of Weber’s
political writings.

The writings briefly sketched out above, together with Weber’s
voluminous correspondence on politics,4 amount to a substantial
body of political comment and analysis. The term used to de-
scribe them in German—writings on ‘Tagespolitik’, or occasional
writings—aptly expresses their character. They were mostly writ-
ten in response to a specific occasion, whether a political event,
such as the Russian revolution, or some momentary request for a
talk from a specific group. They are also for the most part explicit-
ly evaluative and critical. This brings us to the second question
raised above: how far is it possible to treat such writings in a
theoretical manner, as providing material for a theory of politics ?

POLITICS AND THEORY

A common, though superficial, view of Weber’s political writings
1s that, in contrast to the ‘scientific objectivity’ of his sociological
work, they contain nothing but a tissue of subjective value judge-
ments. Hans Maier, for example, sees the increasing objectivity of
Weber’s scientific work after the early period as balanced by the
corresponding irrationality of his political valuations. ‘It is
impossible,” he writes, ‘to find any continuity amidst the strudel of
[his] highly emotional utterances on the politics of the day.’4” This
is not only an inadequate assessment of these writings; it also
misconceives the relationship Weber himself posited between
empirical analysis and political practice. Although he strove to
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prevent a subordination of social science to practical goals, and
to maintain a clear distinction between the activities of analysis
and propaganda, at the same time he always insisted that a correct
apprehension of reality was a precondition of successful political
practice. Correct empirical analysis was as important for politics
as for science; the ability to recognise inconvenient facts as much a
virtue in the politician as in the academic. This is pointed out
clearly by von Schelting, in what is still the most comprehensive
analysis of Weber’s methodology. The attainment of responsible
political action, he writes, ‘stands or falls with the possibility of
achieving objectively valid knowledge of the empirical relation-
ships pertaining in those areas of social and economic life which
are relevant for the standpoint of the actor. ... No one knew this
better than Max Weber.’48

The political virtue most frequently emphasised by Weber was
thus that of ‘Sachlichkeit’—matter of factness, realism.4 The
ideal politician of ‘Politics as a Vocation’ is one who combines
passion with objectivity.50 A frequent target of his political writ-
ings are those Weber scornfully terms °‘Literati’, ideologists,
whether of Right or Left, who showed a profound ignorance of
the political facts of life.5st Weber’s writings themselves are as
much aimed to awaken others to these realities as to propagate
his own values—whether it be instructing a gathering of socially
committed Christians that the development of capitalism had
rendered the individual personal relationships of the religious
ethic obsolete,52 or pronouncing certain socialist ideals inconsistent
with modern bureaucracy,s3 or urging the Right that great power
status was incompatible with Germany’s authoritarian political
system.54 Of course, Weber’s brand of realism needs to be treated
with some scepticism. It was reality presented so as to persuade.
At times realism itself became elevated into a principle which was
destructive of all ideals.55 Nevertheless, it remains true that for
Weber political advocacy involved empirical analysis as much as
moral exhortation; the starting point of political argument was
an informed awareness of social reality.

This being so, it is not surprising that we can find in Weber’s
political writings a good deal of material of an analytical kind. In
the first instance it is analysis of the particular social and political
structure of Germany or Russia. However, as one would expect
with someone of Weber’s sociological insight, wider theoretical
implications are never far from the surface. Thus his concern
with the problem of political leadership in Germany involved the
problem of how leadership was possible at all in the face of bureau-
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cratic administration; and the attainment of freedom in Russia
was linked with the question of its attainment in societies charac-
terised by large-scale capitalism in general. Even where his con-
cern was with the distinctive features of German or Russian
politics, these are often defined by contrast with political arrange-
ments elsewhere. Weber demonstrates a theoretical grasp even in
the most ‘occasional’ of contexts, and this makes it possible to
use such writings as evidence for a theory of politics, particularly
where the material has been carefully worked over, as in his more
extended articles.

An interesting illustration of the theoretical content of Weber’s
political writings is provided by Winckelmann’s edition of the
Staatssoziologie.56 Starting from the recognition that Weber never
lived to complete his sociology of the state, Winckelmann argues
that there is firm evidence available of the topics he intended to
treat in such a work.57 He then proceeds to make good the gap
with extracts from Weber’s political writings, in particular
‘Politics as a Vocation’ and the articles on ‘Parliament and Govern-
ment in a Reconstructed Germany’; these extracts are reorganised
according to topics—political leadership, democracy, parliamen-
tary government, etc—and ‘all value judgements are eliminated’.38
The finished product is then published as Weber’s posthumous
‘Sociology of the State’, and it appears as such in the fourth
and fifth German editions of Economy and Society.59

Such a project serves to emphasise the extent of theoretical
content in Weber’s political writings. It also illustrates the possible
dangers of treating Weber’s work in this way. In the first place,
in eliminating Weber’s value judgements Winckelmann is not
removing an extraneous irrelevance, but that which sets the
context and gives the analysis its whole significance. However
rich in theoretical content it may be, a polemic such as ‘Parliament
and Government’ cannot simply be treated as a preliminary sketch
for Economy and Society—as a ‘preparation for the completion
of the manuscript of his great sociological work’s0—without
fundamentally changing its character. Secondly, Weber was
himself explicit that what he was engaged in in his political articles
was not science, and should not be accorded the authority of
science. In the introduction to the articles on Germany’s future
constitution, for instance, he wrote that they were ‘purely political
works of the moment, without any pretensions at all to “scientific”
validity,’s! a judgement which applied also to the articles on
‘Parliament and Government’.62 This was not only a question of
their occasional character, but also of their context being a
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practical political one, rather than an academic. ‘Science,” for
Weber, meant more than merely empirical analysis; it involved a
particular way of organising empirical material, a particular
sophistication in the definition and use of concepts; it meant also
that the problems for inquiry were mediated, if no more, through
the tradition and perspective of a scientific community. Weber’s
political writings do not meet these criteria, even if all the value
judgements could somehow be spirited away.

Winckelmann is surely right to emphasise the important theore-
tical elements in Weber’s political writings. The present study will
explore these elements, but at the same time seek to avoid the
difficulties of Winckelmann’s approach. First, Weber’s value
concerns will be regarded as an integral part of his theory, and
not extraneous to it. Discussion will remain within the context
of Weber’s values and the problems posed for these values by his
understanding of contemporary society. Secondly, although it
will be argued that Weber’s writing has a significance beyond the
immediate historical context, this context will not be ignored,
especially where it is important to the development of Weber’s
theory.s3 Thirdly, there can be no suggestion that the theory
discussed here was, or might have been, Weber’s ‘scientific’
sociology of politics. Indeed it will be argued that the aspects of
politics which Weber found significant from the academic and
practical standpoints diverged as much as they coincided.

What is meant then by ‘theory’ in this book, and by Weber’s
‘theory’ of politics, 1s something more than a mere succession of
particular analyses and evaluations, but something less than
‘science’. This brings us to the final question to be considered in
the present chapter: what relationship do Weber’s political
writings hold to his academic sociology ?

POLITICS AND ACADEMIC SOCIOLOGY

The question of the relationship between Weber’s political and
sociological writings has received a good deal of attention in the
literature on Weber. It has usually been treated as a question of
what light knowledge about Weber’s political situation and stand-
point can throw on the character and purpose of his academic
writings. One of the earliest and most thoroughgoing attempts to
deduce conclusions about Weber’s sociology from his political
situation is a work by Christoph Steding, Politik und Wissenschaft
bei Max Weber (Politics and Science in Max Weber), published
in 1932.64 Steding argues that the key to Weber’s academic work 1s
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to be found in the dilemma of bourgeois liberalism in an age when
its individualist ideals had been overtaken in the economic sphere
by the cartellisation of industry, and in the political sphere by the
advent of mass democracy and socialism. According to Steding,
this dilemma is the key both to Weber’s failure in politics and to a
proper understanding of his sociological work, which reveals
him as a politician manqué, an academic ‘against his will’.65 Thus
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism is an expression
of ‘the bourgeoisie come to self-consciousness’—but too late,
because its spirit belongs to a past world.s6 The concept of charis-
ma embodies Weber’s own ideal of ‘independence from all con-
straints except those of one’s inner calling.’s? His account of
Judaic prophecy in the sociology of religion reflects his own pro-
phecies of doom against the Kaiser during the war, and so on.68
On Steding’s view, all Weber’s sociology finds its proper inter-
pretation in his political situation and values; indeed, the distinc-
tion between politics and sociology disappears.

Few critics since Steding have been as thoroughgoing in their
attempt to derive Weber’s sociology from his politics, though on a
different level Arthur Mitzman has attempted to show that the
key to Weber’s academic work lies in his family situation: the
struggle for independence from his father, and his supposed failure
to consummate his marriage.¢® Most critics have been more modest
in their approach, contenting themselves with drawing out paral-
lels in a few specific areas. Thus Mommsen shows how the purely
instrumental approach to constitutional issues of Weber’s political
thought is reflected in his sociological category of legal authority,
and how the emphasis on leadership in his political writings is
reflected in the central place assigned to charisma in his sociology70
—the latter also a theme in a recent study by Anthony Giddens.!

The weakness of all these approaches is that they rarely spell
out exactly what they are claiming to have shown about Weber’s
scientific work, by evidence adduced from his political context or
standpoint. The cruder versions depend upon the implausible
assumption that, when Weber was writing about the Protestant
ethic or about emigration from the estates of East Prussia, he was
really writing about something else: the pathos of the modern
bourgeoisie, or his desire to be free of his father’s household. The
more restrained versions, while avoiding such crudities, remain
less than explicit about the purpose of the connections they are
making, or how knowledge about Weber’s political position can
help our assessment of his scientific conclusions or categories. As is
often pointed out, questions about the origin and the validity of
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scientific work are separate questions; knowledge about the first
does not entitle us to conclude the second. Only where we already
have independent evidence for challenging the validity of a scienti-
fic conclusion or category does it become illuminating to refer
to the author’s political views or context for an explanation. But
the latter kind of inquiry, while useful in its proper place, is not a
substitute for the former.72

The same considerations apply to the account of Weber’s
work given by Georg Lukacs, who locates it within the context
of a general critique of sociology in Wilhelmine Germany.?3 The
main problem of sociology in this period, he argues, was how to
provide an account of the origins and structure of capitalism
which would challenge the Marxist position. This Weber does in
The Protestant Ethic with an account of the development of
capitalism in which the economic motives for capital accumula-
tion are played down, and in his other works with an analysis of
contemporary capitalism according to the general categories of
rationality and calculability, which obscure what is problematic
about it: the phenomena of exploitation and class conflict. From
this point of view the whole methodological basis of Weber’s
sociology—the separation of science from practical commitment,
the ideal type method, the development of abstract categories—
can be seen as a way of evading the problems posed by the
‘dialectic of social reality’.74+ At the same time, however, Weber’s
categories cannot help reflecting this reality. Thus his general
categories of social action ‘are nothing more than the abstractly
formulated psychology of the calculating individual of the capital-
1st system’, and his account of the irreconcilability of the different
value spheres shows him ‘stumbling on the problem of the
Communist Manifesto, that history is the history of class struggle’.7s
Although parts of what Lukacs says have plausibility, his account
in general rests on the assumption that the arguments Weber
himself uses, for example to justify his methodological position,
can be happily ignored, and that his intentions can be assumed
without question to be primarily political rather than academic.76
But for this Lukacs offers no sustained evidence.

A different approach to Weber’s academic and political writings,
which at the same time offers some account of the logic of their
relationship, is provided by writers such as Karl Lowith7? and
Gunter Abramowski.”8 Their approach is much more sympathetic
to Weber. They claim to discover, behind all the variety of his
academic work, a self-conscious unity of purpose of an ethical
or existential kind. The character of this purpose is then clarified
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by appeal to his non-academic writings, where these value issues
are discussed more explicitly. A justification for this approach
can be given in terms of Weber’s own methodology. For Weber,
the activity of the social scientist was only possible within a con-
text of values which both provided the criterion for what was worth
studying and also gave the object of investigation its significance.
One implication of this is that the critique of a social scientist’s
work will involve not only an examination of its empirical
claims, but also an elucidation of its underlying ‘existential’
purpose.”™

Both Lowith and Abramowski discern the unifying principle
of Weber’s academic work in the theme of rationalisation.
Lowith’s 1932 articles on Weber and Marx have had a special
influence on subsequent interpretation. Central to his argument is
the parallel he draws between Weber’s concept of rationalisation
and Marx’s analysis of capitalism through the concept of aliena-
tion. Where Marx, argues Lowith, saw the dilemma of modern
man in the alienating power of capitalism-—whereby the products
of man’s creation came to dominate man the producer—Weber
located this ‘perversion’ in the process of rationalisation as such.
Wherever men seek to increase their freedom by making life more
predictable, the structures they create take on a life of their own
and come to limitthat freedom.80 Lowith’s argument is that, in their
scientific writings, both Marx and Weber transcended the purely
scientific to embrace questions of human existence and dignity,
and were in this sense philosophical writers. But whereas the terms
of Marx’s analysis enabled him to offer a transformation of man’s
situation through revolution, Weber could only provide an under-
standing of the dilemma so that men could come to terms with it.
‘Where Marx offered a therapy, Weber offered only a diagnosis.’8!
Abramowski follows Lowiths2 in arguing that behind all Weber’s
scientific analyses, behind all his researches into universal history,
stands an existential question: what does this process of rational-
isation signify for our humanity ? ‘How, under the conditions of
increasing . . . bureaucratisation, of the scientific disenchantment
of the world, are human freedom, responsible action and meaning-
ful existence possible 7’83 Abramowski accepts with Lowith that it
was only from a value standpoint, that of ‘the freedom of inde-
pendent decision and action for the individual’, that this process of
rationalisation took its significance for Weber.84

The attraction of this approach is that it appears to provide a
way of treating Weber’s academic and political writings together,
which can find justification in terms of Weber’s own methodology.
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On this view knowledge of Weber’s political values is not merely
interesting additional information, but integral to understanding
the existential purpose of his academic work. However, it must be
questioned how far the interpretation of Weber’s methodological
position which underlies this approach is in fact correct. Although
the issues raised here are too complex to be dealt with satisfactorily
in a brief space, one simple point can be emphasised. It is true that,
for Weber, knowledge in the sphere of the ‘cultural’ sciences had
to meet a criterion of significance as well as of validity, and that
this significance was determined by ‘the values which dominate the
investigator and his age.’85 But it does not follow from this that
the significance of Weber’s academic work is to be found in his
own personal hierarchy of values. In his article on ‘Objectivity”
Weber identified a spectrum of value significance, from an interest
in a family chronicle at one extreme to ‘the greatest cultural
phenomena, common to a nation and mankind over long epochs,’
at the other.86 The characteristic of his own work was that he was
concerned with the latter kind (capitalism, bureaucracy, etc),
that is with phenomena to which his own society as a whole
attached significance, and not merely a contemporary or transient
significance, but a universal one.87 The fact that he drew sharply
articulated conclusions from these phenomena for his own value
standpoint in his political speeches, and even in asides in his
academic writing, does not entitle us to conclude that these
personal judgements defined the real significance of his academic
work.88

What holds for the subjects of Weber’s work, applies also to
the concepts in terms of which he treated them. Abramowski is
right to say that the concept of ‘rationalisation’ formed a central
preoccupation of Weber’s work. But it is not true, as he claims,
that it gained its ‘real significance’ from the problem it posed to
human freedom.8® For Weber, the concept of rationalisation
defined a constitutive element of modern society in contrast with
traditional societies, and thus had a significance which trans-
cended the particular value orientation of the individual sociolo-
gist. Indeed, in the preface to the first volume of the Grundriss der
Sozialokonomik, of which Weber’s own Economy and Society
formed but a part, he was explicit that, despite the variety of value
standpoints and methodological positions of the different contri-
butors, they were united in the view that ‘the development of
economic activity must be conceived before all else as a special
manifestation of the universal rationalisation of life.”90 One can
only be sceptical therefore of attempts to treat Weber’s academic
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work from within the framework of his own personal political
values. There is no doubt that Lowith and Abramowski provide
illuminating insights into Weber’s conception of his own society;
but at the same time they offer a less than adequate account of his
academic work and its purposes.9!

As can be seen, attempts to draw connections between Weber’s
political situation and values on the one hand, and his academic
sociology on the other, tend to prove unsatisfactory. This is
because they are based on inadequate methodological premises.
Either, as in the case of Steding, they fail to specify how a know-
ledge about the origins of a writer’s work can provide a test for the
adequacy of its conclusions. Or else, as in the case of Lukacs, they
make assumptions about the intentions of Weber’s academic work
which far outrun any evidence. Or eise, finally, as in the case of
Lowith and Abramowski, their argument rests on a mistaken
interpretation of Weber’'s method and his concept of ‘value
relevance’. The result is thus to reduce Weber’s work to a specious
unity, which does justice neither to the variety of his academic
purposes, nor to the complexity of his value position.

This is not to deny that such approaches can produce useful
insights. It 1s a contention of the present study that the question of
the relationship between Weber’s political writings and his aca-
demic sociology is an important one, and that significant features
of the latter can be shown to be ‘ideological’. But the duty of the
critic who seeks to characterise aspects of Weber’s work in this
way is to be thoroughly explicit about what he is claiming by
doing so, and his methodological justification for claiming it.
To adapt a phrase of Weber’s, such a judgement is only acceptable
if it forms the conclusion, and not the starting point, of analysis.

The starting point must be the recognition that, at any rate
after his early period, Weber drew a self-conscious distinction
between doing science and engaging in political propaganda,
between his academic and political roles. Any account of Weber’s
work which is to make sense must at least begin by taking this
distinction seriously. This means that the point of his political
writings is to be sought in a political context, and that of his
sociology, in the first instance at least, within a particular scientific
tradition. Only in this way can a clear understanding be gained of
each. If it is misleading to look for the key to Weber’s academic
work in his bourgeois political standpoint, it is equally misleading
to treat his political writings as a kind of preliminary to the
achievements of his systematic sociology.

The present study will therefore seek to maintain a clear distinc-
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tion between Weber’s scientific and non-scientific work, on the
assumption that each 1s to be considered on its own terms. The
main part of the book will explore systematically the conception
of modern society and politics that is to be found in his political
writings. Material from Economy and Society used here will be
mainly for the purpose of conceptual clarification only. When,
however, this account of Weber’s political theory has been given,
the final chapter will return to the question of its relationship to
his academic sociology. On the one hand, a contrast will be drawn
between the questions, content and methods of analysis in the
two types of writing, which will help to clarify what kind of
activity Weber understood social science to involve. On the other
hand, a number of features in his academic sociology will be
identified which acted as a support to his political standpoint, and
these will be examined to see in what sense they can be charac-
terised as ‘ideological’.

This must wait till the end. The first task i1s to gain a clear
understanding of Weber’s social and political values, since these
will provide a framework for the discussion of his political theory.
This will form the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 2

Weber as Protagonist
of Bourgeois Values

‘After long experience,” Weber wrote to a friend in 1918, °. . .1
am convinced that the individual can only come to know what his
own will really is through testing his supposed ‘‘ultimate”
convictions by his attitude to thoroughly specific problems, in
which the issues are sharply accentuated.’! The present chapter
will follow this approach, by looking at examples of Weber’s
writing on specific problems, as the best means to defining his
general political standpoint and values. Three works will be dis-
cussed, each typical of a different period of his life. From the early
period of the 1890s comes the Inaugural Address at Freiburg,
‘Economic Policy and the Nation State,” which combines a sum-
mary of Weber’s researches on the conditions of East Prussian
agriculture with an expression of his nationalist conviction typical
of this time. Second will be considered the two extended articles
he wrote on the Russian revolution of 1905-6. These belong to the
new phase of his writing after his illness, and are representative of
the more universalist character of his outlook in this period,
expressed in his concern with the problem of freedom in an in-
creasingly rationalised world. Third is the most substantial exam-
ple of his wartime polemics, ‘Parliament and Government in a
Reconstructed Germany,” which is again typical of its period in
his return to a preoccupation with the problems of German
politics, and in the greater emphasis given to the analysis of
political institutions. After a brief summary of each of these
works, their wider significance will be discussed. In this way it is
hoped to provide a representative view of Weber’s political
values, as well as some idea of the development in his thinking.

ECONOMIC CHANGE AND THE NATIONAL INTEREST

The Freiburg Inaugural Address is the most important statement of
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Weber’s political ideas in his early period.2 It begins with a brief
summary of his main findings on agricultural conditions in East
Prussia. Weber wrote numerous different accounts of these find-
ings, all with slightly different emphases, but the situation he
found was broadly as follows.3 The recent intensification of
international market competition had threatened the economy of
the large estates in East Prussia, particularly those on poor soil,
and accelerated the introduction of mechanisation and of crops
such as sugar beet which could be cultivated intensively. Instead
of a feudal patriarch the landowner became a capitalist entre-
preneur.4 The agricultural worker changed correspondingly from
a tied cottager, who shared in the produce of the harvest and thus
had a common interest with the landowner, to a ‘potato-eating
proletarian” whose interests were in direct conflict with those of
his employer.5 The introduction of capitalism brought not only
class conflict, but also competition among the workers themselves.
It was generally cheaper for the landowner to import Polish casual
labourers for the summer season than to employ German workers
who had to be paid all the year round. The result was a large-
scale emigration of German workers to the towns or abroad,
particularly of the more enterprising, who saw no chance of achiev-
ing economic independence under existing conditions. In some of
his accounts, particularly to the Protestant Social Congress,
Weber emphasised the more positive aspects of this process:
the ‘deep-felt’ desire of the German worker for freedom from his
traditional subservience.¢ In the Inaugural Address, however, it
was the displacement of Germans by Polish immigrants that he
concentrated on.” The competition among the workers, introduced
by capitalism, favoured those whose standard of living and expec-
tations were lower. The same was also true in the independent
smallholdings, as well as on the large estates. The German small-
holders, who produced for the market, were unable to make the
best use of the land in the circumstances of increased competition,
and were replaced by Polish peasants who operated a subsistence
economy. In each case, that of labourers and of independent
farmers, the process of economic development favoured the
Poles precisely because their economic needs were lower than
their German counterparts, because they represented a ‘less
developed cultural type’.8

From this situation Weber drew a number of general conclu-
sions in his Inaugural Address. First was to question the assump-
tion that economic development could serve as a self-evident
goal for economic policy. Economic development could produce
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the triumph of an inferior type of man. The Poles were able to
survive, and drive out the Germans, because their standard of
living, their economic and cultural demands, were lower than those
of their German counterparts. What happened was the survival of
the unfittest. This threatened the basis of German culture in the
east, and the national security of the eastern frontier. Such a
threat could only be overcome and the ‘Slavic flood stemmed’ by
a policy of state support for the re-colonisation of German
farmers, and by closing the eastern frontier.10 However, it was not
so much the specific remedy as the general lesson that Weber was
concerned to develop in his Address. This was that the maximisa-
tion of production could never serve as the unquestioned goal for
economic policy, but must be subordinate to national and cultural
values. Weber poured scorn on the ‘Endaimonisten’, who believed
that economic development would effortlessly produce a general
increase in happiness. What such people overlooked was the
universality of conflict and struggle, between groups and between
nations, which economic development only intensified, as the
situation on the eastern frontier showed. In such a context of
struggle, the promotion of German national and cultural values
-was all-important. So, he concludes this section of the Address,
the goal of German economic policy as well as the standards of
German economic theory could only be national, German ones.
‘The science of economic policy is a political science; it is the
servant of politics . . . of the long-term great power interests of the
nation.’1!

If one consequence of the economic situation in the east was the
threat to German culture and national interests, a second was the
crisis of political leadership brought about by the economic
decline of the Junkers, and the movement of the centre of econo-
mic power from the rural estates to the towns.12 The Junkers were
an economically declining class, and such a class could not
provide strong national leadership since they were primarily
concerned to use their political power to bolster up their declining
economic position. ‘They have performed their task,” said Weber,
‘and now lie in an economic struggle to the death, from which no
economic policy on the part of the state can restore them to their
traditional social character.’13 However, although economic
power had passed to the towns, the bourgeoisie were politically
immature and uneducated. One of the chief reasons for this was
the dominance exercised by Bismarck. Bismarck had stifled all
political talent, and the bourgeoisie had become accustomed to
having a great man take the initiative. As a result they had had no
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chance to develop politically.14 Germany was thus in the position
where a declining class wielded political power in its own narrowly
conceived interest, whereas the economically developing class
was unfitted for wielding political power at all. Weber summarised
the position succinctly:

It is dangerous . . . when an economically declining class holds
political power. But it is even more dangerous when classes,
to whom economic power and with it the expectation of political
supremacy are passing, are politically too immature to take on
the leadership of the state. Both these threaten Germany at the
moment, and this is the key to our present dangers.!5

The crucial question was how the bourgeoisie could become fit to
rule. At least part of the answer lay, according to Weber, in
political education; and what more worth-while task could there
be for a national economist than that?

For the immediate future one thing stands out: there is a huge
task of political education to be accomplished. No more serious
duty faces us than . . . to play our part in the work of educating
the nation politically, which must remain the final goal of our
science.16

Weber’s Inaugural Address has been dismissed by some critics
as a youthful excess. It is true that some views were expressed here
with a crudity not found later, and others came to be substantially
modified, most notably Weber’s assertion of the subordination of
economic science to political goals.17 Yet even on the question of
value freedom there were seeds of his mature doctrine here in his
repeated insistence that the mere fact of economic development
could not provide any self-evident value or standard, whether for
practical policy or for science; values could not be deduced from
facts.!® And in general the Address expresses attitudes which are
repeated in Weber’s mature works, and can be regarded as
characteristic of his political thought. The most important of
these will be considered briefly.

Most obviously typical of the attitudes expressed in the Address
is its explicit affirmation of Germany’s national interest as the
decisive value for political and economic policy. This was affirmed
repeatedly by Weber in his later life. In a speech in 1909 he said:
‘Many of us take the view that the ultimate definitive value . . . is
the power position of a nation in the world.”1 And again in 1916
he wrote that he had ‘always viewed policy from a national stand-
point alone.’20 As will be explored in a later chapter, Weber’s
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nationalism was more complex than has frequently been made out
by critics. A central part of it was his commitment to the value of
‘Kultur’, the cultural uniqueness embodied in national com-
munities in general and the German nation in particular, which
could only be protected under modern conditions by means of the
power state. At the same time there was an important economic
element. The pressure on land and resources brought about by the
growth of population and industrial development—the ‘harsh
gravity of the population problem’, as he called it in the Address2!
—made the assertion of national economic self-interest paramount.
Germany, in particular, now that national unification had set her
firmly in the arena of the great powers, could not opt out of the
international struggle. To do so, as he said in the Address, would
be to make a mockery of German unification. It was the fate of his
generation to live under the shadow of the great generation who had
established the Reich, to be ‘Epigoni’, mere descendants of the
great. At least they should see to it that the achievements of their
predecessors did not mark the end of German history, but rather
the beginning.22 Thus the protection of German culture (particu-
larly against the Slavs), the assertion of economic self-interest, the
satisfaction of a new generation’s honour and responsibility to
the future, all formed part of the nationalism expressed in the
Inaugural Address. Chapter 5 will show how far this mellowed,
particularly after Weber’s Russian studies had awakened him to
the problem of national minorities. Nevertheless, nationalism in
some form was to remain central among his political values.

A second theme of the Inaugural Address, equally typical, was
its criticism of the absence in Germany of any political leadership
which could give adequate expression to her national purpose and
promote it effectively. Emphasis on the central importance of
political leadership was a constant preoccupation of Weber’s
political writings, as much in his later as his earlier period.
Throughout he was convinced that such leadership could only
come from a strong economic class—the bourgeoisie. If, however,
a strong economic class was a necessary condition for political
leadership, it was not a sufficient one; it required also political
capacity and political consciousness. ‘We forget,” said Weber in
the Address, ‘that economic power and a calling for political
leadership of the nation do not necessarily coincide’.23 How to
instill a political consciousness in the bourgeoisie and wean them
from habits of political subservience remained a constant ques-
tion of German politics for Weber. It was a question he answered
differently in different periods. In his early writing the answer lay
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in calls for political education and in the development of a
vigorous bourgeois democratic party as a means to this;24 in the
wartime period his attention concentrated on the reform of politi-
cal institutions, particularly of the subordinate position of
Parliament, to encourage qualities of political will and responsi-
bility.2s In each case the role of class remained indispensable in
providing the social basis and support for political leadership.

If a commitment to national values and to the importance of
political leadership form the main political themes of the Inaugural
Address, the speech is also important for the explicitness with
which it gives expression to certain more general assumptions
central to Weber’s conception of society. The most important of
these is the theme that struggle and conflict form a central and
permanent feature of social life—struggle between groups, classes,
nations, as well as the conflict between differing values. Even
where such a conflict is not apparent, it is still going on under the
surface. ‘There is no peace in the economic struggle for existence’,
says Weber in the Address, ‘only ... the illusion of peace’.26
A similar statement from one of his last writings demonstrates
the continuity of this theme: ‘Conflict cannot be excluded from
social life...“peace” is nothing more than a change in the
character of conflict.’27

The Inaugural Address demonstrates clearly the conclusions
Weber derived from this fact of struggle and conflict both for
empirical analysis and for political values. As to the first, a central
feature in the analysis of social structures became the question of
what qualities, what types of individual were selected out by the
particular character of the conflict taking place within these
structures. How did they so shape the character of struggle that
they brought certain qualities to supremacy at the expense of
others? This concept of ‘Auslese’ (selection) reappears as a
central feature in nearly all Weber’s writings on contemporary
society. Thus one theme of his studies on East Prussia was how the
terms of economic conflict favoured a particular cultural type, the
Polish seasonal worker, at the expense of the Germans.28 The
theme of the massive study he supervised for the Verein in 1907-9
on conditions 1n large-scale industry, indeed its explicit title, was
what particular psycho-physical qualities and types of worker were
‘selected’ by the conditions and pressures of modern factory life.29
The theme of two of the major projects he outlined to the first
meeting of the German Sociological Society in 1910—systematic
studies of voluntary associations and of elites—centred on the
process whereby certain qualities came to be selected and rein-
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forced by the character of the association or the requirements of
the elite role.3? In the political sphere, also, Weber was concerned
with the qualities and types of politician selected by different
kinds of political system.3!

This emphasis on the process of selection through conflict and
competition, whether open or concealed, not only provided a
focus for empirical analysis; Weber also derived conclusions from
it for the sphere of values, as the Inaugural Address shows.
Recognition of the inevitability of conflict ruled out certain kinds
of value position as untenable. If values themselves were in irre-
ducible conflict, then those who believed that all good things could
somehow coincide in some future Utopia and refused to admit the
necessity for choices between them, were too naive to be taken
seriously. More specifically, the inevitability of conflict between
groups and individuals ruled out that range of ideals for mankind
in which peace and happiness formed a substantial part; such
ideals could only be illusory, because they were based on a false
conception of reality. ‘For the dreamers of peace and happiness’,
said Weber, ‘there stands written over the door of mankind’s
unknown future “surrender all hope’.’32

However, in the process of seeking to shatter such illusions,
Weber’s position showed a subtle shift from regarding conflict
as simply a fact of life against which the ideals and values of
others should be tested for their realism, to regarding it as some-
thing to be positively welcomed, even encouraged. This is implicit
in the tone of the Inaugural Address, but is made much more
explicit in a speech Weber made to the Protestant Social Congress,
also on the problems of East Prussia. Here he expanded on his
proposed policy of re-colonisation, which he admitted could only
promise German farmers at best a hard struggle to maintain their
livelihood. Was this a brutal policy? he asked. They were not
involved in ‘Sozialpolitik’ to increase human happiness:

Our aim is . .. so to create conditions, not that men may feel
happier, but that under the necessity of the unavoidable
struggle for existence the best in them—those physical and
spiritual characteristics which we want to preserve for the
nation—will remain protected.33

Here conditions of struggle were to be welcomed because they
fostered qualities of independence that Weber regarded as desir-
able. Indeed, for Weber the highest values could only be developed
through conflict—conflict with other individuals, or with other
values, or ‘struggle against the difficulties which life presents’.34
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It was partly in such terms that he justified the risk-taking activity
of the entrepreneur in a context of market competition, in con-
trast to the bureaucratic ‘order’ of a planned economy, and a social
policy which puts the emphasis on extending the effective rights
of trade unions to pursue improvements for themselves, in pre-
ference to a paternalist system of industrial relations and welfare
provision.3s

It should be said that the concept of ‘Kampf’ was one of the
least specific of Weber’s concepts, ranging from open conflict
between people to an unconscious process of selection within
social structures. In the section devoted to the term in Economy
and Society, written at the end of his life, Weber was much more
careful than in the Inaugural Address to distinguish between the
different types of ‘Kampf”, and their widely differing significance.36
Although he uses the concept more indiscriminately in his political
writings, it 1s mistaken to call his position a Social Darwinist one,
as 1s often done.37 First, even in the Inaugural Address Weber
explicitly rejected as metaphysical any belief in the survival
of superior types in the process of historical development. It was
precisely the higher cultural types who might be least adapted to
new environmental circumstances and social arrangements.38
The concept of ‘selection” provided Weber with a perspective and
a tool for analysis, rather than with a dogma. Secondly, his belief
in the value of struggle and competition was nowhere related to a
theory of the transmission of favourable characteristics through
heredity. The personal qualities developed by such conditions
were sufficient justification in themselves.

Thus a heightened awareness of ‘selection’ at work within social
processes, and a readiness to ascribe value to struggle and conflict
(albeit within limits not clearly defined) formed central aspects of
Weber’s social outlook, and the Inaugural Address is typical of
these. This brings us to a final point about his political values for
which the Address provides evidence, and that is their non-
materialist character. For Weber it was non-material values that
were important, as opposed to ‘bread and butter’ questions. Not
that he underestimated the practical significance of the latter.
But such questions should not form the end of politics. Hence his
insistence on German cultural values in face of the assumption
that the maximisation of production formed a self-evident goal;
and his conviction that the end of ‘Sozialpolitik’ could never be
merely improving the material position of the working class,
but the ‘development of those characteristics . . . which make for
human greatness’.3% ‘It is what seems to us valuable in man’,
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he told the Protestant Social Congress, ‘that we seek to protect:
personal responsibility, the deep aspiration for the moral and
spiritual goods of mankind .. .’40—qualities whose possession
Weber argued was in inverse proportion to ‘a subjective feeling of
happiness’. Politics for Weber was a sphere for the assertion and
pursuit of non-material values. While the attainment of power and
the satisfaction of material interests were necessary means for the
politician, they should not form ends in themselves; the true
politician was one who committed himself to a cause.4! The prob-
lem of how such a conception of the politician could be realised in
practice will be considered in later chapters. For the present we
shall turn to look at a different order of values from those ex-
pressed in the Inaugural Address, that of freedom.

FREEDOM AND THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

The tone of all Weber’s writings of the 1890s was one of self-
confidence, of self-assertiveness. Although he set out to shatter
illusions, and in this sense called himself a pessimist,42 the illusions
were not his own, but those of his fellow members of the Verein
fiir Sozialpolitik and the Protestant Social Congress. In contrast,
the character of the writings of the new phase after his illness is
very different. Not only is the perspective more universal—it is not
Germany that is the theme, but modern society in general; not
capitalism as it affected Germany’s political structure and stand-
ing as a world power, but capitalism as a universal institution—
his outlook also is much less self-confident, more genuinely
pessimistic. His own ideals had now come up against the limita-
tions of empirical reality. This is particularly apparent in the
theme which occurs in one form or another in most of his writings
and speeches in the years 1904-10, that of the decline of human
freedom in the face of the increasing rationalisation of life, and the
bureaucratisation of economic and political structures. It would
be wrong to suggest that all Weber’s writing in this period was
‘really’ about this theme. But the fact that it occurs, even by way
of digression, in works as diverse as those on the ‘Protestant
Ethic’ and the ‘Agricultural Conditions in the Ancient World’
is evidence that it was a constant preoccupation.

The theme of freedom was dealt with most explicitly in Weber’s
writings on the Russian revolution of 1905-6. In her biography
Marianne Weber describes the impact the revolution made on
her husband. He learnt Russian so that he could read reports of
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the happenings in the Russian newspapers, and he ‘followed the
... drama for months on end in breathless excitement’.43 The two
articles he wrote for the Archiv fiir Sozialpolitik und Sozialwissen-
schaft,* intended initially as a review of literature, developed into
his most substantial work on politics in this period. They contain
a great deal of detailed analysis of the Russian social structure and
the course of the political conflict, which will be discussed in a
later chapter in the context of Weber’s theory of the relationship
between society and state. What is of interest here is their under-
lying theme, the question of what were the chances for freedom
in Russia, and in modern society more generally. Only the main
outline of Weber’s answer will be sketched in here.

The question which forms the main theme of Weber’s analysis,
particularly in his first article (‘The Outlook for Bourgeois
Democracy in Russia’), was what social forces existed in Russia
which could act as a vehicle and support for the various liberal
programmes being put forward.4 Weber’s assumption was that
the ideological movement to establish personal and civil liberties
and constitutional government was insufficient to make headway on
its own, unless it could harness important social interests in its
cause. But what were these social interests? Weber’s conclusion
was pessimistic. Of the ‘historical’ institutions of Russia, the
Church hierarchy formed one of the main social supports of
absolutism, despite the existence of liberal elements among the
clergy. Any threat to the Tsar was also a threat to its own hier-
archy.46 The other ‘historical’ force, the peasantry, was not in-
terested in any reforms going beyond the redistribution of land.
It would support a revolution only to the point where its hunger for
land was satisfied, and no further.4? Even this much, involving
a reform of the land system, could only be achieved with a measure
of dictatorial imposition, such was the conflict of interests among
the peasants themselves.48 If the historical institutions of Russian
society thus promised little real support for liberalism, the outlook
from its more modern social forces was no brighter. Of these,
capitalism, having been ‘superimposed in its most advanced
form’ on top of an ‘archaic peasant communism’, received direct
encouragement from the state, and was able to satisfy its needs
through direct liaison with the Tsarist bureaucracy.44 The urban
proletariat, on the other hand, had been recruited into a social
democratic movement of a particularly authoritarian temper;
they were drilled by their leaders ‘into a spiritual parade march’
altogether foreign to liberal ideas or practice.5® None of these
forces, therefore, offered any permanent support for liberalism
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as such, whatever temporary alliance they might form in opposi-
tion to Tsarist repression.

This pessimistic analysis led Weber to reflect on the unique
constellation of factors which had given rise to European liberal-
ism, factors which were not present in Russia and which were no
longer repeatable. This passage is worth quoting at some length:

The historical development of modern ‘freedom’ presupposed a
unique and unrepeatable constellation of factors, of which the
following are the most important: first, overseas expansion . . .
secondly, the characteristic economic and social structure of the
‘early capitalist’ period in Western Europe; thirdly, the conquest
of life through science. .. finally, certain ideal conceptions
which grew out of the concrete historical uniqueness of a parti-
cular religious viewpoint, and which, working together with
numerous unique political circumstances and the material
preconditions mentioned above, combined to fashion the
‘ethical’ and ‘cultural’ character of modern man. The question,
whether any process of material development, in particular that
of present-day advanced capitalism, could of itself maintain
these unique historical circumstances in being or even create
them anew, has only to be asked for the answer to.be obvious.5!

A central feature of Weber’s analysis here was the observation
that modern advanced capitalism was a completely different
creature from the early capitalism described, for example, in The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. It was increasingly
subject to that outward rationalisation of life whose development
it had helped initially to promote. Modern production was typi-
cally standardised, cartellised, bureaucratised production. Such a
development left little scope for economic individualism, nor did
it share any particular relationship with liberalism in the area of
politics:

All the economic weather signs point in the direction of increas-
ing ‘unfreedom’. It is ridiculous in the extreme to ascribe to
modern high capitalism, as currently being imported into
Russia . . . any inner affinity with ‘democracy’ or even ‘freedom’
(in any sense of the word). The question is rather ‘How are any
of these at all possible in the-long run under its domination 7’52

Weber’s conclusion about the chances for the freedom movement
in Russia was thus a pessimistic one. A society which had not
achieved a tradition of liberalism before the arrival of the modern
rationalised form of capitalism, had only a slim chance of de-
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veloping it then. In missing the moment in history when a unique
series of factors combined to provide the impetus for liberal ideas,
it had conceivably missed it for good. ‘All the forms of develop-
ment are excluded which in the West put the strong economic
interests of the possessing classes in the service of the movement for
bourgeois liberty . . . Never has a struggle for freedom been carried
out under such difficult circumstances.’s3 Weber could only express
his admiration for an attempt which seemed so doomed to failure.

Though the subject of Weber’s articles was specifically Russia,
with its peculiar social structure and history, yet he clearly re-
garded his analysis as having a wider significance for modern
society in general. Even for societies which had an established
tradition of liberalism, the increasing rationalisation of the ex-
ternal conditions of life was progressively eliminating the social
structures and areas of independent action which could support
that tradition. ‘We are individualists against the stream of material
constellations . . .” wrote Weber in his first article.5 This sounds
defiant, but it is also touched with pessimism, as many references
in other works of this period show. At the end of The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Weber turns aside from his main
theme to contrast the free spirit of the early capitalists with the
‘iron cage’ of modern industrial life, in which material goods have
‘achieved an inexorable power over the lives of men’.ss In his
studies on ‘Agriculture in the Ancient World’ (somewhat mis-
leadingly titled), the total bureaucratisation of life which was a
central feature of ancient Egypt and the late Roman Empire is
used as an explicit paradigm for the unfreedom progressively
developing in the modern world, ‘only on a technically more per-
fect basis’. Such unfreedom would be at its extreme in a society in
which all independent sources of economic activity were removed
through the expropriation of private capitalism by the state.s6
This is also the theme of Weber’s speech to the Verein meeting in
1909, in which he depicts a time not far distant when every worker
would be simply a small cog in the vast bureaucratic machinery,
his only interest being how to become a bigger cog. ‘The central
question’, said Weber, ‘is what we can oppose to this machinery, so
as to keep a portion of humanity free from this parcelling out of
the soul’.s7 This concern with the diminution of freedom in face of
the rationalisation of life was thus a constant preoccupation in
this period, and the conclusions he drew were largely pessimistic.

We need to be clear, however, about precisely what Weber
meant by ‘freedom’. At least three different concepts can be
distinguished in his writings. First, there is economic individual-
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ism: the possession of an independent sphere of activity, guaran-
teed by private property, over which the individual is master.s?
Secondly, there are civil and political freedoms: guaranteed rights
for the individual and the constitutional rule of law.39 Thirdly,
there is a more internal concept of personal autonomy or responsi-
bility, the capacity not to ‘let life run on as a natural event’
but to treat it ‘as a series of ultimate decisions in which the soul . . .
chooses the meaning of its own existence’.60 Of the three, it was
particularly the first that Weber saw as being progressively elimina-
ted in modern society, with the expropriation of the small pro-
ducer. Of course he exaggerated even this; he himself was well
aware of the scope which still remained within industry, and even
more within agriculture, for individualism of the old kind. It was
one of his frequent assertions that the desire for economic inde-
pendence on the part of the German peasant and small farmer
made him unavailable for socialism, and that most socialists
failed to perceive the difference in mentality between the urban and
the rural worker.6! Equally there remained a scope for entre-
preneurial skills and the exercise of individual responsibility in
even the largest economic concerns. Nevertheless the trend against
economic individualism was clearly established, and its analysis is
a characteristic Weberian theme.

The diminution of one kind of freedom, however, did not neces-
sarily rule out all others as well. Though historically connected
with economic individualism, other kinds of freedom might still
survive, if with difficulty, under the progressive rationalisation of
the outward circumstances of life. In respect to Weber’s concept of
personal autonomy, Karl Lowith has shown how Weber believed
it possible to preserve individual freedom and responsibility,
‘amid and in spite of the inescapably compartmentalised humanity’
of modern life, by insisting on a tension ‘between man and special-
ized man’—the difference between the routine performance of a
role, and the capacity to affirm oneself in it while also recognising
its limitations.2 How far, though, Weber believed such a con-
sciousness to be available to the average official in a bureaucratic
organisation, is open to question. In his ‘Rundschreiben’ on social
policy he argued that their conditions of work threatened their
‘personal development’ even more than those of the manual
worker, and created a stratum of men ‘altogether lacking in
spiritual independence’.63
.. As to the political freedoms, which concern us more here,
Weber believed that to establish them initially without the sup-
port of a strongly individualist society, as the Russian example
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showed, was more difficult than to sustain them once firmly
established. Political freedoms were still possible in modern society,
and Weber was clear about what was necessary to sustain them:
strong Parliamentary institutions and the existence of competing
sources of power within society, particularly as between bureau-
cracies of the state and private industry.¢ While the process of
bureaucratisation itself, in politics as in industry, spelt an end to
individualism, to maintain a tension between a number of bureau-
cracies was a necessary condition for civil and political freedom.
Although, as we shall see, Weber provides evidence to question
whether this condition was in fact a sufficient one, it 1s mistaken
to interpret him as saying that, because individualism was in
decline, all forms of freedom must vanish with it. The situation,
as he himself analysed it, was more complex than this.

In his writings on the Russian revolution Weber demonstrated
a similar capacity to that shown in his writing on East Prussian
agriculture, of bringing out the general significance of a particular
phenomenon by setting it in a wider context and showing its
relationship to a clearly articulated set of values. Weber pene-
trated beneath the conditions of agricultural labourers in East
Prussia to reveal a political crisis facing the nation, and beneath
the Russian revolution to demonstrate the dilemma of liberalism
in modern society. In this sense he was always a strongly theoreti-
cal writer, even whendealing with apparently localised phenomena.
What is important to emphasise here, however, is that, while
showing a similar theoretical depth, the works from the two dif-
ferent periods embody different values and concerns. In the earlier
period it was an exclusively German problem that concerned Weber
and it was viewed from a strongly nationalist perspective. In the
later period it was the more universal problem of freedom in a
rationalised society. This is not to say that the question of freedom
did not appear in Weber’s earlier writings. It is a matter of empha-
sis. The writings on Russia are typical of a widened perspective,
and of a range of concerns that is easy to underestimate, if one
seeks to give an account of Weber’s political values from a narrow
concentration on his German writings alone. It is to these latter,
however, that we shall turn for the last example discussed in this
chapter.

BUREAUCRACY AND POLITICAL LEADERSHIP IN WARTIME
GERMANY

Weber’s wartime writings mark a return to the mood of the 1890s
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and the Inaugural Address. They contain a similar vigorous
affirmation of national values, and express a similar sense of
urgency at the absence of political leadership and the resulting
damage to the nation in the arena of international conflict.
However, the problem is now analysed differently, with much
greater emphasis on the obstacles to leadership presented by
defective political institutions. This emphasis on institutions in
fact dates back to 1907, when Weber insisted in correspondence
with Friedrich Naumann that it was not persons but institutions
that were responsible for the erratic course of German policy.65
Yet the theme was only fully developed in his wartime writings.
In these he showed his attitude to political institutions to be a
purely instrumental one; forms of constitution held no intrinsic
value in themselves, but were to be judged solely for their effective-
ness in serving ends external to them.6 Indeed, Weber expressed
some regret at having to spend time discussing ‘technical’ ques-
tions of constitutional reform, instead of the great cultural issues
confronting the nation.®? But the history of the previous forty
years had shown that the main obstacle to the effective promotion
of Germany’s national and cultural goals had been her defective
system of government. The analysis of political institutions there-
fore took on an urgency and significance it did not normally
merit. Once having committed himself to their analysis, Weber
did so with his usual thoroughness and with a typically theoretical
emphasis. The writings of this period develop what amounts to a
theory of political institutions, in particular of their effect on the
character of political activity and leadership. The most substantial
of these writings is the series of articles Weber wrote for the
Frankfurter Zeitung in 1917, later reworked and published as a
single pamphlet in 1918, under the title ‘Parliament and Govern-
ment in a Reconstructed Germany’.68 Its main themes will be
briefly summarised here.

The main theme of this work is that modern government is
inevitably government by means of a bureaucracy; administra-
tion is in the hands of an expert, salaried, career officialdom. But
without the political leadership capable of controlling this ad-
ministration, all political decision making falls into their hands;
it becomes government by, and not merely through, bureaucracy.
This had happened to Germany. Although Germany was in
theory a monarchical system, in practice the monarch was merely a
dilettante in face of the expertise of modern officialdom, and could
not be otherwise. A properly political leadership could only exist
where there were the appropriate institutions, most important of
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which was a strong Parliament. Through lack of such institutions
Germany suffered from government by bureaucracy, with perni-
cious results particularly for her international position and for
the vigour and consistency of her foreign policy.

As in the Inaugural Address, the source of the trouble was
traced back to Bismarck.®® But now it was not merely that the
dominating influence of the great man had encouraged habits of
subservience. The political structure he left behind perpetuated
this lack of political leadership. The crux of the problem was the
weak constitutional position of Parliament.’0 Under the German
Constitution the government was neither chosen from the Reich-
stag nor responsible to it. There was the additional disability that
if a party leader was appointed to a ministry, he had to surrender
his seat in the Reichstag, and so cut himself off from his political
power base in the support of the electorate. When there was added
to this a general preference for appointing civil servants to minis-
terial positions, the result was a government of bureaucratic
complexion through and through, lacking in political responsi-
bility and political will. This created its own vicious circle: because
Parliament had no real power, it did not attract men of calibre
or capacity for leadership; those who wanted a field in which to
exercise responsibility went elsewhere, for example into business.
‘Our so-called monarchical government’, wrote Weber, ‘when
divested of all its fine phrases, means nothing else than a kind of
negative selection, which diverts all major talents for leadership
into the service of capitalist industry.’7!

Essential to understanding Weber’s critique of the German sys-
tem of government is the distinction he drew between the roles of
civil servant and politician, and the different character of their
activities and the different qualities required of each.”2 Where the
civil servant was typically responsible to a superior, and operated
within an ordered hierarchy of command and obedience, the
politician or political leader had to take responsibility on himself,
and operated within a system of voluntary recruitment of support
in conflict with other groups and other points of view. ‘The struggle
for personal power and the individual responsibility which flows
from this power—this is the life-blood of the politician.’’® The
two roles required, and encouraged, quite different qualities.
In particular the task of an administrator working to set rules
within an ordered hierarchy offered little opportunity for the
development of the qualities necessary for political leadership and
responsibility, which could only be developed in the political
arena of open struggle against opponents. Hence the incapacity
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for political leadership repeatedly demonstrated by Germany’s
bureaucratic leaders, which was responsible for, among other
things, the catstrophic course of Germany’s prewar foreign
policy.74 ‘We should have had politicians in control’, wrote
Weber, ‘who would have had to take responsibility before Parlia-
ment for their foreign policy, not bureaucrats, who repudiated in
private what they declared in public’,7s

The solution required more than merely political education,
which i1s what Weber had advocated in the 1890s; it needed a
reform of the whole system of government, so as to encourage the
development of leaders capable of exercising political responsi-
bility and of restricting the administrators to their proper role.
Such a reform meant in the first instance strengthening the posi-
tion of Parliament, so that the government became recruited
from, and directly answerable to, Parliament.’¢ Weber recognised
that under conditions of universal suffrage, the position of Prime
Minister increasingly resembled that of a President; democracy
was evolving in a plebiscitary direction, with the relationship
between leader and mass becoming all-important. However, a
strong Parliament was necessary as a recruiting ground for such
leaders, and to train them in the political skills necessary for
office. Only such a reform could render Germany politically cap-
able of pursuing her national aims effectively and conducting an
appropriate role in world affairs.

The concluding paragraphs of the work are worth summarising
more fully. It was idle to imagine, argued Weber, that changing
some clauses of the constitution would suddenly produce political
leaders overnight. But it was a prerequisite for this, in removing
major obstacles to such leadership. ‘A nation which could only
produce competent administrators . .. and allowed itself to be-
come subordinate to the uncontrolled rule of officials would be no
“Herrenvolk’ and would do much better to get on with its every-
day affairs than foster pretensions to concerning itself with the
fate of the world’.77 Without internal reform, the war, which was
in part a contest to secure Germany’s right to have a say in the
future of the world along with others, would be rendered senseless.
Without it, all Germany would be good for in future was a purely
defensive policy, never for ‘tasks of world stature’.78

The topics covered in ‘Parliament and Government’ are too
many to do justice to in so short a summary. However, enough
should have been said to show the continuity between Weber’s
wartime writings and the early period of the Inaugural Address,
as well as the different emphasis in the later work on the reform of
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Parliamentary institutions. This later concentration on the institu-
tional basis for the political leader has led some to see a major
development in Weber’s political theory, away from the earlier
concentration on class to an emphasis on individual leadership.
Although, as will be discussed below,? there are problems about
the relationship between class and political leadership in Weber’s
work, this way of presenting it is an oversimplification. To the end
Weber insisted on analysing contemporary politics in class terms.
Institutions and individual leaders alike depended upon a social
basis of support, which under modern conditions meant class
support. Thus a central feature of his analysis of German politics
remained the control exercised by the Junkers over the institutions
of government, in association with large-scale capitalism.80
Whatever the historical origins of the weak Parliamentary system
it persisted because it served the interests of major social groups.
Any strategy for change could therefore not simply be institutional,
but was a question of how to detach the ‘broad strata of the
bourgeoisie’8! from their acquiescence in the existing structure.
Equally, the viability of a different system depended upon the
character of their support for it. How central this was in Weber’s
thinking can be judged from the following typical passage, written
in November 1918 in an article in which Weber reviewed a variety
of possible constitutional schemes for the future German state:

Unfortunately, constitutional questions are not unimportant,
but naturally they are not the most important thing for politics.
Far more decisive for the future of Germany is the question:
whether the bourgeoisie as a whole will develop a new readiness
for political responsibility and a more self-conscious political
Spirit.82

The difference of emphasis thus lies within an underlying con-
tinuity. But what of the theme of freedom, which had been so
central to the prewar writings? This had become submerged,
though not entirely so. In ‘Parliament and Government’” Weber
also justifies a strong Parliament as a guarantor of individual
rights and liberties.83 And the work contains a number of passages
reminiscent of prewar themes, for example where he describes
bureaucracy as a living machine ‘fabricating the cage of bondage
which men may one day be forced to inhabit, as powerless as the
fellahin of ancient Egypt’.84 Although this problem was less
immediately pressing than the reform of institutions to encourage
political leadership, it still remained at the back of Weber’s mind,
as 1s shown explicitly in a series of questions he asks at a central
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point in the work.8s The onward march of bureaucratisation, he
writes, poses a number of questions for political organisation.
First of these is, ‘How is it. .. possible at all, to preserve any
element of “individualism” and freedom in face of this powerful
onset of bureaucracy?” However, he goes on, this question won’t
concern us on this occasion, but rather two others: what forces
exist capable of exercising some effective control over the bureau-
cratic machine ? and what are the inner limitations of this machine,
what is it not capable of achieving? Although under the pressures
of war the problem of freedom had thus become displaced by more
urgent questions, it nevertheless remained firmly on the agenda of
inquiry, representing a quite different order of values and con-
cerns.

Thus, though ‘Parliament and Government’ may appear simply
as a return to the concerns of the 1890s, it also contains evidence
for a duality of values in Weber’s political standpoint, which is
one of the themes of this chapter. This duality has led to very
different interpretations of Weber, according to which aspect is
emphasised. On the one hand there is Weber as presented, for
example, by Wolfgang Mommsen’s book—the vigorous exponent
of German nationalism, eager for the rise of a political leadership
capable of extending her power, and ready to subordinate institu-
tional arrangements and even all other values to this end. At its
most extreme, this view traces a direct line of descent from Weber
to national socialism.86 On the other hand there is the view put
forward by, among others, Christoph Steding, of Weber as the
pessimistic liberal, as an exponent of individualism in an increas-
ingly hostile environment, only too conscious of himself as an
‘Epigone’, a survivor from a previous era, swimming against the
current of his times.87 Put atits extreme, as in Steding’s later work,88
this view sees Weber as a typical representative of the decadent
civilisation that national socialism set out to replace.

There 1s truth in both these views, though Steding ignores the
subtlety of Weber’s liberalism. More often, in fact, the interpreta-
tion of Weber as a liberal is offered as a mark of approval by
those who seek to defend him against what they regard as the
excesses of Mommsen’s approach.8® Yet on their own these re-
main only partial accounts, as the material presented in this
chapter should make evident. Any account which is to do justice
to the complexity of Weber’s political standpoint must recognise
alike his commitment to German cultural values, his emphasis
on leadership in society and his concern for liberty in an increasing-
ly bureaucratised age. These values stood in some tension to one
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another. Such tension, however, was not unique to Weber, nor to
the context of German politics, but was a characteristic feature of
a bourgeois political standpoint in the circumstances of capitalist
development of his time. This brings us to a central theme of this
work : that it is not simply as a propagandist and commentator on
German politics, with its unique configuration of problems, that
Weber should be understood, but also as having a wider signifi-
cance as a theorist of bourgeois politics. The final section of the
chapter will consider what this means.

WEBER AS A THEORIST OF BOURGEOIS POLITICS

To call Weber in the context of his political writings a bourgeois
theorist, a theorist of bourgeois politics, is both to characterise a
political position, and to define a problem. Weber was, as he
himself frequently asserted, a ‘self-conscious’ or ‘class-conscious’
bourgeois.?® ‘I am a member of the bourgeois classes’, he said in
the Inaugural Address: ‘I feel myself as such, and have been
brought up in their opinions and ideals’.9! The values already
considered—national, liberal, elitist—were, in the character of
their emphasis, bourgeois values, and form an obvious contrast
to the collectivist, egalitarian ideals of socialism to which Weber
remained opposed throughout his life. At the same time, however,
his standpoint did not involve any simple acceptance of capitalism
in all its features, much less an identification with the attitudes of
the bourgeoisie at any given moment. The problem, therefore, is
to clarify what is to be understood by the term ‘bourgeois’, and
what its relationship is to capitalism, particularly to the form of
capitalism that was developing in Weber’s own time.

The appropriate place to start in considering what is meant by
the concept ‘bourgeois’ is with Weber’s own definition. This is to
be found most clearly in his writings of the period 1904-6. His
works on The Protestant Ethic and the Russian revolution re-
spectively defined two different elements in the bourgeois outlook.
First of these was the distinctive attitude to work characteristic of
the ‘spirit of capitalism’, and the variety of qualities associated
with successful business activity: on the one hand devotion to
work as a ‘calling’, as an end in itself, and an ascetic outlook which
imposed its own limitation on material consumption; on the
other hand the possession of qualities such as reliability, shrewd-
ness, readiness to take calculated risks, qualities developed in the
‘hard school of life’ and the struggle of the market.92 The second
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set of features which could be defined as distinctively ‘bourgeois’
were those associated with the concept of individualism: the ideal
of an independent sphere of activity for each individual as a means
to distinctive personal development, and its expression in the
political sphere in the demand for individual civil and political
rights. In Russia this ideal stood in opposition both to traditional
patriarchalism and also to the communism of the peasantry
whose commitment to the ‘ethical equalisation of opportunities’,
Weber wrote, ‘could only hamper the development in that country
of an individualistic culture of a Western European kind’.93

Both sets of ‘bourgeois’ values were strongly affirmed by Weber
himself. On the one hand the ascetic attitude to work and the
associated qualities described in The Protestant Ethic defined his
own personal ideal, in contrast to the easy-going approach to life
of the ‘natural’ man.% His affirmation of struggle in the hard
school of life and his opposition to materialist values, described
earlier in the chapter, typified this outlook. Alongside this went
a preoccupation with securing ‘freedom of movement’ for the
individual. Whatever his sympathies with the working class, his
wife wrote, he could never become a member of a socialist party,
because ‘in the substance of his being he remained an individual-
ist’.95 In both respects Weber’s political standpoint was an embodi-
ment of bourgeois values, as he himself defined them.

Both sets of qualities were historically linked to the ownership
of private property and the conditions characteristic of early
capitalism. But how far could they be preserved under the circum-
stances of a more developed stage of capitalism ? Weber himself
argued that, as a result of the operation of these very qualities,
capitalism had come to take a form which put their con-
tinuance in question. Capitalism was the ‘pacemaker’ for the
process of bureaucratisation in both industry and state which
threatened to stifle all individualism.% It also encouraged the
pursuit of material goods as a major end of human life, rather
than as a by-product of ‘hard work in one’s calling’.97 Both these
developments Weber described, somewhat dramatically, as the
‘iron cage’ of modern life.98 At the same time the growth of class
conflict had destroyed for ever the ‘belief in the natural harmony
of free individuals’,9 while the internationalisation of economic
activity was intensifying national conflicts and making more
necessary the assertion of a national cultural identity.100 None of
these developments were consonant with the distinctive ‘bour-
geois’ values, as defined above. Indeed the dilemma, to which
Weber’s writing gave typical expression, was that the system of
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private property was becoming divorced from the values which
provided its main justification.

This is not to say that Weber believed these values to belong
entirely to a past age. He wished to appeal to them as a still valid
justification for capitalism as an economic system against two
different forms of threat, both apparent in German society. One
of these was the threat to capitalism from within: that the bour-
geoisie would go ‘soft’; that its members would seek a respite from
the hard calling of the entrepreneur in the quiet comfort of a
rentier existence, or alternatively in the easy profits to be made
from a state-oriented form of capitalism.10!l In this context the
bourgeois ethic provided a standard from which the German
bourgeoisie could be shown to be in danger of deviating.102
The other threat came from socialism, which sought to replace the
dynamic process of market competition by a system of bureaucra-
tic ‘order’, and the distinctive qualities of the entrepreneur by
state officials whose ambition, in many cases, was confined to
securing a progressive income appropriate to their status, lasting
if possible to the grave.103 Such an ‘order’ would also remove the
tension between the bureaucracies of capitalism and the state, on
which political freedom, even for the masses, depended. Thus
Weber could write, in the first of his Russian articles, that what-
ever measure of personal freedom was not won for the masses in
the course of the next generations, while the ‘much abused
“anarchy” of production’ remained, might well be lost to them
for good.104

The characteristic ‘bourgeois’ values, therefore, as Weber him-
self defined them, were not simply a feature of the past, but also
served as a justification, and set a standard, for capitalist activity
in the present. At the same time, however, the developments
generated in society by a more advanced stage of capitalism, men-
tioned above, called for a political standpoint which went beyond
these values. The bureaucratisation of social and political struc-
tures led Weber to give a major emphasis to the role of the in-
dividual leader who stood at the head of such organisations. The
intensification of international competition and conflict led to a
strenuous assertion of national cultural values, as well as a com-
mitment to an expansive capitalism as a necessary means to pro-
vide for mass needs and the population problem. In these posi-
tions elements of the other values can readily be discerned. Thus
Weber’s nationalism embodied an appeal to his society to accept
the challenge and responsibility of world tasks, as a historical
‘calling’, in contrast to the ‘peace and quiet’ of smaller nations.
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On the other side, his conception of leadership was defined primari-
ly in individualistic terms. In a sense, these are the familiar bour-
geois values writ large. The process of enlargement, however,
produced its characteristic tensions; the expression of individual
personality on the part of a leader, for example, involved a
corresponding suppression of individuality on the part of his
following, and the dominance of a great figure threatened the
independence of society at large. The values of nation, leadership
and freedom thus rested uneasily together. This tension was not
unique to Weber alone, but represents a point at which bourgeois
political values were themselves undergoing change, in response to
the changes capitalism was producing in the character of modern
society.

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that to describe
Weber’s political theory as ‘bourgeois’ is not to offer a situational
critique, in which conclusions drawn from his social position are
then imposed ab extra on the character of his thought. It is rather
to accept his own characterisation of his political values, and to
show how these provided the focus for the empirical analysis of his
political writings. Among other features of this analysis, Weber
gave a major emphasis to the phenomenon of class. Class conflict,
he told the Protestant Social Congress amid protests, was ‘an
integral part of the present social order’; it was time the church
recognised this, and in recognising it, thereby legalised it.105
Here also Weber was truly ‘class-conscious’. This was so, not
only in his recognition of the particular dilemma confronting the
German bourgeoisie as a result of Germany’s retarded develop-
ment—caught between the Junker class clinging to political power
above them and the working class demanding it from below. It was
also in part the prevalence of class and economic interests in
modern society that led Weber to insist so strongly on a political
dimension which went beyond them. Thus in the Inaugural
Address, he insisted on the goal of social unity for the nation,
because modern economic development had ‘burst it asunder’, and
on the necessity for the political education of society, because
modern economic development threatened to ‘destroy men’s
natural political instincts’.106 Weber at once both recognised the
significance of class and economic interests, and sought to empha-
sise a political dimension which would transcend them.

This interaction between the economic and the political is an
important feature in Weber’s perception of his contemporary
society, as expressed in his political writings. It is also reflected
in the structure of this book. Chapters 3 to 5 will concern them-
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selves with the more exclusively political aspects of Weber’s
account of modern politics: his account and critique of bureauc-
racy; his account of democracy and mass politics; his conception
of the nation and nation state. These are considered largely in
abstraction from his theory of society. Chapters 6 and 7 will then
discuss the relationship between class and political structure in his
accounts of Germany and Russia respectively. This will in turn
be completed in Chapter 8 by considering the account of political
leadership in his later writings, as seen in the context of his theory
of society. The individual chapters are thus not intended to be
read in 1solation, but as parts of an interrelated whole.

As already mentioned, these different features of Weber’s
empirical analysis will be treated within the framework of values
discussed in this chapter. By characterising these values as ‘bour-
geois’, it 1s not intended to reduce everything Weber wrote to a
crude bourgeois perspective, but rather to identify the most
general assumptions within which the analysis contained in his
political writings was set. The rest of the book will look syste-
matically at his analysis of the nature and problems of modern
politics, as seen from this standpoint.
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Chapter 3

The Limits of
Bureaucratic Rationality

Of all the features which Weber regarded as definitive of the
modern state and its politics, his account of bureaucracy is the
most familiar.! Most students of sociology and government can
recite the various characteristics—salaried, hierarchical, rule-
governed, etc—that constitute his bureaucratic model, and are
aware of his claim that it was technically superior to all other
forms of administration. Yet the account of bureaucracy in
Economy and Society forms only one of three different aspects or
theories of bureaucracy to be found in Weber’s writing. Even
the significance of this account for Weber’s contemporaries has
not been fully grasped, because the controversy within the Verein
fir Sozialpolitik, which provides its context, has been ignored.2
All three of Weber’s theories were conceived in opposition to the
view of bureaucracy accepted by the ‘conservative’ wing of the
Verein. It is appropriate, therefore, to take this view as the starting
point for a consideration of Weber’s own account.

The conception of bureaucracy held by the ‘conservative’ wing
of the Verein was typified by Gustav Schmoller, the historian of
Prussian administration. Schmoller’s view was that bureaucracy
stood, alongside the monarchy, as a neutral force above the
competing particular interests of party and class, embodying the
universal interest of society as a whole, and endowed with a
special political wisdom.3 This conception was a recurring one in
German thought, its best known exponent being the philosopher
Hegel. Dieter Lindenlaub argues that Schmoller’s view was not in
fact taken from Hegel, but derived directly from his own historical
researches, and his ‘personal experience and observation over
forty years of public life’.4 Whatever the source, his conclusions
were similar. While Schmoller did not regard the bureaucracy as
perfect—there was too much ‘mandarin scheming and red tape’—
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yet there was nothing about it that could not be put right by a few
simple administrative reforms.5 Essentially, bureaucracy was
conceived as an independent political force, endowed with the
qualities of wisdom and disinterestedness, and hence supremely
fitted to direct the affairs of society. Among the older generation
of the Verein, the magnificent achievements of the German and
Austrian bureaucracies formed a constant refrain.6 Their opposi-
tion to political democratisation lay in the fear that the indepen-
dent government of monarch and bureaucracy would be replaced
by government based upon the particular interests of party and
class.

The three different aspects of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy
were all opposed to this ‘conservative’ view. First was his familiar
conception of bureaucracy as a technically efficient instrument
of administration, ‘technically the most perfectly adapted for
achieving the highest level of performance’.” Almost all com-
mentators have seized upon the claim to technical superiority as
the key point in this account, but also significant in the light of the
conservative view was Weber’s insistence that bureaucracy was
only a technical instrument, and nothing more. This point was
emphasized clearly by his brother Alfred at the meeting of the
Verein in 1909, which became notorious for the attack on bureau-
cracy by the Weber brothers:

I do not speak for the older generation, who insist on endowing
the bureaucratic apparatus with values which belong to the
community at large, with the result that the civil servant and
the bureaucracy as a whole become surrounded with an aura of
emotional approval. . . . I speak rather for those . . . who regard
bureaucracy as a technical instrument alone, and the civil
servant as much a technical official as the private industrialist
with an apparat at his disposal, those, in other words, for whom
the public service is divested of all emotional value.8

Divesting bureaucracy of its ‘sacred halo’ was an important feature
of Max Weber’s theory also. The state apparatus was to be viewed
simply as a technical instrument, and considered on the same level
with others as merely one example of a type of administration
increasingly prevalent throughout all spheres of modern life. Far
from this involving an idealisation of Prussian bureaucracy, as
some critics claim, it effectively dethroned it. Thus when Max
Weber in the same Verein debate emphasised the character of
bureaucracy as ‘precise, soulless and machine-like’, this was
greeted with shouts of ‘ridiculous’, since it denied the state
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apparat that superior status, that emotional mystique, which was
its distinctive feature in conservative eyes.3

To say that Weber regarded the state administration as entirely
on a level with others would be misleading. He recognised the
special characteristics of the civil service, which stemmed from
the unique position of the state as possessing a monopoly of the
means of coercion; it was therefore concerned with power in a
special sense.10 In his writing the concept of bureaucracy carries a
dual meaning. It can refer either to any system of administration
which approximates to the ‘rational’ model, including that of the
state, or to the latter alone; it can designate either the total body
of officials who work in offices, in whatever sector of activity, or the
specific group of men who comprise the civil service.1! This desig-
nation of a specifically political concept of bureaucracy, however,
formed part of a wider conception, which stressed the common
characteristics of bureaucracy as an administrative instrument. It
was this stress on its instrumental function that distinguished
Weber’s theory from that of the ‘conservative’ school. Indeed,
freeing bureaucracy from the latter’s adulation was a necessary
starting point for appreciating its proper value, which lay in its
purely technical superiority in the performance of administrative
tasks.

The recognition that bureaucracy for Weber, though a supreme-
ly effective technical instrument, was nevertheless on/y an instru-
ment, is necessary to appreciate the significance of the second
aspect of his theory. This was that bureaucracy had an inherent
tendency to exceed its instrumental function, and to become a
separate force within society, capable of influencing the goals and
character of that society.!2 It constituted a separate power group
within the state, a separate status stratum within society at large.
Thus 1n the political sphere Weber recognised as an empirical
phenomenon the ability of bureaucracy to become a separate
force, which was central to the conservative view. But far from
this being the essence of bureaucracy, as they believed, Weber
criticised it as an aberration, since it involved usurping the goal-
setting function which properly belonged to the politician. Not
only did this role belong to the politician, it was also one for which
the civil servant was by training unsuited. Central to this second
conception of bureaucracy, therefore, was an account of its
inherent limitations, ‘what it cannot achieve’.!3 Where the em-
phasis in Economy and Society was on the technical superiority
of bureaucracy, Weber’s political writings were concentrated
explicitly on its negative side, on what it could not achieve.
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The third aspect of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy, like the
second, is to be found only in his political writings. It involved a
conception of bureaucracy as reflecting the class structure of
society. Far from embodying the universal and disinterested out-
look ascribed to it by conservative mythology, in practice it was
unable to free itself from the outlook of the social classes from
which it was recruited and to which it was allied. This conception
was an important feature in Weber’s analysis of German politics.14
The claim of the Prussian bureaucracy to be above party was so
much ‘cant’; in practice it operated as an instrument for the preser-
vation of Junker dominance.!'s By permeating the bureaucracy
and army with its attitudes, this class determined the main features
of German policy.16 The class outlook of bureaucracy was equally
evident in Russia, where ‘the higher echelons of the civil service,
as well as the officer corps, are recruited mainly from the propertied
classes, just as they are everywhere else’.17 This view of bureaucracy
as grounded in the class structure of society was held in common
by the younger generation of the Verein.!8 It was given charac-
teristic expression by Alfred Weber in the same debate already
mentioned :

It is a fundamental error to imagine that bureaucracy has the
characteristic of being independent of any social basis. It finds
its social basis in those power groups which control the or-
ganisation of society.19

The shouts of approval and disagreement which greeted these
remarks bears witness to the contentiousness of the subject within
the Verein. Max Weber was, with his brother Alfred, a leading
exponent of an alternative conception of bureaucracy to that of
the conservative wing. Where the latter applauded the Prussian
bureaucracy for its political achievements, and looked to it as a
model of independence above party and class, Max Weber
insisted that bureaucracy was essentially a technical instrument;
that its admitted capacity to assume a directing role in society was
an aberration from its proper function; that, far from it being
independent, it was unable to free itself from the class structure of
society. At the same time, these different aspects of Weber’s
theory also modified each other. In particular, his political writings
offer a modification of the conception of bureaucracy to be found
in Economy and Society. In the latter, central place is given to the
development of a model or ‘ideal type’ of bureaucracy: to an
account of the criteria a system of administration must satisfy if
it is to count as bureaucratic, and of the typical preconditions and
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consequences of its doing so. The political writings show that in
practice bureaucracy does not fulfil these criteria. It has an inher-
ent tendency to exceed its administrative function; the official does
not act entirely sine ira et studio, but his outlook is affected by the
presuppositions of social class. These deviations from the ‘ideal
type’ are not accidental, but systematic. Bureaucracy is not merely
a technical instrument; it is also a social force with interests and
values of its own, and as such has social consequences over and
above its instrumental achievements. As a power group it has the
capacity to influence the goals of the political system; as a status
stratum it has a more unconscious effect upon the values of society
at large. At the same time it is not independent of other social
forces, particularly that of class. These are the chief features of
Weber’s account of bureaucratic operation in practice, and they
constitute an important qualification of his ‘ideal type’.

Of the three aspects of Weber’s theory of bureaucracy outlined
here, the class context of bureaucracy will be left to later chapters,
which deal with his account of the relation between society and
state. The present chapter will begin with a brief summary of the
most familiar aspect of his theory: his account of bureaucracy
as a technical instrument, and of its irresistible advance in modern
society. This will provide the context for his critique of bureaucracy
and its tendency to exceed its instrumental function, which forms
the main theme of this chapter.

THE IRRESISTIBLE ADVANCE OF BUREAUCRATIC
ADMINISTRATION

‘The degree of advance towards a bureaucratic . . . officialdom’,
Weber wrote, ‘provides the decisive yardstick for the modernisa-
tion of the state’.20 The theory of bureaucracy forms a central
part of his account of modernisation, involving an explicit con-
trast with traditional systems of administration. Bureaucracy is
itself defined in opposition to traditional types; it is the ‘counter-
image of patrimonialism transposed into rationality’.2! For Weber,
a chief characteristic of modern society as well as the state was the
replacement of patriarchal and patrimonial systems of adminis-
tration by the bureaucratic, of traditional authority by authority
which he called ‘rational’ or ‘legal’. This process, once begun,
was irreversible.

Although the terms ‘rational-legal’, used to characterise
bureaucracy, are generally run together by translators, these were
two separate, if overlapping, concepts in Weber’s writing. The
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concept of ‘legality’ defined the characteristic basis of authority
in modern institutions, which lay in procedural correctness.
According to Weber, those subject to authority, whether of a law
or a person, accept it as legitimate if it is constituted according to
the correct procedures.22 Hence the two characteristics which
most distinguish modern from traditional authority: where the
latter is personal, involving allegiance to the person of the ruler,
‘legal’ authority is impersonal, involving allegiance to rules and
written procedures.23 Secondly, where under the traditional
authority, resting as it does on a belief in the sanctity of the past,
scope for positive enactment, for the creation of new law, is
Iimited; under legal authority there is in principle free scope
for new enactment, provided only the formal procedures are
observed.24 Both qualities are central to bureaucratic administra-
tion. Allegiance to impersonal rules and procedural correctness
is the hallmark of the official: he is disciplined to treat like cases
alike, irrespective of the personal status of the individual, and to
apply rules consistently, even though he may disagree with their
content. At the same time bureaucracy forms part of a total
structure of authority, which has the capacity to change law at
will according to a change in circumstance or in the personnel
occupying positions of power; the administration as a whole 1s
conditioned to obey political masters with widely different policies
and ideals, provided they proceed in a manner that is formally
correct.2>

This emphasis on procedural correctness as the criterion of
legitimacy is consonant with the generally instrumental character
that Weber ascribed to modern institutions. Here we come to the
second concept that he used to characterise bureaucracy, that of
‘rationality’. When Weber spoke of the ‘rationalisation’ of modern
life, he did this in a number of different senses.26 One was that of
purpose, or means—end, rationality. Modern life was distinguished
by systems of purpose-rational action, involving the explicit
definition of goals and the increasingly precise calculation of the
most effective means to achieve them, in contrast to action arising
from habit or from traditionalism as a principle. Overlapping with
this was a conception of rationality as embodying certain qualities
implicit in the exercise of reason as such, whether it involved a
means—end schema or not. A pattern of activity was ‘rationalised’
to that extent that it was governed by explicitly formulated rules,
that its scope was precisely delimited and involved the application
of specialised concepts and knowledge, and that it was systema-
tised into a coherent whole. These were characteristics which
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could apply to a pattern of religious belief or conduct, to law or
ethics, as well as to systems of action that were specifically instru-
mental, such as administration or economic management. When
applied to the latter, these characteristics ensured maximum preci-
sion and calculability of operation. Bureaucracy exemplified
‘rationality’ in all these different senses. Thus Weber called it
specifically ‘rational’ because it involved control on the basis of
knowledge, in particular specialised knowledge; because of its
clearly defined spheres of competence; because it operated accord-
ing to intellectually analysable rules; because of the calculability
of its operation; finally, because technically it was capable of the
highest level of achievement.??

These ‘rational’ characteristics of bureaucracy guaranteed it a
superiority in technical performance over all other forms of ad-
ministration, as great as the machine over non-mechanical forms
of production. This was particularly true of what Weber called
the ‘monocratic’ type, where the administration came to an apex
under a single chief or head, which marked the culmination of
bureaucratic development. In comparison with all historically
known forms of administration—by personal retainers, unpaid
amateurs, elected officials, collegial bodies, etc—monocratic
bureaucracy was superior in the technical qualities of ‘precision,
speed, continuity . .. reduction of friction and of personal and
administrative costs’.28 It was the only type capable of coping
with the complexity and scale of modern administrative tasks,
particularly those generated by the requirements of a capitalist
market economy. Hence its progress was irresistible and irre-
versible:

In comparison with other historical bearers of the modern
rational order of life, bureaucracy is distinguished by its much
greater inescapability. There 1s no historical example known of
where it once achieved supreme dominance—China, Egypt, in
a less thoroughgoing form in the late Roman empire and
Byzantium-—that it disappeared without the complete downfall
of the whole culture that it carried. And these were relatively
irrational forms of bureaucracy—‘patrimonial bureaucracies’.29

Two examples of the spread of monocratic bureaucracy in the
political sphere, which particularly impressed Weber, are evidence
of his conviction that the process was irresistible—one from the
USA, the other from Russia. In the USA Weber remarked how,
despite the strong material and i1deological factors supporting the
election of officials, this was inexorably giving ground to the
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bureaucratisation of administration through civil service reform.30
A system of election of officials proved wasteful and corrupt. The
criterion for selection of candidates was more a question of ser-
vices rendered to the party than of any qualifications for the
particular office, and the system of election destroyed the basis of
administrative discipline and subordination of the official to his
superiors. The corruption and waste involved could only be
tolerated by a country with unlimited economic opportunities,
and this was possible no longer. ‘The time has naturally long since
come, when even in America administration can no longer be
carried out by dilettantes. Specialised officialdom is expanding
rapidly’.3! In Russia it was a question of the replacement of a
quasi-collegial system of administration by a monocratic bureau-
cracy.3?2 The traditional pattern of administration, Weber ob-
served, was by ministries which operated independently of one
another, each reporting separately to the Tzar. Such a system
involved the separate departments in an infinite amount of time
trying to outwit or reach compromises with one another. Again the
result was a great waste of time and resources, although one un-
intentional by-product was a certain freedom for the governed in
the conflict between the ministries. The unification of these dis-
parate elements into a monocratic bureaucracy was the only
permanent result on an institutional level of the 1905 revolution.
In theory, at least, it marked the end of traditionalism in
administration, and the ‘definitive establishment of the centralised
authority of a modern bureaucracy’.33

Both examples, from the USA and Russia, demonstrated the
replacement of competing sources of authority by a single source,
that is, a concentration of power. Such concentration was a typical
feature of bureaucracy and the increasing rationalisation of
administration. It formed the basis for Weber’s critique of those
democratic and socialist ideals which held out the possibility of
minimising or dispersing the exercise of authority in modern
society.34 The only possible room for democracy in the mass state
lay in the election of a political head for the bureaucracy to serve;
a bureaucratic system could be controlled from above by a demo-
cratically elected politician, but could not be replaced by election
from below.35 Even mobilisation of the vote itself required the
bureaucratisation of political parties, and this brought a concentra-
tion of power in the hands of those who controlled the organisa-
tion.36 If in the political sphere the possibility of control from
below was increasingly Utopian, this was equally true at the work
place.3” The separation of the worker from the means of produc-
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tion that socialist theory attributed to capitalism was in fact a
feature of bureaucratic operation itself; with the increasing
sophistication of technology and the spread of bureaucratic ad-
ministration within industry, this ‘separation’ was an increasingly
prevalent condition, irrespective of private ownership:

Everywhere it is the same. The means of operation within the
factory, the state, the army, the university, are, through
the mediation of a bureaucratically structured apparat, con-
centrated in the hands of those who control this apparat.38

It was therefore unrealistic to envisage a dispersal of authority in
modern society. ‘It is the dictatorship of the official, not of the
worker, that is—for the present at least—on the advance’.39

The bureaucratic type of administration, then, according to
Weber, was advancing irresistibly because of its technical superi-
ority. Weber recognised a clearly positive side to this. Like the
industrial machine, so the ‘human machine’ brought an extension
of human capacities; it increased man’s capacity to achieve his
ends in an increasingly complex society. At the same time—and
here Weber echoes Marx’s concept of alienation—bureaucracy
was a social force with powers and values of its own, and its
development increased the forces to which man was subject.
Karl Lowith was one of the first to recognise the ‘ambivalence of
rationality’ as a central theme in Weber’s writing, in his articles on
Marx and Weber in 1932. For Weber, he writes, the process of
rationalisation ‘combines at once the specific achievement of the
modern world and the whole questionability of this achievement’.40
Where through the rationalisation of life men sought to bring
their external circumstances more under their control and so
increase their freedom, at the same time this also increased the
powers to which they were subject. The rest of the present chapter
will discuss this critique of bureaucracy to be found in Weber’s
political writings. Where the theme of Economy and Society is the
superiority of bureaucracy as an instrument for mastering com-
plex administrative tasks, the theme of the political writings is its
tendency to become an independent social and political force with
distinct values of its own and a capacity to affect the ends and
culture of society. This theme is similar to that pursued by Robert
Michels in the sphere of party organisation,*! but Weber applied it
to the societal level as a whole. Two different aspects of the theme
will be distinguished, corresponding to the two different meanings
of the term ‘bureaucracy’ adopted by Weber: the particular one,
which denotes the specifically political administration of the
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state; and the more general one, which denotes a ‘rational’ type
of administration wherever it occurs in society. Though the
distinction is not always clear-cut in Weber’s writing, it provides a
useful demarcation for two different kinds of problem he discusses.
The first is a specifically political issue of the power and inde-
pendence of the state bureaucracy, and the problem of how it can
be controlled; the second concerns the cultural effects of the
development of bureaucratic administration throughout society,
and the problem of the type of individual and the kind of society it
encourages. The latter will lead on to a discussion of Weber’s
critique of socialism.

BUREAUCRACY AS A POWER GROUP

The bureaucracies which Weber analysed in Germany and Russia
were to some extent a special case, in that they had been allowed
to achieve a dominant position within the process of government,
and were not subject to effective political control. It is clear,
however, that Weber regarded them as chronic cases of what was a
general phenomenon. Though in theory only an impersonal
apparatus, a bureaucracy formed at the same time a separate
group within the state, with its own special interests, values and
power basis.42 Its separate interests lay in the maintenance and
extension of administrative positions and power; its distinctive
outlook lay in a belief in its own superior objectivity in inter-
preting the national interest free from party bias; its power lay in
its knowledge and experience and in the cloak of secrecy with which
it concealed its operations. While these features were important to
its effectiveness as a technical instrument, they also helped mould
a bureaucracy into a special group within the state, with its own
separate interests. The examples of Russia and Germany showed
how far this process would go, if it was not subject to a strong
counteracting power.

The phrases, the ‘interests’, the ‘prestige interests’, the ‘power in-
terests’, of the bureaucracy occur repeatedly throughout Weber’s
political writings. Contemporary Russian and German history
showed a variety of such interests at work: their interest in
minimising the power and importance of Parliament; in by-
passing Parliament and co-operating directly with interest groups;
in centralising the activities of local government ; in maximising the
secrecy of governmental operation; in monopolising positions in
government as posts for bureaucratic advancement; in extending
the influence and power of the state externally. All these were
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interests which the bureaucracy was able to pursue successfully.43
They all involved an interest in power, not merely as a means to
improve administrative performance, but as an end in itself.
Hence the explanation for the rapid development of bureaucracy
in modern society and state lay not simply in its technical superior-
ity, but also in the pressure exerted by officials in pursuit of their
own special interests as a group.

In pursuit of these interests state officialdom was sustained by
a set of beliefs and values which constituted what Weber called its
‘Amtsehre’ or ‘code of honour’. Besides a sense of duty to their
office, this typically comprised a belief in the superiority of their
own qualifications and competence, as compared with others who
did not possess these, MPs in particular. They saw Parliament as a
‘talking shop for vain individuals, to whom every competent
official felt far superior in the command he possessed of his
department’.4¢ Combined with this attitude went a pride in being
impartial, ‘above party’, true interpreters of the national in-
terest.45 These different aspects of the ‘Amtsehre’ appear together
in a typical passage where Weber describes the outlook of the
Russian bureaucracy:

Quite in keeping with its character, it looked down scorn-
fully on the ‘bungling’ and impractical ‘pigheadedness’ of the
intelligentsia and the various organs of self-government—
their ‘defence of special interests’, their ‘stupidity’ and egoism,
their Utopian dreams—all of which constituted in its view a
perpetual obstacle to the welfare and happiness of the people
which it was striving to promote from above, and undermined
the appropriate respect for authority that ‘reasons of state’
demanded.46

The claim to be ‘above party’ needed to be viewed with scepticism,
as Weber realised. His own Prussian bureaucracy, in particular,
was recruited almost exclusively from conservative social groups
whose interests in turn it supported. Their definition of state
interests was thus invariably conservative.47 At the same time the
administration had interests and values of its own over and above
those of the class from which it was recruited, which it concealed
under the conveniently vague term ‘Staatsraison’. ‘In the canonisa-
tion of this abstract idea are inseparably woven the sure instincts of
the bureaucracy for the conditions which preserve its own power in
the state’.48 These various attitudes embraced by the concept of
‘Amtsehre’—belief in their own superiority and impartiality,
canonisation of the ‘national interest’, etc—certainly contributed
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to the morale and technical functioning of the apparatus; but
they also reinforced the separateness and exclusiveness of the
bureaucracy as a group.

If the bureaucracy had distinctive interests and outlook, its
most crucial feature was the power with which it could promote
these. Its distinctive source of power lay in knowledge—both
technical expertise, and the more general knowledge which came
from experience and the possession of files:

The power position of all officials rests . . . on knowledge, which
i1s of two kinds: first, specialised knowledge gained through
specialised training, which can be called ‘technical’ in the
widest sense . . . secondly, official knowledge, that is concrete
information relevant to his performance, which is available only
to-the official through means of the administrative apparat.49

A typical instance given by Weber of the use the apparatus made
of such knowledge for its own particular ends was in the question
of suffrage reform, an issue raised frequently in this period both
in Prussia and Russia.s¢ The bureaucracy’s monopoly of census
statistics put it in an impregnable position for producing reform
proposals which would achieve the right result in terms of its
own standpoint, but which ‘could be presented as the result of
objective, scientific calculation’.s! The Prussian statistical bureau
in particular achieved great sophistication in this ‘science’ of
voting arithmetic, which it used to ensure that ‘not too many of the
centre party and left liberals, and for God’s sake no social demo-
crats, should find their way into the Prussian Parliament’.s2
Similarly, in the equally disputed issue of trade policy, the ad-
ministration’s monopoly of production statistics gave it an 1m-
mense advantage. Such knowledge was of no use unless protected
by secrecy. Secrecy was its essential concomitant :

... the most decisive means of power for officialdom is the
transposition of official knowledge into secret knowledge, by
means of the notorious concept of the ‘official secret’. This is
simply a way of securing the administration against external
control.s3

This attitude was particularly apparent in its relations with
Parliament. An administration had a vested interest in keeping
Parliament ill-informed, and tended to resist attempts by dele-
gates—for example, through committees of inquiry—to improve
their access to information. The secrecy inherent in bureaucracy
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conflicted directly with the openness necessary to the activity of a
Parliament.54

It was knowledge, then, protected by secrecy, which made
bureaucracy not only an effective administrative instrument, but
also a potent force in the promotion of its own interests and out-
look. The possession of such knowledge, in particular, made it
difficult for officials to be controlled by their political masters,
unless the latter had their own source of expertise.55 There was
thus an inevitable tendency for the apparatus to exceed its ad-
visory and executive functions and come to control the deter-
mination of policy as well. This was particularly true in the kind
of monarchical system, typical of Russia and Germany, where the
monarch, through ignorance or inexperience, was powerless in the
face of his bureaucratic ‘advisers’.56 Weber believed that the
monarch in modern circumstances could only be a dilettante,
not a specialist, except conceivably in the military field. He would
be at a loss in face of specialists, who would ‘spoon-feed” him
with the relevant decisions. Even when he sought to exert his
power, it could either be ignored by the apparatus, or, where not,
it would operate in an unsystematic and arbitrary manner.57
Such bursts of assertion might give the outward appearance of
power and satisfy the monarch’s vanity, but in reality it was the
bureaucracy who ruled. ‘The monarch imagines it is he who is
ruling, when in fact what he is doing is providing a screen, behind
which the apparatus can enjoy the privilege of power without
control or responsibility’.58

Thus Germany and Russia, though in outward form monarchies,
were in reality examples of what Weber called ‘Beamtenherr-
schaft’ or government by officials. Weber talks about the ‘rule of
officials’ in two quite different senses which need to be distin-
guished. One is the general sense in which all modern govern-
ment can be said to be ruled by officials, in that it is officials to
whom people are immediately subject in their day-to-day activi-
ties.5° In this sense the rule of bureaucracy is coextensive with the
development of bureaucratic administration. Weber calls this
‘Herrschaft der Biirokratie’ or ‘Herrschaft des Beamtentum’.60
The second is a particular or technical sense, which we are con-
cerned with here (‘Beamtenherrschaft’ or ‘pure Beamtenherr-
schaft’). Weber defines this as being where the bureaucracy occupy
the leading posts in the state,6! which can happen either formally,
when civil servants are appointed to be heads of ministries, or
informally, when through weakness of the political head the
officials in effect assume the function of determining policy. This
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will happen wherever the system of government is incapable of
producing the political leadership capable of controlling the
apparatus.62

‘Beamtenherrschaft’, it could be said, formed the ultimate aim
of bureaucracy as a separate group within the state. It was an
example of the ‘irrationality of rationalisation’, of the means
becoming an end in themselves. In ‘Beamtenherrschaft’, so Weber
argued, the apparatus was usurping a political function for which
it was not equipped, it was exceeding the limitations inherent in its
character as an administrative instrument, with damaging
consequences for the course of government.63 Here we come to a
central theme in Weber’s theory of bureaucracy—its inherent
limitations—which he developed in his frequently repeated dis-
tinction between the official and the politician.64 The distinction 1s
not a totally simplistic one. Weber dismissed as naive the view that
the official had merely the simple routine tasks to perform while
his political superior had all the interesting and demanding work
which required qualities of judgement.65 However, there were
important differences, the main features of which can be drawn
from Weber’s various statements on the subject.

First, in respect of his responsibility, the official is responsible to
a superior for the quality of his advice and administration of
policy; he does not carry any personal responsibility for the
policies themselves. He may express disagreement, and in impor-
tant matters he should do so, but once a policy is decided upon,
his duty is to carry it out regardless of his own views. Without this
‘discipline’ and ‘self-denial’ the whole apparatus would fall
apart.66 The politician’s responsibility, in contrast, is to be
personally accountable for the policies he pursues. ‘It is the struggle
for personal power and the resulting personal responsibility which
1s the life-blood of the politician’.67 In the course of this struggle
he will have to make compromises, to sacrifice the less to the more
important. But if he is unable to win support for, or to carry
through, policies to which he is essentially committed, then his
duty is to resign. If he does not, he is a ‘clinger’ and no true
politician. It is this assumption of personal responsibility that
characterises the politician, in contrast to the official’s disciplined
performance of the duties of his office.68

Not only is their responsibility different, but also the whole
character of their activities. The civil servant works within a com-
pulsory organisation which functions, usually in secret, by the
issuing and obeying of instructions and the correct following of
rules (‘nach Reglement und Befehl’).¢* The politician’s arena, in



THE LIMITS OF BUREAUCRATIC RATIONALITY 77

contrast, is the open struggle to win a voluntary following in
conflict with other groups and other points of view. ‘The nature of
all politics is struggle, the recruitment of allies and of a voluntary
following’.70 These activities are carried on according to very
different criteria. The official judges a situation by reference to
rules and technical expertise; the politician by an assessment of how
much support he can get for his policies. An illustration of this is
Weber’s reference to the difference between German and British
treatment of workers on strike in wartime. The German officials
typically defined the issue in bureaucratic terms, and responded
with an authoritative enunciation of the rules: if the rules said
‘don’t negotiate with striking workers’ then no negotiation must
take place, however much this might alienate support. The British
government in contrast perceived it in political terms—how to
maintain the allegiance of the workers to the war effort—and
therefore looked for some compromise.”! It was precisely this
failure to distinguish between an administrative and a political
problem or situation that in Weber’s view typified the German
bureaucratic system of government.72

These differences between the official and the politician, in the
nature of their activity and responsibility, serve to define the
different qualities necessary for their respective spheres. For in-
stance, Weber points out, though language is an essential instru-
ment for both, their use of it i1s different.?3 The civil servant uses
language in a precise ‘objective’ manner, suitable for an official
memo or issuing an instruction; the politician uses language in
order to win supporters in face of opposing viewpoints. His trade
is to ‘fight with the spoken word’. Hence advocates make good
politicians, where officials do not.7# Above all, the politician differs
from the official in the qualities of decisive leadership which are
developed by the need for taking a personal responsibility for
policies and staking his career on his success or failure in winning
public support for them. These are qualities which the official
has no opportunity to develop in the regular course of ordered
administration and advancement in a career, however good he
may be at his job.

The position of the modern administrative official is totally un-
favourable to the development of political self-assurance. . . .
The arena of the modern politician is struggle in Parliament and
country and there is no substitute for this—Ileast of all the
orderly competition for career advancement.?s

While Weber’s emphasis here on the limitations of bureaucracy
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may not appear consistent with his account of its capacity to
extend its own power successfully, the point about the latter was
that it was essentially a secret operation, never the product of
open struggle in which the individual had to take public responsi-
bility for his actions.

As a decisive illustration of the inadequacy of officials when
usurping a political role Weber repeatedly cited the conduct of
German foreign policy in the decades before the war. Discussion of
this forms an important part of his articles on ‘Parliament and
Government’,76 though Weber remarks that he could find just as
many glaring examples from the sphere of internal policy.77
Here Weber analyses the disastrous series of public interventions
by Kaiser Wilhelm from the Kruger telegram to the Daily Tele-
graph interview which ‘helped to build up a world coalition against
Germany’.7® These interventions were tolerated, even instigated,
by members of the German government, yet they never took the
appropriate responsibility for them. The question at issue was not
whether the monarch should issue public statements. Rather it was
that, since they irrevocably committed the nation’s prestige to a
course of action, they should have been carefully weighed and
responsibility for them accepted by the individuals concerned. If
they misfired, they should then have accepted responsibility and
resigned. This never happened; instead those concerned simply
congratulated themselves that at least Germany did not have a
‘shadow monarch’.7 The result was that Germany was compelled
to use its military machine in war to recover from the mistakes
made by its system of government in peace. The reason for these
errors lay in the mistaken political system, ‘which promotes men
with the outlook of officials to positions where independent
political responsibility 1s needed’.80 This criticism was not only a
feature of Weber’s wartime writings, though it was most insistent
then. It had also appeared earlier—for example, in his 1909 speech
to the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik, in which he contrasted the achieve-
ments of German foreign policy with those of America, France and
Britain, and argued that the latter had been much more successful
albeit with a ‘partly corrupt’ officialdom than had Germany, which
was run by a ‘morally impeccable bureaucratic machine’.8!

However perfect an instrument bureaucracy might be, it ceased
to be so once it stepped outside its limits. This is the nub of Weber’s
critique; this is where he saw the ambivalence of bureaucratic
rationality. The very qualities which made it such a technically
effective form of administration—knowledge and expertise pro-
tected by secrecy, the confidence in its own superior competence
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and impartiality—also gave it the means and the impetus to wield
power beyond its inherent limitations. This was not an accidental
phenomenon, but integral to its nature. The central political
problem posed by bureaucracy, therefore, was how to restrict it
to its proper function, how to ensure that the official’s concern
with administrative effectiveness, and hence with power, was
properly subordinate to the politician’s function of defining the
ends that power was to serve and taking responsibility for them.
The next chapter will consider the kind of answer Weber gave to
this problem. For the present we shall turn to the second aspect
of Weber’s critique of bureaucracy—its cultural impact on society
at large.

BUREAUCRACY AS A STATUS STRATUM

As already mentioned, the term ‘bureaucracy’ in Weber indicated
not only the state apparatus, but also the type of ‘rational’
administration predominant in all areas of modern life, involuntary
associations and private businesses, as well as the state. The
development of bureaucracy had not only specific consequences
for politics, but wider consequences for society as well, in its
capacity as a ‘status stratum’. Here also, bureaucracy could be
seen to exceed its instrumental function. Just as in the political
sphere bureaucracy became more than an instrument of admini-
stration, so in general it came to exercise a significant effect on
the culture and values of society, on the ends that men thought
worth pursuing. The starting point here will be Weber’s analysis
of the effect of bureaucracy on social stratification.

Weber distinguished two different consequences of the growth
of bureaucracy for social stratification. On the one hand it resulted
in a process of social levelling and the destruction of privilege,
particularly that based upon birth.82 Not only did it grow up
historically in association with demands for equality before the
law, but the principles of ‘rational’ administration themselves,
based on specialist knowledge and the employment of experts,
demanded the broadest possible social base for recruitment.
Bureaucracy was thus an agent for social democratisation and the
levelling of social differences. At the same time the development of
bureaucratic administration throughout society created a new
status stratum of officials, separated off by the new social barrier of
the educational qualification. Where in the past the proof of
personal superiority lay in one’s pedigree, this was now replaced
by the educational certificate:
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Differences of education, in contrast to the class-forming ele-
ments of property and economic function, are nowadays un-
doubtedly the most important factor in the creation of status
difference. It is essentially the social prestige of education. . .
that the modern official owes his position to in society. Whether
one likes it or not, education is one of the strongest social
barriers. . . .83

Weber traced a close link between bureaucracy and the growth of
higher education. The administrative official, whether the public
civil servant or the technical officer in private industry, was re-
cruited on the basis of his educational qualifications. The spread
of bureaucracy created a huge demand for these qualifications and
for the schools which would supply them. This ‘irresistible de-
mand for certificates’ had nothing to do with a thirst for education
as such, but rather for the tangible advantages which the certificate
could guarantee: a salaried and pensionable position, and the
social prestige of being a ‘cultivated’ man.84 The new stratum of
the ‘certificated’ was thus largely co-terminous with officialdom.

Weber’s identification of officialdom as a status stratum was im-
portant for the cultural conclusions he drew from their attitudes
and outlook. In his well-known distinction between a class and a
status stratum (‘Stand’),85 the latter is identified as a social stratum
whose cohesion and significance stem not from the common
economic position and interests of its members, but from the
prestige of the life-style which distinguishes them. A ‘Stand’ is
typically a stratum whose attitudes and ideals are normative for
the rest of society; they are the ‘specific bearers of all conventions’.
Such strata might overlap or coincide with economic classes.
Indeed, in his contemporary society, Weber recognised that they
largely did, because the sons of the wealthy were advantageously
placed to acquire the education necessary for status-group mem-
bership.87 But this overlap between status stratum and class did not
make them identical. The ‘Stand’ was identified by the common
attitudes derived from the education process itself, and it was these
that Weber believed to be increasingly influential for the culture
of society.

What were these attitudes? Their typical characteristic was
what Weber called ‘Pfriindenhunger’, hunger for salaried posts,
which would provide a salary commensurate with the social
prestige of the educated man, continuing if possible to the grave.
Their highest ideal was security: a position from which they could
not be dismissed, and the certainty of advancement in predictable
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stages.88 These were the typical attitudes of the ‘Diplom-mensch’,89
and with the extension of bureaucracy and higher education they
were becoming a dominant ideal of modern society:

The present war means the triumph of this form of life over
the whole world. It was well advanced before. Universities,
technical and trade colleges, business schools, military acade-
mies, specialist institutions of every conceivable kind, directed
their daily activities to the same goals: the specialist examina-
tion as the prerequisite for any worth-while and above all
‘secure’ post, private or public; the educational certificate as a
basic qualification for acceptance in ‘society’. .. the secure
pensionable salary, commensurate with one’s social prestige
and providing where possible increments and advancement to
old age.90

Status, security, order, were the chief elements of this ideal. With
the further impetus given to bureaucratic development by the
war, the world was well on the way to the kind of society Weber
had envisaged in a famous passage at the Verein meeting in 1909,
a society dominated by men

... who need ‘order’ and nothing but order, who are so totally
adjusted to it that they become nervous and cowardly if this
order falters for a moment, and quite lost if they are torn away
from it. That the world should know nothing but these men of
order—this is the development in which we are caught up, and
the central question is not, how we may still further promote
and accelerate it, but what we can oppose to this machinery,
in order to keep a portion of humanity free from this parcelling
out of the soul, from this total dominance of the bureaucratic
ideal of life.o1

It would be mistaken to regard Weber’s view of bureaucratic
values as completely negative. Here he was reacting sharply to
the adulatory attitudes common within the Verein. At the end of
the war, in face of sharp criticism of the social prestige of official-
dom, especially from socialists, he found it necessary to insist on
the indispensability of their ‘code of honour’ in securing the
qualities of integrity, sense of duty, etc, necessary to the technical
performance of their office. Without this, the level of technical
performance would suffer, and corruption would predominate.92
‘Let not the new democracy imagine,” he wrote, ‘that an official-
dom without “Amtsehre” would be capable of maintaining the
high integrity and specialist competence of German administra-
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tion in the past....’93 What is important, however, is Weber’s
observation that the preservation of ‘Amtsehre’, necessary to the
internal functioning of the administration, was inextricably
bound up with a status position within the wider society. ‘In the
interests of integrity’, he wrote, ‘officialdom possesses a highly
developed status honour’ (‘stindische Ehre’).94 Similarly, the
education necessary to administrative functioning could not be
divorced from the prestige of education in society at large, or, to
use Weber’s terms, the attainment of specialist qualifications
(‘Qualifikation von Fachwissen’) be separated from the prestige
of general culture (‘allgemeine Bildung’).95 Thus officialdom, for
Weber, had not merely an instrumental significance, but, in its
development as a ‘Stand’, a wider consequence for social values at
large. However much the education and outlook of the ‘Diplom-
mensch’ and the ‘Ordnungsmensch’, and the ‘Amtsehre’ of the
official, were necessary to the technical functioning of the ad-
ministration, he could only judge these attitudes negatively in
terms of their wider social consequences.

SOCIALISM, STAGNATION AND SLAVERY

Weber’s image of a future society dominated completely by a
bureaucratic power structure and bureaucratic ideals provided one
of his chief arguments for capitalism against socialism. The
preservation of the capitalist system and an entrepreneurial
class could stem the development towards this kind of society in
two important ways. First, by preserving a very different human
ideal from the ‘man of order’. The role of the entrepreneur was
opposed to that of the official in the same way that the politician
was.% Much of what Weber wrote in contrasting the politician
with the official applied, pari passu, to the entrepreneur also. He
was engaged in ‘the free struggle for economic existence’, whereas
the official sought a ‘secure pensionable income appropriate to his
status’.97 In this struggle with others, the entrepreneur’s continued
existence depended on his capacity to innovate and take risks,
and on his determination in fighting to win a market for his goods.
Just as the politician in the political sphere, so the entrepreneur
in the economic sphere had to exercise an individual responsi-
bility,%8 whereas a state official engaged in economic activity
could always shuffle off the risk on to the bottomless coffers of the
public treasury.?9 The maintenance of any dynamism whether in
economic or social life depended on the continuation of this
entrepreneurial class.100
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Weber recognised that the German bourgeoisie did not alto-
gether measure up to this ideal.tot He deplored their desire for a
secure existence and their aspirations to the status of country
gentry. He also recognised that the scope for entrepreneurial
qualities was being reduced as small businesses continued to be
incorporated into larger concerns. Nevertheless he was explicitly
opposed to the view that the entrepreneur at the head of the
organisation could simply be replaced by an official. It was not
only a question of expertise, but also of the dynamism he believed
inherent in a free market system. ‘It was with good reason’, he
wrote, ‘that the Communist Manifesto emphasised the economically
revolutionary character of the work of the bourgeois capitalist
entrepreneurs. No trade union, much less a state-socialist official,
can perform this role for us in their place’.102 A form of socialism
which ruled out the entrepreneur, or unduly restricted his scope
for making profit where he saw fit, would, Weber believed,
result in economic and social stagnation.

The preservation of a separate entrepreneurial class was im-
portant to Weber, secondly, in providing a counter-bureaucracy
to that of the state. Private industry was a significant factor in
promoting the spread of officialdom, in its need for clerical staff
and technical experts of all kinds.103 But it was an offictaldom
separate from the state, providing an independent source of
knowledge and expertise, and counterbalancing the power of the
state. Weber saw the tension between the two as an important
element in the preservation of individual freedom. Socialism
threatened to remove this tension between the bureaucracies of
industry and government by unifying them into one massive
hierarchy. If one of Weber’s horror images of the future was that
society ‘would know only the bureaucratic ideal’ of security and
order, the other was that it would be dominated by a single
bureaucratic hierarchy which would destroy all possibility of
freedom.

If private capitalism were abolished, the state bureaucracy
would rule alone. Where now the bureaucracies of government
and private industry can at least in principle counterbalance
each other and hold the other in check, they would then be
forged together into a single hierarchy.104

The result would not be any greater freedom for the worker, but
less. The state as employer would be forced to adopt the typical
employer’s point of view, of keeping wages down and the workers
submissive.105 Only now the whole apparatus of the state would
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stand directly behind the employer. The worker would find no one
within the spheres of law and administration who would have an
interest in taking his side against his employer, now the state it-
self.106 Weber’s frequently repeated example of this was from the
Prussian state-owned coalmines, where strikes were impossible
and conditions, from the point of view of social policy, were ‘the
worst anywhere’.107 Weber recorded how, on one occasion, an
employee was called to give evidence in a dispute before a local
court. Could he have an assurance, he asked, that he would not be
laid off if he told the truth ? The director of mines, who was present
in court, refused to answer.108 Although this kind of situation was
not intended by socialists, yet a massive increase in the scope and
integration of bureaucracy would be a necessary consequence of
any policy which sought to end the so-called ‘anarchy of produc-
tion’ under capitalism, and meet the welfare needs of society on the
basis of public ownership. Since Weber himself gave only a low
priority to the values of social justice and equality of welfare
provision, he could only judge socialism in a negative light, for
the loss of freedom he believed it would entail. Freedom, as well
as social dynamism, was tied to the maintenance of a capitalist
system.

Weber’s horror images of the future—of a society impregnated
with the bureaucratic values of order and security as its sole ideal
and dominated by a single all-embracing hierarchy-—struck many
of his contemporaries as far-fetched. He particularly came in for
criticism at the 1909 meeting of the Verein, which became notori-
ous for the fact that the Weber brothers had ‘preached’ against
bureaucracy, as one of their critics afterwards complained, and
had ‘turned a scientific gathering into a public spectacle’.109 The
actual subject of debate at the meeting was the economic activities
of local government.110 All the contributors to the debate before
the Webers had been eulogistic of municipal enterprise. A particu-
larly notable contribution in this vein was a speech by the Mayor
of Oderburg (in upper Austria), who expressed great pride in his
town’s achievements in running services as profitably as under
capitalism, and outlined the various methods they adopted for
boosting revenue, such as offering cut-price tickets on the munici-
pal tram service for those who also used the public baths.11t The
Webers threw a douche of cold water on this universal enthusiasm
with their attacks on the belief that nationalisation or municipal-
isation would provide a simple solution to the ‘social
question’.!12 Although their names were linked in this debate,
Alfred was in fact less out of line with the general direction of
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the Verein than his brother Max. As he admitted in a second
contribution at the end of the debate, he remained on balance a
supporter of municipalisation; it was only that his youthful
enthusiasm had become tempered by scepticism.!13 Yet together
their attacks on the ‘metaphysic of bureaucracy’ caused equal
offence.

The Weber brothers did not have it all their own way 1n the
debate, however. Paul Kompert, of Vienna, subjected their contri-
butions to a particularly sharp analysis, arguing that their criticism
of municipalisation depended upon a conception of bureaucracy
which was unique to Prussian experience alone.114¢ Though bureau-
cracy might be necessary, it was not everywhere identical. There
were a number of distinctive features about the Prussian bureau-
cracy which could not be generalised. One was the excessive cen-
tralisation of the Prussian state, such that if a local community
wanted, for instance, to lay on a water supply, it had to approach
the state officials for permission first. Another was the aura of
infallibility, the mystique, that surrounded the Prussian bureau-
cracy. It was mistaken to base a general critique of bureaucracy,
much less of socialism, on features which were unique to Prussia.
‘What really underlies your complaint’, he concluded, ‘is the
exaggerated respect paid to officialdom in Prussia, not the princi-
ple of state ownership itself’. This was a local, not a general prob-
lem. The Webers should address their remarks to the Prussian
people, not to a gathering discussing socialism.

As a critique of Max Weber’s position, this has some validity.
Weber was not always careful to distinguish those aspects of
Prussian experience which could be universalised, and those which
could not. An important aspect of his own critique of Prussian
officialdom, whether in industry or state, was that it was impreg-
nated by attitudes typical of the Junker class, which were uniquely
authoritarian.!15 It was hardly fair, therefore, to take the ex-
perience of employees in the Prussian coalmines as evidence for a
socialist future. However, his version of a bureaucratised society
was also extrapolated from factors which he saw as integral to
bureaucratic functioning as such. In this context, the Prussian
administration had a universal significance, as simply the most
developed example of a general type which existed elsewhere in
more embryonic form:

Just as the Italians and after them the English developed the
modern form of capitalist organisation, so...have the
Germans shown great virtuosity in the development of the
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rational . . . bureaucratic organisation over the whole field of
human associations, from the factory to the army and the
state.116

In the same way that the Lancashire cotton industry had served
Marx as a model for capitalism, so Prussian administration served
Weber as a model for bureaucracy and for the possibilities of its
future development.

At the same time, Weber’s analysis of the likely character of a
totally bureaucratised society was not based on contemporary
evidence alone, but also depended largely on historical analogies,
particularly those of ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire. Here
were examples of societies dominated by an all-embracing
bureaucratic state, albeit with large elements of patrimonial,
non-rational features. These historical examples not only provided
general evidence for the inescapability of bureaucracy, for the fact
that once it had developed it ‘disappeared only with the decay
of the total surrounding culture’.117 They also offered more precise
analogies to give substance to Weber’s image of the future in a
socialist society. Rome provided an example of the stifling of
capitalism by the state, with consequent economic stagnation and
cultural decline, where Egypt offered an image of a society living
without freedom under a single bureaucratic hierarchy.

The relevance of Roman experience to the present was suggested
at various points in Weber’s study on ‘Agricultural Conditions
in Ancient Times’ (1909) and his later General Economic History.
The latter singled out the Roman equites as the only capitalist
class of pre-modern times which could be compared with the
modern in terms of its degree of ‘rationality’, and argued that the
throttling of this class through the takeover of its functions by the
imperial bureaucracy was a major cause of Rome’s decline,
however much this may have increased the material welfare of her
subjects in the short term.!18 This stifling of the one source of
vigour in Roman society was also emphasised in the earlier
‘Agrarverhiltnisse’,!19 and from it Weber in his conclusion drew
a direct parallel with the present:

The bureaucratic order destroyed every economic as well as
political initiative of its subjects. ... The stifling of private
economic 1nitiative by the bureaucracy is nothing specific to
antiquity. Every bureaucracy has the tendency to achieve the
same results as it develops; our own is no exception.

Imagine, Weber goes on, that all major industries were national-
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1sed or their production controlled through bureaucratic regula-

tion:
... then we would have reached the position of late imperial
times, only on a technically more perfect basis. . . . The bureau-
cratisation of society will in all probability at some time or
other come to master capitalism with us as much as it did in
antiquity. Then we shall also experience, in place of the ‘anarchy
of production’, a similar kind of ‘order’ to that which distin-
guished Imperial Rome and, still more, the ‘new kingdom’ in
Egypt and the rule of the Ptolemies.120

Where Rome provided a model of the economic and cultural
stagnation of bureaucratised society, Egypt offered an example of
the total unfreedom of a society in which bureaucratic provision of
needs was universal. The source of dominance of the bureaucracy
in Egypt was the River Nile and the need to provide for its regula-
tion. Every inhabitant was bound to a specific function within the
social hierarchy, and had to be registered in a district where he
could be requisitioned for compulsory labour. All private pro-
perty was held at the service of the Pharaoh. In principle everyone
was unfree; there were privileged, but no free, classes. Egypt
thus formed an image of what society could be like under state
socialism and universal welfare provision, of which it formed an
early example. The number of times Weber refers to Egypt when
discussing contemporary bureaucracy shows how much its exam-
ple of a servile society overshadowed his thinking.!2!

Weber’s evidence for the possible future in a totally bureau-
cratised society was thus drawn as much from the ancient world
as from existing trends within the Prussian state, and was an
example of his characteristically historical cast of mind. The
justification for drawing these historical analogies is given in a
very rough kind of way at the end of ‘Agrarverhiltnisse’. History,
he says, can be conceived partly as developmental, partly as
cyclical. Some social forms of antiquity form the basis for later
developments, and thus lie along a unique sequence. Others are
repeated again, albeit at different levels of development:

The development of central European culture has known up to
now neither closed ‘cycles’ nor a single unambiguous ‘linear’
development. From time to time social forms of the ancient
world, long since buried, have re-emerged in an alien world.
On the other hand, forms such as the cities and patterns of
rural landholding of late antiquity were necessary steps on the
way to the Middle Ages.122
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The bureaucratic state was one of those structures that died with
antiquity, only to re-emerge in a much more rationalised and
technically developed form in the contemporary world. The history
of 1ts previous incarnation could thus provide evidence for its
possible future development.

Weber’s conception of life in a future socialist order has been
hailed as prophetic. But it also depended upon an appeal to
historical analogies which was itself uncritical. The assumption that
a society in which economic provision was subject to public
ownership and state planning would reproduce the stagnation of
Imperial Rome or the unfreedom of ancient Egypt ignored the
important differences of technological innovation and cultural
values in modern society. The use of the term ‘socialist’ to de-
scribe ancient Egypt was itself tendentious.123 Weber invariably
insisted on taking the worst of all possible futures as the basis for a
judgement of socialism, whether it be his assertion that there could
be no efficient allocation of resources under a planned economy, or
the conclusion that it would be impossible for the actions of a
state administration to be conducted according to liberal or
humane values.

Such conclusions depended upon characteristically pessimistic
assumptions about the present. In the economic sphere Weber
believed that technological development was not open-ended, but
had a fixed limit, and that once this was reached, society would be
condemned to providing for an increasing population out of a
static national product. This at least was his belief in the early
period, when he wrote that he did not share the optimism in the
‘unlimited future of technical progress’, but that the ‘present age of
technical evolution will come to an end’.124 Even if he came to
modify this view later, he still believed that economic develop-
ment was something fragile, and that the stagnating forces of a
rentier class on the one side and bureaucracy on the other could
only be kept at bay within a capitalist economy where reward
was vigorously geared to results: that is, private profit for the
entrepreneur and a piece-work system for the workers. Only ‘the
maximum rationalisation of economic activity’, he wrote in 1917,
‘that is, the adjustment of economic reward to the rational order-
ing of production’, could secure even a tolerable existence for the
nation after the war.125

In the political sphere, Weber’s assumption about the lack of
freedom in a socialist society was conditioned, if not by Prussian
experience, then at least by the conception of bureaucracy which
he himself opposed to the ‘conservative’ view. His answer to the
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conservative ‘metaphysic’ of bureaucracy, with its essentially
authoritarian conception of an administration standing above
the forces of society, was to Insist on the strictly instrumental
function of bureaucracy and to give an account of it in purely
instrumental terms, rather than oppose to the conservative view
a conception of an administration operating within a democratic
society and itself imbued with liberal and democratic values.126
It is true that Weber was a proponent of political democratisation,
but this meant a system in which the bureaucracy was kept in
place by a political leader, not one in which the officials themselves
were imbued with the values of the wider society in which they
were placed. Such a view was inconceivable in Weber’s terms; it
would erode the all-important distinction between the official and
the politician, which allowed the former no room for responsi-
bility except to his superior. The only values which were appro-
priate for the official were those which made for a consistently
functioning administration: instrumental, hierarchical, oriented
towards order. It was these values that would prevail in the totally
bureaucratised society that Weber envisaged socialism to entail.
That men might conduct their administration in the spirit of other
values, that they might even choose a reduction in the technical
efficiency implicit in a bureaucratic solution to administrative
problems for the sake of these values, he never considered. Thus
an inflexible conception of bureaucracy produced a deterministic
conclusion about future possibilities. 27

Socialism itself Weber did not consider to be inevitable, at
least in the foreseeable future. If it came, he believed, it would not
bring a transformation in the human condition, but merely
accentuate the worst features of existing developments. He there-
fore remained committed to capitalism, on both economic and
cultural grounds. Even within the capitalist system however,
bureaucracy retained its problems, the most important being how
to keep it subject to political control. How Weber sought to resolve
this will form the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 4

Parliament and Democracy

The ambivalent character Weber ascribed to bureaucracy—its
indispensability for handling the complex tasks of modern society
on the one hand, its tendency to exceed its function as an ad-
ministrative instrument on the other—defined for him one of the
main problems of modern politics: how to keep the bureaucracy
subject to political control. The answer lay in the kind of politician
who would be able to subordinate the apparat to political direc-
tion, and in the conditions necessary to his development. As
shown in the previous chapter, opposite to Weber’s account of the
typical official stood a conception of the ‘model’ politician, who
was capable of taking personal responsibility for a policy and its
consequences. In ‘Politics as a Vocation’ Weber defined the quali-
ties necessary to this type as being a combination of passion with
‘Sachlichkeit’: the determination to fight for a cause he believed
in, combined with a very practical and down-to-earth knowledge
of the means by which it could be attained.! Control over the
bureaucracy required the development of politicians with these
capacities. Though this was partly a question of cultural and
personal factors, development of such qualities also depended on
the political structure. Central in this was the constitutional posi-
tion of Parliament. Weber drew a basic distinction between, on
the one hand, what he called ‘token’ constitutionalism or Parlia-
mentarism, exemplified by Russia and Germany, where a Parlia-
ment of weak powers could produce neither the personnel nor the
training for political leadership, and the strong Parliament of the
British type on the other hand, to which the government was
constitutionally answerable, and membership of which formed the
normal avenue to governmental office.

This contrast between the two types of Parliamentary system
formed part of Weber’s theory of democracy and of his justification
for democratising the German constitution. In this he again shared
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a view common to the younger generation of the Verein fiir
Sozialpolitik, who advocated the introduction of wuniversal
suffrage in Prussia, and strengthening the powers of Parliament in
the states and the Reich itself.2 Yet here Weber was distinctive in
regarding democratisation not so much as a means to giving
more power to the people, but rather as a means to providing
more effective political direction of the state apparat. Although
he only produced a fully developed theory of political institutions
in his wartime writings, first evidence of it occurs much earlier, in
his articles on Russia. One of the conclusions which he reached in
his analysis of Russian politics, that monarchy as a system was
incapable of providing consistent leadership in the face of modern
bureaucracy,’? had a clear bearing on the German situation. In a
letter to Friedrich Naumann in 1908 he repeated the point, made
in the Russian articles, that a legitimate ruler could only be a
dilettante, and argued that, without the removal of the ‘personal
regime’ of the Kaiser, Germany would be incapable of producing
a foreign policy of any consequence. In a further letter from the
same period he urged Naumann not to exaggerate the significance
of the Kaiser’s personal failings; it was the institutions that were
at fault.s Germany had desperate need for organisational change,
and Weber went on to advocate an end to token constitutionalism
by making the ‘Bundesrat’ into a fully-fledged Parliament. This
account broadly anticipated the theme of his wartime writings,
and needed only to be completed by the more explicit emphasis on
the function of a strong Parliament as a recruiting and training
ground for political leadership, that followed from his closer
acquaintance with the British system of government.6 While the
account which follows is drawn from Weber’s wartime writings,
therefore, its main features were established earlier.

PARLIAMENT AS A TRAINING GROUND FOR POLITICAL
LEADERSHIP

The difference between ‘token’ and strong Parliamentary institu-
tions forms a central theme of Weber’s articles on ‘Parliament and
Government in a Reconstructed Germany’.” His starting point
was with the common function of Parliaments everywhere in
expressing the consent of the governed to their government:

A certain minimum of consent, at least of the socially important
classes among the governed, is a precondition for the perma-
nence of even the best organised systems of rule. Parliaments
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are nowadays the means for giving outward expression to this
minimum of consent.8

However, it was the differences in the constitutional position of
Parliaments that were significant. On this depended the whole
character of politics as well as the development of political leader-
ship. If a Parliament was limited to the role of refusing financial or
legislative approval to the government, or of presenting petitions
on behalf of the subjects, that is to token constitutionalism, it
could not participate positively in the work of government. Its
members could only carry on ‘negative’ politics: could only
‘stand over against the government as a hostile power, be fed
by it with the absolute minimum of information, be treated as an
obstacle . . .’ It was different with a Parliament where the govern-
ment was either directly chosen from its members, or had to
maintain the support of the majority to remain in office, and
hence be responsible to Parliament for the conduct and approval
policy. This was Parliamentary government in the true sense. ‘In
this case the leaders of the dominant parties are necessarily positive
sharers in state power. Parliament is then a factor of positive
politics . . .’10 '

The characteristic type of politics fostered by weak Parlia-
mentary institutions was what Weber called in the passage above
and in his other writings of the period ‘negative politics’. Accord-
ing to this, political parties and their leaders, excluded from shar-
ing in real power, were confined to complaint and protest, and to
the negative role of reacting to proposals initiated elsewhere.!!
‘Negative politics’ had two distinct manifestations. One was that
the energy of politicians was largely directed towards securing
minor administrative posts for party members. Politics always
involved a striving for personal power; but where the system ex-
cluded elected representatives from positions of real power, their
attention became absorbed in minor office. ‘Everything revolves
round the patronage of minor subordinate positions’.12 These
were the sops with which the bureaucracy reconciled them to the
system of bureaucratic rule. The height of endeavour became ‘to
alter a few paragraphs of the budget in the interests of a party’s
electorate, and to ensure a handful of sinecures for the protégés of
the party bigwigs’.13 The other feature of a weak Parliament was
that it encouraged politics of an extreme ideological tone, in
which the consequences of politices were never adequately con-
sidered. The unrealistic posturing of politicians was a conse-
quence both of their lack of power and of their being denied
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access to information on which realistic policies could be based.
‘Either ignorant demagogy or routinised impotence . . . hold the
stage’.14 Thus, for example, the ‘unpolitical brotherhood ethic
of class comradeship’ that already held elements of the SPD in its
grip, in their determination to have nothing to do with the capital-
ist system, was reinforced by a Parliamentary system which en-
couraged opposition for its own sake, since representatives were
never in the position to have to take responsibility for the conse-
quences of what they proposed.1s

‘Negative politics’ could be said to be a type of politics in the
purely neutral sense in which Weber defined it, of striving to
influence the exercise of leadership and the distribution of power.
It could have some influences on the course of policy even if only
through the exercise of a kind of veto. But in terms of politics
as defined in the ‘ideal type’ of politician—one who pursues power
in order to exercise personal responsibility—it was not real poli-
tics at all, since the power to make that responsibility a reality was
lacking.t¢ Further, just as the position of Parliament determined
the character of politics, so it encouraged the types who would be
suited to this kind of activity: placemen who sought office without
the responsibility of power, and demagogues who did not have to
weigh the consequences of their speeches. These were the antithesis
of the true politician. Such men won supremacy under a system of
negative politics, which operated a kind of ‘negative selection’,
diverting all major talents into other fields of activity.!” Thus on
the rare occasions when a weak Parliament had the opportunity
to assert itself positively, as the German Reichstag in the Chan-
cellor crisis of 1917, it could do so only in a haphazard and dis-
organised manner, ‘like an uprising of slaves’, since it lacked the
leaders to give direction to its newfound upsurge of political
will.18

If ‘negative’ politics was the typical form of politics in weak
Parliaments, ‘positive’ politics, involving the exercise of political
responsibility, was typical of strong Parliamentary systems, in
which the government was recruited from Parliament and was
directly answerable to it. In such a system the chief function of
Parliament was as a recruiting and training ground (‘Auslesestit-
te’) for future political leaders.1® Weber regarded this as the most
impressive feature of the British Parliament. By a process of
selection from its ranks politicians had come to the fore who had
succeeded in subordinating a quarter of mankind to the rule of a
tiny minority—‘and voluntarily at that!’20 A strong Parliamentary
system attracted men with the capacity for leadership (‘Fuhrer-
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naturen’), because Parliament was recognised as the normal route
to office with its exercise of personal responsibility.

In emphasising the function of a strong Parliament as a recruit-
ing ground for leadership, Weber sought to defend it from chal-
lenges from both the Right and the Left. Both argued from a
common dislike of the pettiness and place-seeking of German
Parliamentary life, but drew different conclusions from this. The
Right argued that a Parliamentary system was essentially un-
German, or else that the Germans were not yet ready for it; the
Left advocated a system of direct democracy, without the media-
tion of Parliament. Against the former view that the nation was
either unique or constitutionally unsuited to Parliamentary insti-
tutions, Weber insisted that the low level of political ability in
Germany was a consequence of the institutional weakness of the
Reichstag, and could not be laid at the door of Parliamentarism
as such.2t Up till that time, said Weber at the end of ‘Parliament
and Government’, there had been no room for men of leadership
qualities in the German Parliaments. It was therefore unfair to
deduce that the nation was unripe for Parliamentary government:
‘It is the height of political dishonesty to complain of the “nega-
tive”’ politics of the Parliaments, and at the same time to block the
way for men of leadership capacity to play a positive part and
exercise responsible power with the backing of a Parliamentary
following’.22 The low level of political ability in Germany was
thus a consequence, not a cause—a consequence of institutions
which had been designed at least partly to prevent men of calibre
from emerging through the process of Parliamentary politics.23

From the Left the inadequacy of Parliament was also criticised,
though not in the name of authoritarianism but of direct demo-
cracy and government by referendum. The ‘democrats’ objected
not only to the careerism of Parliamentary politics but also to its
voluntary character, in that it involved a distinction between a few
‘active’ and the majority of ‘passive’ participants. Weber answered
them in his other major polemic of the wartime period, ‘Suffrage
and Democracy in Germany’. ‘There are’, he said, ‘many upright
and even fanatical ‘“democrats’”, who see in Parliamentarism a
system for careerists and spongers, leading to the perversion of
democracy and the rule of cliques’.24 For these, only ‘true’
democracy could provide an administration which would serve
the needs of the broad masses of the nation. But there were two
questions they must answer:

First, if the power of Parliament is removed, what organ is left
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to democracy to control the administration of officials?. . .
Secondly, what does it put in place of the rule of Parliamentary
cliques? The rule of even more inaccessible . . . cliques. The
system of so-called direct democracy is technically only possible
in small states or cantons. In every mass state democracy leads
to bureaucratic administration, and, without the introduction of
a strong Parliament, to bureaucratic rule.2s

For Weber, leadership recruited and developed in Parliament
provided the only means of controlling the administration. This
was the only viable form that democracy could take under modern
conditions.

Besides serving as a recruiting ground for political leaders, a
strong Parliament also provided the means for training them.
Here again Britain provided the model. An essential instrument in
this training was the system of inquiry by committees, armed with
the right to probe the administration and scrutinise relevant docu-
ments.26 Such a system ensured the accountability of the adminis-
tration to Parliament and provided a direct check on the civil
service. Since knowledge formed the major source of bureaucratic
power, the opportunity to share in their knowledge and expertise
was necessary to controlling them effectively. Taking part in
committee work was therefore the best form of training for
a future political leader, as the British system indicated:

It 1s only this school of intensive work in the realities of
administration . . . that equips an assembly to be a selecting
ground, not for mere demagogues, but for effective politicians
with a grasp of reality, of which the English Parliament is the
supreme example. Only this kind of relationship between
officials and professional politicians guarantees the continuous
control of the administration, and through this the political
education of both leaders and led.27

Naturally such scrutiny was resented by the officials, since it con-
flicted with their norm of official secrecy, but it was a necessary
condition for the development of political leadership, as opposed
to demagogy and dilettantism.28

Weber’s answer to bureaucratic control was thus based on a
contrast between two kinds of Parliamentary system—the weak or
‘token’ Parliament typified by Germany, the strong by England—
and the typical consequences of each for the style of politics and
the character of political leadership. His concern to change the
character of German politics and its politicians likewise depended
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on institutional reform, in particular of those paragraphs of
the constitution that limited the role of Parliament, such as the
notorious Article 9, section 2, which debarred a member of the
Reichstag from holding governmental office and cut him off from
his political base if he accepted 1t.29 Weber was not so simple as to
believe that similar political institutions produced similar conse-
quences in all countries. France enjoyed Parliamentary govern-
ment in the full sense, yet its parties were chronically fragmented
and incapable of producing the kind of political leadership
Weber expected from a Parliamentary system. But this was a
consequence of her particular social structure. ‘France i1s not the
country’, Weber argued, ‘where the fypical consequences of
democracy for Parliamentarism can be studied’.30 Nor did he
believe that the alteration of a few clauses of the German Constitu-
tion would produce political leadership overnight. The habits of
mind, the ‘will to powerlessness’, inculcated over generations
could not be changed easily. Yet institutional reform was a
necessary condition, in that it would remove the obstacles to the
development of leadership:

No one should imagine that a paragraph of this kind, which
linked the appointment and dismissal of the Reichskanzler to a
Parliamentary vote, could suddenly conjure up ‘leaders’ out of
the ground, when these have been excluded from Parliament for
decades because of its powerlessness. But the essential pre-
requisites for this can be institutionally created, and everything
now depends on this being done.3!

It should be said that the contrast between the British and German
systems of government was a commonplace of German political
analysis, and that the British Parliament was an accepted model
for those who advocated democratic reform. In this sense there
was nothing particularly original about Weber’s typology.
However, Weber had his own way of setting the commonplace in a
new light by approaching it from a different perspective. Here,
the distinctive feature of Parliamentary government emphasised by
Weber was not so much that it was more ‘democratic’, but that it
developed the kind of leadership capable of controlling a modern
bureaucracy. It is true that he spoke of the process of giving power
to Parliament as ‘democratisation’, and that his strong Parlia-
mentary type included distinctively democratic features, such as
the power to subject the activity of government to public scrutiny.
But his theory of Parliamentary government cannot be called a
democratic theory, since it did not seek to justify such government
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in terms of recognisably democratic values, such as increasing
the influence of the people on the policies pursued by those who
governed. The peculiarity of Weber’s position consisted in his
belief that under modern conditions formally democratic institu-
tions provide the best guarantee of vigorous political leadership.
Thus, although he could align himself with radical democrats, his
commitment to the institutions of democracy was only a contin-
gent one, not a matter of principle. How far this was so, was shown
in a letter to Professor Ehrenberg in 1917

Forms of constitution are for me technical means like any
other machinery. I’d be just as happy to take the side of the
monarch against Parliament, if only he were a politician or
showed signs of becoming one.32

This remark is no doubt an exaggeration, since the whole point
of Weber’s opposition to the monarch was to the system, and not
to the person; an exceptional monarch might provide political
leadership, but the monarchy as such could not guarantee con-
tinuity of political direction in the way that a Parliament could.
Further, as will be discussed later in the chapter, Weber saw 1m-
portant advantages in a Parliamentary system as a guarantee of
political liberty. Nevertheless, the letter is a clear indication of the
priority he gave to political leadership in his theory.

Weber’s discussion of Parliamentary institutions demonstrates
his characteristic emphasis on the process of selection, on the
way in which different institutional and social structures en-
couraged and selected different types and qualities of person.
Whereas a weak Parliamentary system drove men of leadership
quality away from politics, and encouraged ‘mere demagogues’
and those concerned with petty patronage, a strong Parliament
brought a very different type of politician to dominance. Under-
lying this distinction was the more general assumption that what
mattered in politics, as elsewhere, was the few people at the top;
indeed, that oligarchy was inevitable, and that therefore the
quality and character of the oligarchy was of the first importance.
The empirical side to this assumption—the inevitability of oli-
garchy—will be examined more explicitly in the context of
Weber’s account of mass politics and universal suffrage, which
forms the second aspect to his theory of democracy.

MASS DEMOCRACY AND ELITES

If part of Weber’s theory of democracy consisted in his account



PARLIAMENT AND DEMOCRACY 103

of Parliamentary institutions, the other part lay in his justification
for universal suffrage and his account of mass democracy. Here
again, Weber’s theory was distinctive, both in the character of his
justification for universal suffrage and also in his insistence that
its introduction did not alter, but only reinforce, what he called
‘the law of the small number’, the law that politics was controlled
by small groups from above.33 As with other so-called ‘elite
theorists’,3+ the involvement of the mass in politics was not re-
garded by Weber as modifying the fact of oligarchy, but rather the
methods by which the few were selected, the type of person who
reached the top and the qualities necessary for the effective exercise
of power. The advent of democracy changed the rules of selection,
but not the process of selection itself.

Weber’s discussion of mass democracy introduces a further
feature which he regarded as typical of modern politics alongside
bureaucracy: its mass character. As well as being typified by
bureaucratic administration, the modern state 1s also the mass
state, in the sense that the mass cannot be ignored in the political
process, whatever the type of constitution. The term ‘mass’ was
used in his political writings in rather different senses. Sometimes
it indicated merely an aggregation of large numbers, as in the
term ‘Massenstaat’, which indicated a major power, or when he
spoke of ‘the mass as such, whatever social classes compose it in
any particular instance’.35 At the same time, the term usually also
indicated something about the character of such aggregations and
the society of which they were a part. The ‘mass’ was the product
of the process of social levelling, which had dissolved the tradi-
tional distinctions of birth and status, and destroyed the relation-
ships of traditional society.36 The existence of the ‘mass’ was thus
itself an indication of democratisation, in one sense of that term.
Weber drew a familiar distinction between the social and the
political aspects of democracy, between the levelling of social
distinctions on the one hand, and the introduction of universal
suffrage and Parliamentary government on the other. Social
democratisation was already far advanced, and was being re-
inforced by the growth of mass literacy and the popular press. It
was these factors that made the ‘mass’ significant for politics,
irrespective of the type of constitution, and even where there was
no political democracy. The appeal to the mass by propaganda
and demagogy was as much a feature of monarchies and dictator-
ships as of political democracies. It was a standard feature of
German government, particularly as a weapon in the internal
struggle between contending departments or governmental
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factions.3” Mass demagogy was also a typical instrument of the
military dictatorships which, Weber argued, to a greater or lesser
degree came to dominate all the contending nations in the World
War.38 The appeal to the masses was thus not confined to political
democracies.

What differed, however, was the manner in which the mass
became involved. It could be activated in a spasmodic and ‘irra-
tional’ manner, as in the ‘politics of the streets’ or the appeal of a
dictator.3® Weber regarded the U-boat agitation in wartime Ger-
many as a typical example of the damaging effects of such mass
involvement in issues which required careful strategic calculation.
Alternatively, the mass could be activated in a regular and disci-
plined way through constitutional means in a political democracy.
What distinguished political democracy was not the fact of mass
involvement, but the manner of it: the use of demagogy was linked
to the regular exercise of the vote for choosing a leader, and to the
organisation of the mass by political parties.

Demagogy . . . is independent of the type of constitution. ..
Monarchies have also trod the road of demagogy in their own
way. Speeches, telegrams, all the possible means of propaganda
are mobilised to protect their prestige, and no one can maintain
that this form of political propaganda has proved any less
prejudicial to state interests than electoral demagogy, even of
the most violent conceivable kind. In fact just the opposite.
And now in wartime we have experienced the phenomenon,
novel even for us, of demagogy by the admiral. ... So one
cannot conclude that demagogy is a peculiarity of political
democracies. . . . In Germany we have demagogy and mob in-
fluence without democracy—or rather because of the lack of an
ordered democracy.40

Weber’s justification for political democracy here was thus not so
much that it would give the masses an influence they would not
otherwise enjoy,4! but that their involvement in politics would be
orderly and regular rather than spasmodic and ‘irrational’.42
There were other reasons also why he favoured universal suffrage,
and these are set out most coherently in his article ‘Wahlrecht
und Demokratie’. Here he argued that anything short of universal
suffrage was incompatible with the character of modern institu-
tions. A basic presupposition of these institutions—capitalism,
bureaucracy, the state itself—was that men shared a formal
equality of status, and that there were no special privileges
recognised or guaranteed by law. Equal suffrage was merely an
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extension of this principle. ‘It is no accident’, he wrote, ‘that the
demand for universal suffrage is with us. This equality corres-
ponds in its mechanical character with the nature of the modern
state. It is only with the modern state that the concept of ‘“‘state
citizen”’ comes into being.’+3 He went on to link this concept to
citizenship with the obligation to take part in military service, and
the equality between men in the face of death. This was a con-
sideration particularly prominent in wartime. Weber continually
denounced the Prussian three-class suffrage, and the anomaly of
allowing political rights to those who stayed at home which were
denied to soldiers at the front. But there was a more general
historical point. Citizenship and political rights were historically
associated with differences in men’s capacity to provide their own
military equipment. Such differences no longer existed, since, in
the army as in other modern institutions, men no longer owned the
equipment they used:

All men are equal in the face of death. ... All inequalities of
political rights in the past stemmed ultimately from the econo-
mically related inequalities of military qualification, which no
longer have any place in the bureaucratised state and army.44

Thus universal suffrage and mass democracy followed on from,
and were made necessary by, the prior process of social democrat-
1sation that was already far advanced. Given the nature of modern
society, there was no basis for any suffrage short of universal. In
his various writings Weber showed himself to have thoroughly
mastered the intricacies of ‘suffrage politics’—the multifarious
schemes to keep the masses disenfranchised based upon property,
occupation, education and what not. In ‘Wahlrecht und Demo-
kratie’ he examined each of these in turn, and showed that none
had any viable basis in the character of society.45 Once the agita-
tion for an extension of the vote had begun, the only end possible
was universal suffrage; people might as well recognise this at
once, and save their energy for other issues.46 Political democracy,
then, for Weber, followed from the formal equality presupposed
by the institutions of modern society, and was necessary if the
masses were to be involved in an orderly way in the political pro-
cess rather than by spasmodic and ‘irrational’ interventions.

If universal suffrage was in the long run unavoidable for modern
states, its introduction did not alter, but only reinforce, what
Weber called the ‘law of the small number’, the universal principle
that politics is dominated by small groups. ‘Everywhere the princi-
ple of the small number—that is, the superior political manoeuvr-
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ability of smali leading groups—determines political activity.’47
The assertion of this principle forms one of the common links
between FEconomy and Society and Weber’s political writings,
where it is insisted on equally.48 Policy is always determined by a
few, who then involve others only to the extent that their support
is judged necessary, a principle which is as true of democracies as
any other form of government. The mass only becomes involved
as a result of initiatives from above, never from below; their role
is limited to that of response.

It 1s not a question of the politically passive ‘mass’ throwing up
a leader of itself, but rather of the political leader recruiting
a following and winning the mass by demogogic appeal. This is
true even in the most democratic constitutions.4°

The ‘law of the small number’ did not mean that leaders could
dispense with a following, or that the following might not need to
be large and enthusiastic, as for example in wartime. It meant
that the initiatives always lay with the ‘small leading groups’,
whose command of a ‘staff’ and ability to plan a strategy in
secret ensured them the advantage. At most, a following might
enjoy an occasional veto power.

Weber was less than explicit about how far the ‘law of the
small number’ applied to the direct democracies of ancient
Athens, and the Swiss cantons. Although they might have their
‘Caesarist’ demagogues or their traditional aristocracies, he
insisted on drawing a sharp distinction between these types of
democracy, based upon neighbourhood and personal relation-
ships, and the modern mass democracies.3¢ Though it might be
possible to produce a definition of the term ‘democracy’ that
included both (for example, that democracy is where ‘no formal
inequality of political rights exists between the social classes’),s!
this was too general to be useful; modern mass democracy could
be called ‘democratic’ in only a derivative sense. When compared
with the oligarchies it had replaced, the advent of universal
suffrage had not made politics any more democratic in the sense of
any greater diffusion of power; if anything power was more con-
centrated. The term ‘democratisation’ could thus be misleading,
Weber wrote, since the demos could never rule, only be ruled.
What had changed was the manner in which the small number was
selected, the qualities required of it, the chance for a different type
of person to reach the top.s2

Weber’s account of mass democracy is thus an account of the
new elite roles brought about by the advent of universal suffrage,
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and the qualities required for these. The classical analysis of the
effect of the mass vote on the character of political activity was
Ostrogorski’s study of Britain and the USA, and Weber borrowed
freely from this.33 Ostrogorskt’s theme was the development of
the extra-Parliamentary caucus, the permanent party organisation,
as an instrument for mobilising the mass vote. Weber, in his
accounts in ‘Parliament and Government’ and in ‘Politics as a
Vocation’, emphasised two particular consequences of this
development.5¢ One was the decline in the importance of local
notables (Honoratiores) who had previously played a major part
in the selection of candidates and the organisation of elections,
replacement by the party boss, the paid election agent or party
official, whose professional job was to mobilise the vote whether
on an entrepreneurial basis or through a bureaucratic party
organisation. ‘Every extension of the suffrage. .. signifies the
extension of the strict inter-local bureaucratic organisation of
parties, and thereby the increasing dominance of the party
bureaucracy and its discipline at the expense of the association of
local notables.’>s The struggle between the Honoratiores and the
party official might be longer or shorter, but in the end the latter
was bound to prevail.

The other significant consequence was the increasing importance
of the political leader who stood at the head of the party machine,
at the expense of the individual MP. Where MPs were now
dependent upon the support of the machine for their election,
both in turn depended on the personality of the party leader and
his ability to capture the mass vote in the demagogic content of
the election campaign. Where previously MPs may have acted
more as individuals, they were now aggregated into a ‘following’
behind a personality, dependent on his success for their own.
‘Nowadays the members of Parliament, with the exception of a
few cabinet ministers (and a few eccentrics) are normally nothing
better than well-disciplined lobby fodder.’ss Weber followed
Ostrogorski in regarding contemporary British democracy as a
plebiscitary type, with the Prime Minister similar in fact if not in
form to the American President. Leaders such as Gladstone and
Lloyd George had successfully appealed over the heads of Parlia-
ment and party directly to the masses in the country. With such
leaders, members of Parliament were ‘merely political spoilsmen
enrolled in their following.’s7

Weber’s attitude to these developments was different from
Ostrogorski’s, in that he regarded them as irreversible. Ostro-
gorski had criticised the dominance of the party organisation and
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the plebiscitary leader as a perversion of democracy, which could
only be restored by the abolition of permanent party structures
with their insidious pressures on individuals. In their place he
favoured a system of ad hoc coalitions for specific and temporary
ends, as being the only way in which the popular will could be
adequately represented. Here the MP would be individually
responsible to his constituents, and the cabinet minister to the
‘popular will’ as this expressed itself from time to time.s8 Weber
regarded all such proposals as doomed from the start, in that they
failed to recognise the indispensability of party organisations in
the era of the mass vote, and the permanence of the change which
the latter had brought. ‘All attempts to subordinate the representa-
tive to the will of the voters have in the long run only one effect:
they reinforce the ascendancy of the party organisation over him,
since it 1s the party organisation alone that can mobilise the
people.’s?

Weber thus emphasised the two major roles which had been
brought to the fore by the extension of the suffrage, as permanent
features of modern politics. On the one hand was the full-time
party agent, whether a political entrepreneur like the American
boss, or a paid official within a bureaucratic structure as in Eng-
land and Germany. In each case his power rested on the control of
the machinery of vote-getting. Where the Honoratiores had wielded
influence by virtue of their status in the locality, the party agent
was a person totally devoid of status, who typically sought power
for its own sake. ‘He does not seek social honour; the “profes-
sional” 1s despised in “respectable society”. He seeks power
alone . . .’60 On the other hand was the plebiscitary leader, the
grand demagogue, the ‘dictator of the electoral battlefield’,
selected by his ability to command a mass vote in the electoral
contest.6! In addition to these two major roles, Weber pointed to
others which had become important with the extension of the
suffrage, such as the party ‘Maecenas’ who paid for the machine,
or the journalist, ‘that most important representative of the
demagogic species’, whether he worked inside a party or outside it.
What was characteristic of all these new roles, except possibly for
the Maecenas,2 was that recruitment to them did not depend upon
birth or even education, which Weber insisted had nothing to do
with political skill. The qualities ‘selected’ by the new circum-
stances of universal suffrage were those which led to success in
mobilising the vote—skills of organisation and propaganda,
qualities of mass leadership, the ability to contribute finance to
the party machine.
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Political democracy, according to Weber, thus did not bring
any diminution or diffusion of power, but rather a shift in its
location from the local notables and individual MPs to a new set
of roles which demanded different qualities and a different
pattern of recruitment. The law of the small number still operated
as before, only now power was concentrated in the hands of the
full-time professionals who operated the machine and the leader
who stood at its head. The most succinct expression of the law of
the small number at work 1in mass democracy is Weber’s thumb-
nail sketch of political parties at the end of Part 1 of Economy and
Society. The chief elements in party activities, he says, are the
following:

1 Party leaders and their staffs, who control the operation.

2 Active party members, who for the most part merely have the
function of acclamation of their leaders, though in certain
circumstances they may also act as a check, participate in
discussion, voice complaints, submit resolutions.

3 The inactive masses of electors, who are merely objects whose
votes are sought at election time . . .

4 Contributors to party funds, who usually, though not always,
remain behind the scenes.63

Weber’s account here sounds more oligarchical than it in fact is,
since In these passages quoted, particularly from Economy and
Society and ‘Politics as a Vocation’, he is referring exclusively to
the formal structures of power.64 It needs to be kept in mind
throughout that Weber saw the political process as operating
within a class context. Thus the advent of universal suffrage not
only brought a change in the machinery of politics, but meant
giving some acknowledgement to the working class and the
issues which concerned them.65 In the German context, in particu-
lar, it meant striking at one of the roots of Junker power in the
class-based Prussian suffrage.66 Weber also held that the rela-
tionship between leader and following presupposed a basis of
class interests. Political leaders were the product not only of the
political structure, but also of class. Weber’s archetype of a politi-
cal leader, Bismarck, was not an isolated phenomenon, but ‘the
last and greatest of the Junkers’;67 though his outlook may have
transcended that of his class, his achievements would have been
impossible without its support. As Weber wrote explicitly in 1917,
‘Any policy of great consequence [grosse Politik] is always made
by small groups of men, but decisive for its success ... 1s the
willing support of a sufficiently broad and powerful social class.’o8
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The interests of a class, and its level of political awareness, set
limits to what a political leader could achieve. Hence Weber’s
insistence that, whatever changes were made in the political
structure after the war, they would have little effect unless the
bourgeoisie developed ‘a more self-conscious political spirit’.69
Weber’s elite emphasis was thus set within, or at least alongside,
a class analysis, and was not an alternative to it. The present dis-
cussion must therefore be regarded as provisional, until Weber’s
theory of society has been considered.

Despite this limiting assumption about the social context
within which political structures were set, it remained true that
political initiatives stemmed from the top, and therefore the
character of the leader or leading group was crucial. Hence
Weber’s emphasis on elite roles, and his presentation of the
differences between political structures as differences in the types
and qualities ‘selected’ to predominate within them. If political
structures could not be distinguished from one another by being
more democratic in any meaningful sense, then all the more
significance attached to the character and quality of the elite or
oligarchy they threw up. The evaluative implications of this are
stated explicitly in a passage in Weber’s 1917 article on ‘The
Meaning of Value Freedom’:

Every type of social order, without exception, must, if one
wishes to evaluate it, be assessed according to which type of
man it gives the opportunity to rise to a position of superiority
through the operation of the various objective and subjective
selective factors.70

As with the strong Parliamentary system itself, so also the electoral
contest in a mass democracy encouraged the rise of men with
very different qualities from those ‘selected’ in the process of
bureaucratic administration, and ones much more suited to the
political struggle:

Only those characters are fitted for political leadership who
have been selected in the political struggle, since all politics 18
in its essense ‘Kampf’. The much abused ‘work of the dema-
gogue’ provides this training on average better than the ad-
ministrator’s office.”!

The distinctive features of modern political democracy, then,
according to Weber, were a strong Parliament, which ensured the
selection of men equipped to exercise political responsibility; and
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universal suffrage, which ensured that the involvement of the
mass in the political process would take place in an orderly fashion,
and which at the same time changed the character of elite roles,
giving supremacy to the party machine and the individual who
stood at its head. This is a theory remarkably similar to that later
popularised by Joseph Schumpeter, whose conception of demo-
cracy as a technique for producing political leaders continues to
enjoy wide currency.’2 Schumpeter’s account clearly owes a good
deal to Weber, not least in its thoroughgoing critique of classical
democratic theory for attributing to the electorate an ‘altogether
unrealistic’ degree of initiative.”3 The crusading zeal with which
Schumpeter demolishes the illusions of popular sovereignty
matches that of Weber himself, as typically expressed by the
latter in correspondence with Robert Michels:

Ah! How much disillusion you still have to endure! Concepts
such as ‘the will of the people’, the true will of the people,
have long since lost any meaning for me; they are fictions.74

In the case of Weber and Schumpeter alike, the apparently tough
realism with which they assert the inevitability of oligarchy con-
ceals a prescriptive premise. Their view that initiatives in politics
stem from a few at the top is coloured by their fear of what will
happen if they do not. The law of the small number, the fictional
character of the popular will, has to be asserted as the truth,
so that it should become if possible more firmly established.
Underlying this ambiguous position can be discerned the ambi-
valent attitude towards the ‘mass’ that is typical of most elite
theorists. On the one hand the mass is seen as a passive object,
incapable of any independent action and initiative, easily led by
the nose. On the other hand it is a disturbing phenomenon,
potentially dangerous, needing to be kept subject to ‘order’. These
two faces of the mass are given extreme expression in the in-
fluential work by Gustav le Bon on the crowd, where the crowd
is at once ‘a servile flock that is incapable of ever doing without a
master’ and also possessed of ‘savage and destructive instincts
left dormant by previous ages’.’s This double image of the mass
produced in the elite theorists the simultaneous assertion of two
mutually inconsistent principles: on the one hand a law, ‘oligarchy
is inevitable’; on the other a principle, ‘a few heads are sounder’.76
Both propositions are to be found in Weber’s political writings,
though not in so sharp a form. Thus he writes, as in the passage
quoted above,?7 that there is no question of the ‘politically passive
mass’ throwing up a leader of itself, even in the most democratic
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system. They can only wait to be won by a leader, and it is he
who controls the initiative. Then a few pages later we learn that the
mass as such ‘thinks only of the morrow’; it 1s always subject to
emotional and irrational influences. Realistic and responsible
policies require that matters should be left in the hands of a few:

A cool and clear head—and successful politics, no less success-
ful democratic politics, can only be made with the head—is
more likely to prevail ... the smaller the number of those
taking part in the deliberations.’8

This ambivalence between a descriptive and a prescriptive account
of the ‘mass’ finds its parallel in Weber’s account of individual
leadership. The importance of the individual leader to Weber lay
not only in what he could achieve historically, in his empirical
exploits, but also in the intrinsic value which lay in individual as
opposed to collective action. This is shown clearly by a passage in
Weber’s account of the 1905 revolution in Russia, which he con-
trasted with previous European revolutions for its lack of ‘great
leaders’. Everything, he wrote, was simply a ‘collective product’.
This was in part explained by the character of modern revolution
and the tactics necessary to fight a police state. So much effort
had to be devoted to tactics that ‘it was difficult for “‘great leading
personalities’” to play any role. Against vermin it is impossible
for “great” deeds to be accomplished.’” It is clear that it is the
quality of the revolution that Weber is questioning here, not the
extent of its possible consequences. Only an individual could
perform ‘great’ deeds, not a collective. The ‘mass’ for Weber,
as an undifferentiated collective, had a largely negative signifi-
cance. While being an inescapable feature of modern politics,
its only useful role lay in providing an ordered response to a
leader’s initiative.

What is distinctive about this account of democracy, like that of
Schumpeter subsequently, is that it makes no reference to demo-
cratic values, much less regards them as worth striving for.80 A
strong Parliamentary system was justified because it provided a
training ground for leadership; the advantage of mass democracy
lay in the opportunities it provided for the rise of outstanding
individuals. However, if Weber gave little room in his theory to
democratic values, what of liberal ones? Schumpeter certainly
regarded his own conception of democracy as a means to preserv-
ing political liberties. How far Weber did so is a matter of some
debate, and the chapter will conclude with an examination of
this question.
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PARLIAMENT IS A PROTECTOR OF LIBERTY

According to Wolfgang Mommsen, the onl/y functions assigned to
Parliament in Weber’s theory were those of developing a political
leadership and scrutinising the administration:

The purpose of parliamentary democracy in Weber’s conception
reduced 1tself essentially to two functions: the selection of
politicians with the capacity for leadership and the control of
.. . the administrative apparat.s!

In Mommsen’s view, Weber’s account of modern democracy
involved the abandonment of the ideas of liberal constitutionalism,
and this for a number of reasons.82 One was his rejection of natural
law theory, which had previously provided the philosophical
basis for human rights, as being no longer valid or acceptable to
modern man. A second reason lay in the rise of the organised
party machine, which diminished the significance of Parliament
as a forum for the free expression of individual opinion. Such
developments ‘destroyed the ideological basis . . . of liberal consti-
tutionalism’.83 Here Mommsen overstates his case, as well as
ignoring the distinction in Weber between individualism and civil
or constitutional rights. Because deputies were organised into a
party following, it did not follow that Parliament could no longer
be an effective guarantor of political liberties. Because civil rights
were no longer underpinned by natural law beliefs, it did not
follow that they could not be protected by institutional structures
which enjoyed a backing of social support. Mommsen writes al-
most as if he himself believed that there could be no constitutional
structures which enjoyed a backing of social support. Mommsen
writes almost as if he himself believed that there could be no
constitutional liberalism except on a natural law basis.34

In fact, there is ample evidence that, besides its other functions,
Weber also regarded a strong Parliament as a protector of civil
rights and liberties, and valued it for this reason. This is most
clearly emphasised in his writings on the 1905 Russian revolution,
in which he linked the possible attainment of civil rights and
Parliamentary government together. In the event, as he showed,
the various freedoms announced in the October manifesto—
freedoms of expression, of conscience, of association, of assembly,
of the person—remained only token, and could only continue to
be so in the absence of an effective Parhament. The Duma was
itself a token assembly, lacking the power to subject the adminis-
tration to scrutiny, and because of this the system of administra-
tive arbitrariness was able to proceed unchecked. Even the deputies
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themselves enjoyed a degree of immunity far inferior to normal
European practice. A strong Parliament and the guarantee of
civil rights belonged together.ss

Weber made the same point explicitly in his wartime articles on
‘Parliament and Government’, significantly enough in the context
of his discussion of the plebiscitary leader. The position of Lloyd
George, he argued, though in theory dependent on Parliament,
in practice had a plebiscitary basis: it owed its support to the masses
in the country and the army at the front. Yet this did not make the
existence of Parliament valueless. In face of the ‘Caesarist leader
who enjoyed the confidence of the masses’ Parliament provided a
check on his power, a guarantee of civil rights and a peaceful
means of removing him when he lost popular confidence.86 As
Weber frequently observed, the Parliamentary and plebiscitary
principles stood in some tension to one another. While it was
possible for a plebiscitary leader to emerge within a Parliamentary
system, at the same time the context of Parliamentary responsi-
bility was important in keeping his powers in check. Thus, far
from the advent of the party machine marking the end of consti-
tutional liberalism, it made more necessary the function of a strong
Parliament in protecting individual liberties in face of power of the
plebiscitary leader; and this remained an important feature of
Weber’s theory at least until the postwar period.

As was pointed out in Chapter 2, a characteristic of Weber’s
political standpoint was his commitment to the values of strong
leadership and political liberty at the same time. The significance
of his theory of Parliament was that it was an attempt to hold them
together, and combine both functions in the same institution.
The fact that he did not devote much space to the liberal dimen-
sion of Parliament in his wartime writings does not mean that it
was not important to him. As he wrote earlier in the same series
of articles, it was a gross illusion to imagine that life would be at
all worth living ‘without the achievements bequeathed by the age
of the “rights of man’’.87 Because such rights were taken for
granted did not make them any the less significant. Though
Mommsen is right to insist that, in contrast with the liberal tradi-
tion, the weight of emphasis in Weber’s writings on Germany is on
the function of Parliament as a selector of leaders, he is mistaken
to overlook its function as a protector of liberties as he does.
Weber’s conception of Parliament included both. This makes all
the more significant the change of view which led him to advocate
downgrading the position of Parliament in the postwar constitu-
tion.s8



PARLIAMENT AND DEMOCRACY 115

One writer who recognises the liberal features in Weber’s
political theory i1s Gustav Schmidt in his book Deutscher Historis-
mus und der Ubergang zur parlamentarischen Demokratie.s
Schmidt 1s representative of the opposite tendency to Mommsen,
of those who claim to find a much more liberal, even democratic,
element in Weber’s work. The aim of his book is to show how a
number of German thinkers, contemporary with Weber, attempted
to adapt the British theory of Parliamentary government to the
uniqueness of the German historical tradition. According to
Schmidt, a central feature of English constitutional theory, then
as now, was that the—in theory—Iimitless power of the govern-
ment was in practice restricted by the norms or ‘operative ideals’
of society, which constituted its real source of legitimacy. This
concept of society, he argues, embodying a particular ‘moral
standard’, was taken over by Weber to provide a missing element
in his political theory: an account of the source of the political
leader’s legitimacy. In contrast to the ‘legality’ involved in
bureaucratic authority, the legitimacy of the political leader lay
for Weber in his conformity to the ‘moral standard’ or ‘operative
ideals’ of society. Where the former element was implicit in the
German historical tradition, the latter derived from the constitu-
tional theory of Britain.90

Schmidt’s interpretation is mistaken in this respect, that he
makes Weber out, in his theory of legitimacy, to be engaged in a
philosophical rather than a sociological enterprise. Weber was
nowhere concerned to give the kind of philosophical account of
legitimacy that Schmidt portrays, and that is characteristic of the
English sources that he cites (notably Lindsay). Weber certainly
wished to prescribe certain types of institution and political leader-
ship as preferable to others, but he nowhere suggested that such
institutions or leaders could only be /legitimate if they accorded
with a particular constitutional principle. This was wholly foreign
to his conviction that constitutional principles were simply means,
and had no value in themselves.

Nevertheless, Schmidt does identify an important element in
Weber's political theory, and that is its dependence on a concept
of society, though this should be seen more in sociological than
philosophical terms. Weber’s political theory was never merely
institutional. While looking to Parliament for the institutional
protection of liberties, he did not imagine that it could perform
this function on its own, any more than it could guarantee political
leadership, without a strong basis in society. This was worked out
most fully in his articles on Russia, which went beyond an examina-
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tion of the particular proposals for a liberal constitutional system
to consider what basis of social support existed for Parliamentary
government in the major classes and their conditions of life. In
respect of German politics Weber was equally explicit that,
without a politically self-confident bourgeoisie, the freest institu-
tions would be ‘a mere shadow’.9! His conception of Parliament
thus rested on a theory of society. The relationship was, however,
sociological rather than philosophical. That is to say, Weber was
more concerned with the question: what kind of social support is
necessary to make political institutions effective ? than the ques-
tion: what kind of support is necessary to make them legitimate?
Weber’s theory of society and its relation to politics forms the
main subject of Chapters 6 to 8. Before turning to this, however,
there is one further aspect of his political theory to be considered:
his account of the nation and his justification for nationalism as a
principle. This will form the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 5

Nationalism and
the Nation State

In discussing Weber’s justification for Parliamentary democracy,
it was argued that a major consideration was the political leader-
ship it would encourage. This was not only leadership for its own
sake, however, but leadership in relation to particular ends, which
Weber defined in national terms. A frequent refrain of his writing
was that forms of constitution only held their validity in relation to
the tasks confronting society.! Germany was now a major power,
and required a system of government commensurate to its posi-
tion, and the opportunities this presented. One consequence of
this strongly instrumental standpoint was that Weber could
address his argument for democracy even to the extreme Right,
who had no more love of democratic ideals than he had. In em-
bracing a great power role for Germany, he could argue, while at
the same time rejecting Parliamentary democracy, they were being
inconsistent

The only national politician i1s one who considers internal
politics from the standpoint of its necessary compatibility
with our external goals. Whoever does not like the ‘democratic’
consequences which follow from this, must renounce the great
power role, which makes them unavoidable.2

It is as part of a wider nationalist outlook, therefore, that Weber’s
justification for Parliamentary democracy must also be seen.
The present chapter will examine the character of this outlook.
Few aspects of Weber’s political theory have aroused as much
controversy as the question of his nationalist convictions. The
thesis of Wolfgang Mommsen’s book, that nationalism was the
driving force of his political activity, and that Parliamentary
democracy was for him simply a means to providing leadership
for national ends, was greeted with a hostile reaction when it
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appeared, and has continued to arouse controversy since. Such
debate on the question as there has been, however, has tended to
take the form of assertions for or against rather than an attempt
properly to elucidate the character of Weber’s nationalist commit-
ment. Weber himself accepted that such commitments were ulti-
mately a matter of faith, and could not be proved by scientific
argument.3 Many critics have, however, wrongly concluded that
his nationalism must therefore have been wholly irrational. Hans
Maier argues in an extreme form a familiar thesis, that once
Weber had divorced science from values, the latter became exclu-
ded altogether from the realm of reason, and were reduced to
emotional utterances.# Raymond Aron calls Weber’s choice of
the power of the nation state as the ultimate value a ‘free and
arbitrary’ choice.> Arthur Mitzman regards Weber’s nationalism
as further evidence for his psycho-pathological condition: the
assertion of German independence against the Russian and Anglo-
Saxon powers was ‘a respectable ideological screen for the age-old
struggle of sons against paternal despots’.6

Such assertions fail to give proper weight to the role which
Weber himself assigned to reason in the value sphere. He argued
for a reciprocal relationship between rational and non-rational
elements. If the impetus for ideas came from an emotional root,
this was in turn shaped by the activity of reason. ‘At the present
time,” he wrote in the introduction to his studies on world reli-
gions, ‘it is widely held that emotional content is primary, while
thoughts are simply its secondary expression; naturally, this
view is to a large extent justified.’” But he went on to say that ideas
could develop an autonomy of their own, typically under the in-
fluence of the intellectual strata, and that this in turn shaped
emotion and the manner in which it was expressed.8 The pheno-
menon of nationalism provides an example of this. Weber regar-
ded its emotional root to lie both in the psychology of the masses
and (more continuously) in the prestige sentiments of the ruling
political strata. Both became transformed under the influence of
intellectual groups into the idea of the nation, which in turn in-
fluenced the shape and direction which the expression of emotion
took.

In the Inaugural Address Weber wrote that ‘the nation state
rests on a basic psychological foundation which is shared even
by the broad strata of the economically subordinate classes, and
is by no means merely a “superstructure’’ created by the econo-
mically ruling classes’.9 In the unfinished section on the nation in
Economy and Society he equally distinguished between an emo-
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tional and a calculating, economically oriented, element in
nationalism, though here he identified this emotional element in
the first instance with the ‘prestige sentiments’ of the political
strata—the bureaucracy, army, etc.!0 These sentiments, however,
came to be modified under the influence of those strata respons-

ible for the culture of a society into a specifically ‘national’ con-
SCIOUSNEss :

The naked prestige of ‘power’ is unavoidably transformed
under the influence of these groups into other specific forms, in
particular into the idea of the ‘nation’.!

As will be shown below, this process of modifying prestige senti-
ments into the intellectual idea of the nation not only provided a
justification for the power of the state, in Weber’s view, but also
shaped the manner of its exercise and prescribed limits to its
use. It was not merely a rationalisation of emotion, but could also
be an effective principle which directed the use of power as well as
setting limits to its exercise.

Most accounts of Weber’s nationalism are thus too simplistic.
His own analysis of nationalism as an empirical phenomenon
showed it to be a highly complex affair, embracing economic,
political, ideological, communal elements, some of which involved
society as a whole, others touching only those groups with particu-
lar interests in it. Likewise his own commitment to German
nationalism as a value was equally complex. The present chapter
will therefore approach it from a number of different angles. The
first part will draw on his academic as well as his political writings
to show what he understood by the concept of the nation, and
what kind of justification he gave for nationalism as a principle.
This will be an abstract or ‘ideal-typical’ account only. The second
part will consider Weber’s nationalism in practice, to see how far
it can be understood in terms of the principles outlined. A brief
concluding section will anticipate subsequent chapters by consider-
ing his nationalism in relation to the internal divisions of class.

THE CONCEPT OF THE NATION

Besides being characterised by bureaucratic administration and a
mass public, the modern state, according to Weber’s account, is
also typically the nation state. But what is a nation? The concept
is notoriously difficult to define. Weber sets out an account in two
different places in the older part of Economy and Society, and this
is paralleled by his contribution to discussions on the subject at
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meetings of the German Sociological Association in 1910 and
1912.12 According to these accounts, Weber regarded the nation as
essentially a political concept, which could only be defined in re-
lation to the state, though it was not identical with it. A nation is a
‘community of sentiment, which would find its adequate expres-
sion only in a state of its own, and which thus normally strives to
create one’.13 It is also a subjective phenomenon—that is, a nation
exists where people believe themselves to be one, or to put it in a
less circular manner, where people have a sense of belonging to a
community which demands or finds its expression in an autono-
mous state. The existence of a nation means that ‘a specific
feeling of solidarity can be expected from certain groups of people
in the face of others’.14 This sense of solidarity is not totally sub-
jective, however. It is rooted in objective factors, such as a com-
mon race, language, religion, customs or political experience, any
of which can promote national sentiment. Weber insisted that no
single one of these factors was common to all examples of a
nation.!> Even community of language (‘Sprachgemeinschaft’),
which he regarded as the most common objective basis, was not a
universal feature of all states, as in Switzerland, Canada, etc.
Nor did the existence of such objective factors on their own make a
nation; they merely created a potential for solidarity, and it
depended on political factors whether this potential found expres-
sion in a national consciousness or not. Speaking of China,
Weber remarked that it was doubtful whether at the turn of the
century China constituted a nation; fifteen years later, observers
judged very differently. ‘It seems, therefore, that a group of people
may under certain circumstances attain the quality of a nation
through specific behaviour, or may lay claim to this attainment,
and within quite short periods of time.’16

Three different elements can thus be distinguished in Weber’s
concept of a nation. A nation exists where, first, there is some ob-
jective common factor between people, which distinguishes them
from others; secondly, where this common factor is regarded as a
source of value and thus produces a feeling of solidarity against
outsiders; thirdly, where this solidarity finds expression in autono-
mous political institutions, co-extensive with the community, or at
least generates the demand for these. In so far as nationhood
depended on a feeling of superiority in the face of others, it
formed a kind of status group, unique, according to Weber, in
that it was the only form of status superiority available to the
masses at large.17

Of all the objective factors that could contribute to a sense of



NATIONALISM AND THE NATION STATE 123

national identity, Weber regarded race as the least important. If it
appeared important, this was because men assigned to observable
hereditary differences a subjective significance which was empiri-
callyunwarranted, and which was usually based upon differences of
custom and culture.!8 This had not always been Weber’s view. In
his Freiburg Address he had spoken of physical and psychical
racial differences between the Poles and Germans, and had used
this to explain their different adaptation to the social and economic
environment of East Prussia.t® Racial assumptions of this kind
occur frequently in his early writings; but after this period he
became increasingly sceptical of such explanations, on the grounds
of their vagueness and untestability. ‘With racial theories,” he
said at a meeting of the German Sociological Association held
to discuss the subject, ‘it is possible to prove or refute whatever
you like. 20

If common racial origin was the least important objective factor
making for national consciousness, Weber regarded possession of
a common language as among the most important. ‘Today com-
munity of language is the normal basis for the state,’2! he wrote,
and elsewhere he speaks of the nation as a ‘community of language
and literature’.22 While he attributed the intensity of nationalism
in his own time, particularly in its expansive form of imperialism,
in large measure to economic conflict,23 it was also due to the
democratisation of literary culture and its spread among the
mass. ‘With the democratisation of culture,” he wrote at the end
of 1916, ‘belief in the exclusiveness of their language community
seizes the masses as well, and national conflicts become necessarily
sharper, bound up as they are with the ideal and economic
interests of mass communication in the individual languages.’24
Weber cites examples of this intensification from the Russian and
Austrian empires. Once separate Polish and Latvian newspapers
existed, the language struggle conducted by governments com-
posed of people from a different language community was hope-
less, because ‘reasons of state are powerless against such forces’.25
For the same reason Weber castigated Prussian policy towards the
Poles in her territory; restrictions on the Polish language brought
the masses for the first time into hostility with Germany.26 All ex-
perience showed that once a language community had its own
press, opposition to such measures could never be overcome, such
was the intensity of feeling generated.

If, however, with the democratisation of literary culture,
language played an increasingly important part in national senti-
ment, possession of a common language was not itself everywhere
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paramount.?’” People who shared a common language could be
differentiated by other factors which were more significant, as the
Irish from the English by religion. Similarly, people without a
common language could form a nation, like the Swiss, the French
Canadians, the German speakers of Alsace. What bound these
peoples together were factors present in all nations, but particu-
larly noticeable here in the absence of a linguistic community:
namely, common customs, social structures, ways of thinking,
shared values. The Germans of Alsace were bound to France by
common customs and patterns of thought which derived from the
historical role of France in freeing them from feudalism, and
which were symbolised for example in the military relics from the
revolutionary period on display in the museum at Colmar—the
‘pride of the museum keeper’. The Swiss were unified by a distinc-
tive soclal structure and political tradition, self-consciously
separated off from the politico-military structures of the great
powers, with the consequences these carried for the internal
character of the political community. The French Canadians’
loyalty to the English community was conditioned by deep anti-
pathy towards the economic and social structures and customs of
the United States, in the face of which their own individuality
was guaranteed by the Canadian state.

These common factors of custom, tradition and social structure
were present in all nations, but were particularly crucial in the
examples mentioned, though Weber never regarded them as being
as strong a source of national consciousness as the possession of a
common language. Together they made up what was commonly
called a ‘Volksgeist’” or ‘Volkscharakter’, though Weber viewed
these terms with as much suspicion as the concept of ‘race’ be-
cause of their ambiguity. In his earliest methodological writings, he
criticised both Roscher and Knies and the national economists
in general, for using the term ‘Volk’ as if it were a metaphysical
entity from which all the empirical characteristics of a people
sprang, rather than as itself constituted by these characteristics.
“This concept “Volksgeist” [national spirit] is treated . .. not as
the result of countless cultural influences, but on the contrary as the
actual source from which the particular manifestations of the
people emanate.’?8 Weber was not here dismissing the notion of
national character as meaningless, only insisting that it should be
analysed as a complex of individually definable characteristics,
each subject to historical explanation. Thus in an article he wrote
on ‘Church and Sect in North America’, in which he contrasted
the democratic ethos of the USA with the authoritarian mentality
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of the Germans, he attributed these traits not to some meta-
physical ‘Geist’ but (in part at least) to the differences in the
development of Protestantism each had experienced. In North
America Protestantism developed as a religion of sects, whose
emphasis on the ‘qualified individual’ deeply influenced the charac-
ter of her democracy with its ‘typically elastic structure and indi-
vidualist quality’. In Germany, on the other hand, Protestantism
remained a ‘church’, with an authoritarian structure that strength-
ened the power not of the individual but of officialdom. ‘Thus
every attempt to emancipate the individual from authority . . . had
to take place in opposition to the religious communities.’29 In
Weber’s view the character of a people depended upon a multitude
of individual historical factors of this kind.

The central concept Weber uses most frequently to indicate the
complex of characteristics which make up the individuality of a
national community 1s ‘Kultur’. Like ‘rationality’, ‘Kultur’
1s one of the most familiar concepts in Weber’s vocabulary, and at
the same time one of the most difficult to define.3° There is the
very wide sense he gives the term in his methodological writings,
in order to distinguish the subject matter of the ‘cultural’ from
the natural sciences; their subject i1s men (‘Ku/tur, menschen’),
who are capable of taking a value attitude towards the world,
of finding significance within 1t.3! In this sense ‘Kultur’ embraces
the whole realm of human values, to include anything that men
might attach significance to. The sense of ‘Kultur’ that we are
concerned with here is a narrower one: it indicates those particular
values which distinguish a group or society from others—which
constitute its individuality (‘Eigenart’)—and which are given self-
conscious formulation, typically in the art or literature of the
society. Although art and literature are the most typical vehicle for
the expression of this individuality, Weber c¢oes not confine the
term ‘Kultur’ narrowly to artistic or literary values; it embraces
values of whatever kind—manners, character, patterns of thought
(‘Geist’)—which distinguish the society qualitatively from others,
and which are recognised as such by its members. Thus Weber
talks, for instance, of the Prussian spirit, expressed in the achieve-
ments of the great Prussian reform officials as well as in the litera-
ture of Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, etc, as a ‘significant element In
German culture’.32

Weber regarded ‘Kultur’ in this sense as particularly bound up
with national communities. The individuality which characterised
and defined a ‘Kultur’ was distinctively a national individuality.
‘All culture is national culture,” he once wrote.33 Within the
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national community it was the characteristic function of the
intellectual or ‘cultural’ strata to preserve and give expression to
this individuality, and hence they were particularly closely associa-
ted with the concept of the nation. In his chapter on the ‘nation’ in
Economy and Society Weber writes about °. .. those privileged
strata . . . who feel themselves to be the specific “‘sharers” in a
particular “‘culture’, which is diffused among the members of the
political community’.34 In a later passage the link between the
concept of ‘culture’ and the individuality of a national community
is made even more explicit:

The significance of the ‘nation’ i1s usually anchored in the
superiority, or at least the irreplaceability, of the culture
values that can only be preserved and developed through the
cultivation of the individuality (‘Eigenart’) of the community.
It 1s self-evident, therefore, that the intellectuals’. .. will be
among the foremost proponents of the ‘national’ idea.3s

Weber defines the ‘intellectuals’ here as ‘those who have special
access to certain achievements which count as culture values
because of their distinctive individuality’.

This concept of ‘Kultur’ which is so central in Weber’s thought
contains both a universal and a particularist element. The universal
element 1s the assumption of certain common standards of literary
or artistic achievement implicit in any ‘Kultur’. Weber never de-
fined what these standards were; it 1s clear, however, that he regar-
ded the possession of a literature as a minimum prerequisite.
Communities without this, however distinctive their customs,
were ‘kulturlos’ (uncultured) or, more explicitly, ‘Analphabeten’
(illiterates). The masses were ‘kulturlos’, until they came to share
in cultural values disseminated by elites. ‘Language, and that
means the literature based upon it, is the first and for the time being
only culture value at all accessible to the masses attaining to
participation in culture.’36 The particularist element in ‘Kultur’
is the individuality, mentioned above, which distinguishes one
community from another, and which is typically embodied in its
literature and art. Both elements are necessary to Weber’s concept
of ‘Kultur’. He seems to have seen them as interrelated. The
capacity of a community to develop and self-consciously sustain
values which were distinctive and qualitatively different from those
of other communities was linked to the capacity for developing
a literary culture. Thus, writing about the Poles in Upper Silesia
before the war, Weber called them ‘lacking in culture’, both in
terms of their low level of education and literacy, and also in
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terms of their inability to develop a sense of individuality over
against the Prussian political community. ‘“They were loyal, if
passive, Prussians . . . and had, at least the majority of them, no
self-consciousness nor any strong need to distinguish or separate
themselves from their German-speaking fellow citizens.’37 All
this changed as a result of the Prussian language policy and
the development of an indigenous press. They achieved a level of
‘Kultur’, that is both literacy and a sense of their own distinctive
identity together, that made them a political force to be reckoned
with.38

This concept of ‘Kultur’ provides the bridge between Weber’s
empirical and normative conception of the nation. On the empiri-
cal level, ‘Kultur’ embraced both the objective differences of
language and custom, and the subjective appreciation of their
distinctiveness, that constituted the essence of a ‘nation’, and
against which ‘reasons of state’ were often powerless. At the same
time ‘Kultur’ was for Weber a value concept. This is most ob-
vious in that it embodied a conception of minimal literacy or
artistic standards, in relation to which certain groups or peoples
could be judged as ‘uncultured’. But more important, the self-
conscious development of group distinctiveness and individuality
that was equally a criterion of ‘Kultur’ was also a value for Weber;
indeed it can be regarded as an extension of his central commit-
ment to individualism at the personal level, since it was based
upon the same belief that distinctiveness was more valuable than
uniformity, and that the capacity to articulate distinctive values
was among the highest human achievements. It was as a vehicle
for, and embodiment of, ‘Kultur’ in this sense that the nation
had supreme value for Weber.

It 1s important to emphasise here that Weber’s commitment to
the nation was thus based on a more universal premise than simply
allegiance to the specific value of German culture. He held no
simplistic belief that German culture was superior to any other;
indeed he explicitly rejected such a view. He confessed that he
knew of no criteria by which one could decide between, for exam-
ple, the value of French or German culture.?* More significantly,
he frequently insisted on the equal importance of the culture values
of small nations, such as the Swiss, Danes, Dutch or Norwegians.
The following passage is typical:

It 1s naive to imagine that a people which is small in terms of
numbers or power is any the less ‘valuable’ or ‘important’ in
the forum of world history [sc. than a ‘great’ power]. It simply
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has other tasks and thus other cultural possibilities. . . . It is not
only a question of the simple civic virtues and the possibility of a
more real democracy than is attainable in a great power state;
it 1s also that the more intimate personal values, eternal ones at
that, can only flourish in the soil of a community which makes
no pretensions to political power.40

Weber could speak equally favourably of the ‘ancient’ cultures of
the East, of the Indians, Burmese and Chinese, who were held
under the colonial yoke, though it must be admitted that the
same did not apply to the Africans, who were ‘kulturlos’ and could
therefore be legitimately colonised.4! There are also passages,
discussed later in the chapter, which appear much more chauvinis-
tic than anything so far examined. Yet this does not alter the fact
that Weber was committed to the value of national culture as
such—that is, to a principle—and therefore his specifically
German nationalism found its limits at the point where it threatened
the needs of other nations and their cultures. This can be most
readily demonstrated from his attitude towards the Poles during
the World War, when he argued that the demands of the German
state for military security in the East had to be reconciled with
the need for Polish cultural autononiy. This will be discussed
more fully below.

The final aspect of Weber’s general theory of the nation to be
considered here 1s its explicitly political dimension: the relation
between nation and state. For Weber a community only counted
as a nation in so far as it was, or desired to be, incorporated in its
own autonomous state; it was the striving for political power that
made the Hungarians, Czechs and Greeks into nations.42 This
was a striving which in modern circumstances arose naturally out
of the recognition of the distinctive value of one’s ‘Kultur’ and the
desire to preserve and develop it. Thus nations usually came to
coincide geographically with states. However, this did not make
them identical. The nation belonged to those groups that Weber,
following Tonnies, called ‘Gemeinschaften’, that is, which were
based upon a feeling of the members that they belonged together,
a sentiment of solidarity. The state was an example of a ‘Gesell-
schaft’, an association developed consciously for specific purposes.
The nation was concerned with the realm of ‘Kultur’; the state
with the realm of power. The essence of Weber’s conception of
the nation state was that though nation and state belonged to
fundamentally different categories, they were also reciprocal.
The state could only survive in so far as it harnessed the solidary
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feelings of the national community in support of its power. The
nation could only preserve its distinctive identity, its ‘Kultur’, by
the protection it received from the power of the state. Both aspects
can be briefly illustrated.

Weber held that a sense of national identity was one of the
essential supports for the modern state. What a state could
achieve by means of military power alone without the voluntary
support of the population was limited, especially in wartime. The
following passage is a good example:

What then is the ‘realpolitisch’ significance of ‘Kultur’?. . .
The war has powerfully increased the prestige of the state: ‘The
state, not the nation,’ runs the cry. Is this right? Consider the
fundamental difficulty confronting Austrian officers, which
stems from the fact that the officer has only some fifty German
words of command in common with his men. How will he get
on with his company in the trenches? What will he do when
something unforeseen happens, that is not covered by this
vocabulary ? What in the event of a defeat ? Take a look further
east at the Russian army, the largest in the world; two million
men taken captive speak louder than any words that the state
can certainly achieve a great deal, but that it does not have the
power to compel the free allegiance of the individual. . . .43

This was the political significance of ‘Kultur’, of the nation. On the
other side the nation needed the power of the state for the protec-
tion of its own individuality. Weber recognised that in the past it
had been possible for Germany to be a leading ‘Kulturvolk’ in a
period of political impotence.44 But those had been ‘unpolitical’
times. The conditions of the modern state, and the imperialist
tendencies of the larger powers, made the protection of political
power a necessity. The state was the necessary context for the pro-
tection and promotion of national culture; hence a striving for
power in the sense of political autonomy was a necessary pre-
requisite of national groupings.

If, however, the state and nation were usually co-extensive,
Weber recognised that this was not universally so. ‘There are
three rational components of a political boundary,” he remarks
In a wartime article: ‘military security, economic interest, com-
munity of national culture; the three just do not coincide like
that on the map.’4s Some compromise between them was inevitable.
This was particularly true where a great power required the in-
corporation of small national communities for the purpose of
military security, or where such incorporation had happened
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historically, as in the Russian and Austrian empires. Such states
generated problems both for the state and the nations within it.
The problem for the state was how to harness the support of local
nationalisms, a problem particularly acute in the war. The problem
for the national communities was how to maintain their own dis-
tinctiveness without the protection of an autonomous state.
Weber had been particularly concerned with this latter problem
in his articles on Russia in 1905-6, and was impressed with Drago-
manov’s solution for maintaining together the unity of the Russian
state and the ideal of cultural autonomy for the individual nations
within the Reich. One of his suggestions had involved a federal
arrangement with internal self-government for the larger minori-
ties in clearly defined areas, such as the Poles and Lithuanians,
together with cultural autonomy for the smaller minorities, that is,
the right to their own language as the medium of instruction in
schools, not simply as an object of education. What particularly
impressed Weber was Dragomanov’s combination of a commit-
ment to cultural autonomy with a clear grasp of economic and
political realities:

Against the centralist-great Russian character of the revolu-
tionary movement and against its exclusively economic pro-
grammes, he maintained the significance of the national cultures
even for the ‘plebeian’ stock of the respective nationalities.
Against the separatism of the extreme nationalists, he insisted
on the ‘political’ necessity of the federal unity of the Reich.
Against the protagonists of ‘nationalist legitimacy’ in the form
of whatever boundaries the nation happened historically to have
chanced upon, he contended his basic thesis: the idea of national
cultural autonomy. . . .46

Dragomanov’s writings strongly impressed Weber, and were clear-
ly influential in framing his own views on how to reconcile the
needs of national cultures with the realities of political power.
This discussion should make clear that, to Weber, state and
nation, though reciprocal, belonged to different categories, which
he was careful to distinguish conceptually, even where they
coincided in practice. He drew a clear distinction between ‘staats-
politisch’ questions, which concerned the power and integrity of
the state, and national or ‘kulturpolitisch’ questions, which con-
cerned the maintenance and promotion of national individuality.
The former were the particular concern of the ‘staatspolitisch’
groups, the army and civil service, who were ‘the natural and pri-
mary exponents of the desire for the power-oriented prestige of
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their own political structure’ and ‘the chief bearers of the concept
of the State’.47 The latter questions were the concern of the
‘kulturpolitische’ groups, teachers, writers, artists, journalists,
who were the ‘specific bearers of culture and the idea of the
nation’.4¢ Weber identified himself with the latter rather than the
former groups. The former were always prone to the pursuit of
power prestige as an end in itself, which, in his mature work at
least, he criticised and explicitly rejected. For Weber, ‘Kultur’,
the promotion of what was individual to a community, was among
the chief ends which alone could legitimate the exercise of state
power.

The summary of Weber’s theory given above has presented his
idea of the nation and of nationalism as a principle only at its
most general ‘ideal-typical’ level. The second part will look at his
nationalism in practice, to see how far it can be understood in
terms of the considerations outlined, and also to show the develop-
ment in his thinking between his early and mature period.

GERMANY AS A ‘MACHTSTAAT’

In the first part of the chapter Weber’s conception of the nation
state was treated only at a very general level. The second part will
consider his specifically German nationalism. In the light of the
preceding analysis one aspect of this can be regarded as relatively
unproblematic, and that is his justification of the use of state
power for the preservation of German cultural identity, whether in
the 1890s in face of the ‘influx’ of Poles on the eastern frontier, or
during the war against the more open threat of Russian ‘imperial-
ism’. One distinctive feature of Weber’s early writings was that he
regarded the process of economic development as itself posing as
great a threat to national identity as external military power. The
development of capitalism and the internationalisation of econo-
mic activity had not made nationalism redundant, but rather an
insistence on national distinctiveness more necessary. This will be
illustrated briefly, to show that, in Weber’s view, though national-
ism could not be reduced to a ‘reflex’ of economic activity, yet
its intensity in modern society was in part the product of capitalist
development.

The main points of Weber’s discussion of the ‘Polish threat’
have already been treated in Chapter 2, and can be briefly sum-
marised. His studies on East Prussia convinced him that the pro-
cess of economic development, if left to itself, posed a threat to the
preservation of German culture in the east. With the develop-
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ment of the large estates into capitalist enterprises, their owners’
main interest was in cheap labour from whatever source, and the
result was the progressive replacement of Germans by Poles.
The course of economic development and the direct economic
interest of the landowners alike threatened the national interest,
which Weber defined as ‘the preservation of German culture in the
east, and the defence of our eastern border and of the German
nationality, in peace as well as war’.4#9 The view that economic
competition could offer as much a challenge as war to national
integrity was most clearly expressed in the Inaugural Address:

The economic conflict of nationalities takes its course . . . even
under the illusion of ‘peace’. It was not in open struggle against
a politically more powerful enemy that the German peasants
and day-labourers of the east were forced off their native soil,
but in the unobtrusive conflict of the daily economic round. . . .
There 1s no peace in the economic struggle for existence.30

Weber went on to argue that it was mistaken to imagine that,
because economic development had created an international
community, therefore nationalism was an anachronism; on the
contrary, the assertion of national interests was even more vital :

The economic community is thus only another form of the
conflict of nations with each other, a form which has not
moderated but rather intensified the struggle for the assertion
of one’s own ‘Kultur’.st

The conclusion Weber drew, as we have seen, was that the goals of
economic policy could only be national ones.

However, if this aspect of Weber’s nationalism is relatively un-
problematic, other aspects are less so. His nationalism clearly
went beyond the defence of German ‘Kultur’, to embrace con-
siderations of Germany’s special position as a ‘Machtstaat’ (great
power state), and the possibilities which this opened up for the use
of power externally. Weber held that the unification of Germany
had put her in the league of great powers, and that she could not
afford to ignore the possibilities this presented. In a much quoted
passage from the Inaugural Address he remarked that the unifica-
tion of Germany could only be considered a ‘childhood prank’ if it
were to be the conclusion and not the starting point of a German
‘“Weltmachtpolitik’.52 It is this aspect of Weber’s nationalism that
1s more controversial. What is problematic about it can best be
expressed in terms of the analysis given in the first part of the
chapter. If Weber’s commitment was to ‘Kultur’ rather than to the
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state as an end in 1tself, how could an expansive state power be
justified in terms of cultural values?

A variety of different interpretations of Weber’s nationalism has
been given by commentators, though none satisfactorily answers
this question. One view, taken by Wolfgang Mommsen and more
recently by Christian von Ferber,s3 is that Weber’s interest lay in
the extension of state power for itself. Von Ferber writes that, for
Weber, the readiness to use physical force contained a ‘value of its
own’, a legitimating power’; even that the ‘right of the stronger’
provided him with an inner justification for political action.54
Such an interpretation not only fails to account for the place of
‘Kultur’ in Weber’s thought, but overlooks his repeated insistence
that the power of the state as such had no intrinsic value, but only
as a means to the realisation of values external to it.

A different view is suggested by Hans Bruun. He argues that
Weber saw Germany as forced into power politics by the configura-
tion of international relations. According to Weber, he writes, a
power state ‘represents an obstacle and a danger in the eyes of
other power states, and may consequently, simply because of its
potential ability to play a role in foreign affairs, be drawn into the
manoeuvres of international politics’.55 In other words, Weber
regarded a vigorous external policy as the best form of national
defence. While there are passages in his wartime writings which
will bear this interpretation,s¢ on its own it is hardly sufficient to
account for the vigour of Weber’s nationalism.

Raymond Aron takes the concept of ‘Kultur’ in Weber’s
thought more seriously, but argues that it was the prestige rather
than the quality of German culture that Weber was concerned
with, and that he regarded power as a means to its wider dis-
semination.s? Prestige considerations were certainly a feature of
Weber’s nationalism, though perhaps ‘honour’ would be a better
translation for the term ‘Ehre’ which occurs frequently in his
political writings. He wanted Germany to have a say in world
affairs, and to be treated by the other powers in a manner appro-
priate to her size. Thus he considered the responsibility for the
war to lie not only in the inadequacies of Germany’s political
system, but also in the refusal of the other powers to allow her the
right to exert an influence overseas.8 It was a question of honour,
he wrote, that was a stake in the war, of Germany’s claim ‘to
have some share in deciding the future of world affairs’.s° In the
same vein he wrote after the war: ‘as a private individual one can
overlook damage to one’s interests, but not to one’s sense of
honour; so it i1s with a nation.’60
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This interpretation, however, still leaves unanswered the ques-
tion of ‘Kultur’. As will be argued below, it was not only national
honour, but the quality and character of her culture that Weber
believed to be bound up with Germany’s external power. The
development of a world political role had decisive implications for
the character of her ‘Kultur’ and the quality of her internal life.
For Weber it was the choice between an inward- and an outward-
looking society, between a narrow preoccupation with the nation’s
internal affairs and the development of a wider consciousness
through the pursuit of ‘world-political tasks’. This aspect of
Weber’s nationalism will be considered in the next section, to-
gether with his justification for imperialism on economic grounds,
which was more typical of his time.

The 1890s and imperialism

There are two main elements in Weber’s imperialism in the early
years. One was straightforwardly economic. Imperialism was a
response to the ‘intense seriousness’ of the population situation
and to the rising economic demands of the working class in a
world of intensifying economic competition.6! It was no accident
that Weber’s most forthright imperialist pronouncements were
made in speeches to the Protestant Social Congress. A speech he
made to the 1896 Congress on the subject of unemployment was
typical. Unemployment, he argued, was not merely a technical
economic problem, which required the reform of the social and
economic structure, though Weber admitted the need for that.
Behind it lay the serious problem of over-population. Every year
half a million new hands came on the market. Where was the
room for them ? He then went on:

We need more room externally, we need an extension of econo-
mic opportunities through the expansion of our markets. . .
and that is nowadays in the long run absolutely dependent
upon the expansion of our political power abroad. A dozen
ships on the East Asian coast are at certain moments of more
value than a dozen trade agreements which can be terminated.
... It is a vital matter for us that the broad masses of our people
should become aware that the expansion of Germany’s power is
the only thing which can ensure for them a permanent livelihood
at home and the possibility of progressive improvement.62

As already mentioned, the context of such statements (and there
are similar ones in his speeches to the Congress in 1895 and 1897)
is significant. The Christian Social movement was dedicated to
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improving the lot of the working class, and Weber regarded im-
perialism as an essential part of this task. The period of reform
in government social policy had come to an abrupt end in 1895, and
imperialism offered a way of satisfying the rising aspirations of the
working class without intensifying social conflict at home. It is
this that made Weber’s imperialism so readily acceptable to
Friedrich Naumann and other members of the Congress. How-
ever, even when Weber advocated a policy of external expansion
outside the context of the Protestant Social Congress, the econo-
mic justification—in particular the economic improvement of the
working class—remained evident. In the autumn of 1897 the
Miinchene Allgemeine Zeitung sent out a questionnaire to test
public opinion on the building of a German fleet. Weber’s answer
again emphasised the sharpening of economic conflicts between
nations as the central consideration. Only a ‘naive optimism’,
he wrote, could fail to recognise that an expansion of trade was
indispensable for industrial nations, and that after a period of
apparently peaceful competition they had now reached the point
‘where only power can decide the share each enjoys in the econo-
mic conquest of the earth and the extent of economic opportunity
available to its population, especially to its working class’.63

If the expansion of economic opportunities thus provided one
reason for the exercise of external power, it was also at the same
time a means to it. An expansive economy was a necessary condi-
tion for attaining a great power role,64 which was itself desirable
on other, more political grounds. In the Inaugural Address Weber
speaks of the ‘great power-political tasks’ of a ‘Machtstaat’ as
something desirable in themselves; he compares the apolitical
spirit of Germany’s leading strata unfavourably with the ‘reso-
nance of a world power position’ enjoyed in England and France;
he speaks of his own generation’s ‘responsibility to history’ and
to its descendants to ensure a new world political role for Ger-
many.65 Such statements go beyond a purely economic justifica-
tion for imperialism to a concern for Germany’s political standing
in itself. It is here that the cultural implications mentioned above
are important. Just as Weber argued that small and large powers
had different ‘cultural’ possibilities, so he believed that playing a
role as a world power would have a marked effect on the character
of German life and values.

This dimension is particularly apparent in Weber’s contribution
to a debate on ‘Germany as an Industrial State’ at the Protestant
Social Congress in 1897. Weber’s position on the tariff issue was
that, while nothing could really prevent the progress of capitalism,
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the question of free trade was crucially important to the character
of Germany’s development, cultural and political as well as econo-
mic. In response to the fear that Germany was taking a great risk
if it chose to become an exporting nation, Weber replied:

This 1s the same risk that all great trading and industrial peoples
of the past, all peoples outstanding in the development of cul-
ture, all the great nations of world history in the period of their
greatness have taken upon them. In my view it is not a policy of
comfort and ease that we are after, but one of national great-
ness, and this is therefore the risk we must take, if we want to
pursue a form of national life which is different, say, from the
Swiss.

If Germany renounced this challenge, Weber went on, it would
mean saying to her best children: ‘seek another home; I want peace
and quiet’. The most vigorous elements of the German people
would emigrate; only ‘indolent rentiers and an apathetic, tradi-
tionalist-oriented mass’ would remain behind.66

The element of exaggeration in the speech reveals the charac-
teristically Weberian values at work. They are the same values that
led him to pronounce as the goal of ‘Sozialpolitik’ for the workers
of East Prussia, not their happiness, but the creation of the condi-
tions which would stimulate the development of vigorous physical
and spiritual qualities; not their ‘well being’ but the ‘characteris-
tics which make for human greatness’.67 It was in terms of the same
values that Weber extolled the risk-taking entrepreneur in con-
trast to the indolent rentier, and the politician’s struggle for
personal responsibility in contrast to the bureaucrat’s love of
‘order’.68 In each case it was not only the distinctive achieve-
ments of the capitalist and politician in their respective spheres
that had value, but the human qualities developed in the course of
that achievement. So too, the successful pursuit of a world politi-
cal role on Germany’s part would produce very different qualities
of national life from those developed by a policy oriented solely
to considerations of ‘peace and quiet’.

There is one further element of Weber’s nationalism that re-
quires mention in this context. A noticeable feature of all his
nationalist pronouncements is an emphasis on the tasks (‘Auf-
gaben’), the duties (‘Pflichten’), the responsibility (‘Verantwort-
lichkeit’), facing Germany as a power. Thus Weber wrote that
Germany had a ‘duty’ to be a power state, that she had a responsi-
bility to future generations for their economic provision, a
responsibility to history for the future of world culture, etc.®® One
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of his short wartime articles, ‘Zwischen zwei Gesetzen’, can be
taken as typical. Here he argued that it would not be the smaller
nations, such as the Swiss or the Danes, who would have to bear
responsibility for the world being carved up between the ‘regula-
tions of Russian officialdom’ on the one side and the ‘conventions
of Anglo-Saxon society’ on the other, but Germany:

It i1s because we are a power state, and thus, in contrast to
those ‘smaller’ peoples, can throw our weight into the scales of
history—it is because of this that there lies heavy on us, and not on
them, this duty and obligation towards the future, to oppose the
complete domination of the world by those two powers. Were
we to renounce this obligation, then the German Reich would
become an expensive luxury whose vanity would be harmful
to culture . .. a luxury which we ought to renounce in favour
of a small federation of politically powerless cantons . .. and
return to cultivate the comfortable cultural values of a small
people, values which ought always to have remained the mean-
ing of our existence.7°

What Weber emphasises here is the responsibility of power.
Certainly he attributes to power an ethical significance, yet this
i1s not to power itself but the responsibility associated with it.
To pursue power for its own sake, or to have power and not use it
when one should, is irresponsible; better to have no power at all,
than that it should have no ‘meaning’:

There is no more pernicious distortion of political power . . .
than the worship of power for itself. The pure ‘Machtpolitiker’,
as glorified among us by a passionate cult, may produce a
powerful effect, but his work has no meaningand leads nowhere.
In this, the critics of ‘power politics’ are absolutely right.7!

On the other hand, power as the possibility to affect the future, and
the consciousness of a moral responsibility associated with it, had
not only an ethical significance but a cultural one also, in that the
consciousness of a nation which ‘held in its hands a nerve fibre
of historically important events’72 could only be different from the
‘quiet’ values cultivated by the smaller states.

The question of the relationship between Germany’s external
power and her ‘Kultur’ can thus be answered as follows. To Weber
it was not power in itself that was important, but rather the quality
of national life that was associated with a ‘world political’ role,
and the ethical and cultural significance he attached to exercising a
responsibility towards the future in the use of that power. It may
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be argued that those who talk about the ‘duties’ of power are
more dangerous than those who pursue power for itself. However,
if Weber provided an ethical and cultural legitimation for a Ger-
man world political role, an ideology of nationalism, the concepts
of ‘Kultur’ and ‘Verantwortlichkeit’ themselves set limits to the
legitimate exercise of that power. This will be illustrated by look-
ing at the change in Weber’s attitude to imperialism between the
early and wartime periods.

Germany’s Tasks in the First World War
Most writers on Weber who discuss the nationalist element in his
political thought do so as if his wartime writings can be regarded
as a straightforward continuation of the early period; as if, after
an interval of dormancy, the nationalism of the Inaugural
Address returned with renewed vigour on the outbreak of war.
Such a view is misleading, in that it overlooks the different charac-
ter of his nationalism in the later period. The war, which Weber
regarded as a disaster as well as a challenge, made him highly
critical of ‘the politics of national vanity’ that had helped bring it
about.?3 There is now much less of the enthusiasm for imperialism
that was such a marked feature of his outlook in the 1890s. The
main reason for this lay in the damaging political consequences
which, Weber believed, had followed from the way Germany’s
colonial policy had been carried out. Germany’s colonial posses-
sions were distinctly modest. Yet they had been achieved, as had
the building of the German fleet, with an amount of noise ‘as if
Germany were intent upon swallowing up half the world’.74 The
chief consequence had been the intensification of national con-
flicts, and the consolidation of a world coalition against her.
Germany still required security for her world trade and spheres
of influence overseas; but these were better secured by political
and economic agreements than by a policy of colonial expansion
accompanied by military blustering. ‘There are still strong German
interests in the Orient,” Weber wrote in 1915; but these should be
guaranteed by agreements on mutual aid rather than by ‘a policy
of brazen and obtrusive self-display’.7s

However, despite this admission of the bankruptcy of German
prewar policy (the policy which he had himself advocated in the
1890s), it is Weber’s wartime writings as much as the earlier ones
that are cited as evidence for his expansive nationalism. Thus
when he writes about Germany’s ‘responsibility for deciding the
future of world culture’, to prevent the world being divided up
between ‘Russian bureaucracy’ and the ‘conventions of Anglo-
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Saxon society’,’¢ this is taken as evidence that he wanted Germany
to compete with these other countries in the extension of her power
and in a form of cultural imperialism. Weber’s statements, how-
ever, need to be judged and interpreted in the light of the very
specific aims that he advocated for national policy during the
war. Here one 1s struck immediately by a surprising feature. If it
had been the extension of Germany’s power, and prestige through
power, that had been Weber’s goal, one would expect this to have
been most clearly demonstrated at the point of Germany’s maxi-
mum territorial gains, when it seemed that she was winning the
war. Yet this was precisely the point where Weber was at his most
critical of the political and military policy of the government, and
of the definition of war aims accepted by the majority of his com-
patriots. In his writings of 1916-17, in which he set out his
critique of the government and his own assessment of war aims, he
repeated two important distinctions which have not been ade-
quately noted by his critics: first, a distinction between military
power and political influence; secondly, a distinction between
cultural imperialism and cultural prestige. These distinctions will
be examined in turn.

In his writings of 1916-17 Weber insisted that the freedom to
strike alliances with other great powers was much more important
for Germany’s future political influence than the annexation of
territory or external displays of military power.”? The latter were
both a source of weakness rather than of strength. The central
weakness of Germany’s position before the war had been that
whenever she sought to take some action in external affairs, she
‘stumbled upon a coalition of world powers’ directed against
her. This ‘unnatural’ coalition was itself the result of Germany’s
military power. The occupation of Alsace Lorraine had made a
permanent enemy of France.’ The building of a fleet had offered a
direct challenge to England.? A wartime policy of territorial
annexation in Europe was simply repeating the same mistake, and
could only perpetuate Germany’s political weakness. Weber
called demands for the annexation of Belgium ‘unbelievable mad-
ness’, and attacked every definition of war aims that assumed
territorial gain as the only possible justification for the war.80
The proper aim of the war, according to Weber, should be a
political settlement which would enable Germany to break out of
the prewar stranglehold of hostile alliances, and give herself
some room for manoeuvre in foreign policy. This goal of ‘Wahl-
fretheit’ in future foreign policy should dictate Germany’s war
policy in the West: military security; no annexations; above all a
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settlement that would open the possibility of detaching England
and France from Russia and from each other. ‘On our own we can
defend ourselves against a world of enemies,” he wrote, ‘but not
have any influence within it’ (‘in der Welt mitreden nicht’).81

If a striking feature of Weber’s Inaugural Address in 1895 had
been his insistence that the conflict between nations was as bitter
in peace as in war, and required similar methods of national
defence, his wartime writings were characterised by a contrary
insistence on the distinction between force as an instrument of
war and politics as the appropriate instrument for peace. ‘The
army makes the war . . . the statesman makes the peace,” he wrote
in 1915. ‘While this means proper consideration for military
requirements, it also means the recognition that the interests of
the country after the war . . . can and should be guaranteed only
through the peaceful medium of politics.” A peace which simply
ensured ‘that Germany’s boot trod on every foot in Europe’
would lack the essential political element necessary to secure
Germany’s future interests and influence in the world.82

The break with Weber’s early period is thus a marked one. Of
course he still remained committed to the value of a world political
role for Germany and to the expansion of German capitalism, but
he now recognised that these ends could be more effectively
secured by political alliance than by military blustering and ‘a
dozen ships on the East Asian coast’. What this indicates is that,
contrary to the assumptions of some of his critics, he did not
regard military power as an end in itself; indeed, that he came to
recognise the limitations of power, even as an instrument of
policy. This recognition is equally apparent in the other distinc-
tion in Weber’s writings of this period, between cultural imperial-
ism and cultural prestige.

Weber defined Germany’s war tasks in the East in cultural
terms. These involved the containment of Russian imperialism
in its threats not only to the German state and nation but to the
autonomy of the other cultures of Eastern Europe.83 Weber saw
Russia as a typical imperialist power, its pressure for expansion
coming from a combination of elements within Russian society:
from the landhunger of the peasants; from the power interests of
the bureaucracy; from the cultural impenialism of the intelli-
gentsia, who, ‘too weak to secure even the most elementary
demands for a constitutional order and guaranteed freedoms at
home . . . find a support for their damaged self-esteem in the
service of a policy of expansion, concealed under fine-sounding
phrases’.84 The same policy of cultural supremacy already pur-
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sued towards the minority nations within the Russian state, could
be expected by any others who came within her orbit. It was
Germany’s task to challenge this cultural imperialism, not by
establishing an alternative cultural dominance of her own, but
rather by using her power to guarantee the autonomy of the smaller
nations. Weber believed that Germany could present herself as a
much more convincing patron of national self-determination than
any of her enemies, who between them had been responsible for
subjugating some 350 million foreigners, now ‘being exploited
for use-as cannon fodder’.85 The espousal of such a principle
would itself enhance the prestige of German culture in contrast to
the cultural imperialism of her enemies. This contrast is very
clear in the following passage:

A state does not have to be a ‘national state’ in the sense that it
concerns itself exclusively with the interests of its one dominant
nationality. It can serve the cultural interests of a number of
nationalities, a policy from which its own dominant nationality
can also benefit, if its interests are properly understood. In the
light of changing needs it is now also in the cultural interest of
the German nationality to demand that our state increasingly
undertake such a task. The Russian state may then as a result,
through the challenge of our example, be induced to guarantee
its foreign peoples the measure of cultural autonomy that
Dragomanov and other like-minded politicians made the centre-
piece of their reform programmes some fifty years ago. If so,
it will not find that this diminishes its power, but only perhaps
that the pressures for expansion on the part of its bureaucracy
and the one-sided myth of Greater Russia will recede.86

The decisive arena for this ‘cultural task’ lay in German policy
towards the Poles. In ‘Germany among the European World
Powers’ Weber argued that Germany was in a position to offer
the Poles in Prussia and Congress-Poland far more than they had
themselves demanded in 1905, namely an independent state with
full self government, as an ally of Germany. In return Germany
would need to guarantee for itself the security of the north-east
frontier against Russian threats. Weber admitted that he had a
reputation as an enemy of the Poles to live down. But the issue in
the 1890s had been a quite different one of national competition
over the import of cheap labour; this was a question of cultural
autonomy for the Poles as a nation. Further, as he frequently
insisted, even the Poles in Prussian territory had now developed a
cultural awareness, a national solidarity, they had not had at that
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time. This made the language policy of Prussia towards its Poles
inconsistent with the interests of the German Reich in securing
autonomy for the Poles outside German territory, which in Weber’s
view should be a central aim of the war in the East.87

It is in the light of this definition of Germany’s ‘cultural tasks’
that Weber’s statements about Germany’s ‘responsibility for the
future of the world’ need to be read. Preventing the world from
being dominated by Russian bureaucracy and Anglo-Saxon con-
ventions (with a dash of Latin ‘reason’) did not mean vying with
their various forms of cultural imperialism, but seeking to secure
a sphere of autonomy for smaller cultures against their supremacy.
In a world of power states, the independence of small nations
could only be guaranteed by the tension of one great power
against another. It was in this sense that Germany had a duty
to be a ‘Machtstaat’.

The small nations live around us in the shadow of our power.
What would become of the independence of the Scandinavians,
the Dutch, the people of Tessin, if Russia, France, England,
Italy, did not have to respect our armies? Only the balance of
the great powers against one another guarantees the freedom of
the small states.s8

The critique of cultural imperialism contained in these writings
demonstrates that Weber held no simplistic belief that the prestige
of a nation’s culture was dependent upon the mere extension of
its power. Whatever prestige Germany might derive from the
proposed cultural policy in the East, would not be a result of her
power as such, but rather of the way it was used and the purposes
to which it was put. While it might be argued that this was merely
a plausible rationalisation of Germany’s involvement in the war,
this would be to ignore the distinction, central in Weber’s thought,
between power and the uses of power, and would fail to explain
the restraint implicit in his condemnation of territorial annexation
and in his policy towards the Poles at the time of Germany’s
maximum military success. The reason for this restraint, it is
argued, was that the concept of ‘Kultur’ which underlay Weber’s
commitment to the nation as an end had a more general signifi-
cance for him than simply German ‘Kultur’ and that the ethical
notion of ‘responsibility’ which provided a justification for the
power of the ‘Machtstaat’ itself set limits to the legitimate exercise
of this power.

Those who regard Weber’s wartime nationalism simply as an
extension of the nationalism of this early period thus overlook two
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developments in his thinking. One of these was his critique of
Germany’s prewar foreign policy, the ‘politics of national vanity’,
which made its contribution to the outbreak of war. The other was
his confrontation with the situation of national minorities in his
Russian studies of 1905-6, and with the problem of how to pre-
serve the cultural identity of smaller nations in face of the aggrand-
isement of a larger power. The more universal reference he gave
to the concept of national culture after this time is already ap-
parent in his critique of Prussian attitudes to the Poles as early as
1908.89

This is not to deny that Weber was emotionally committed to
the German nation, nor that he had his share of national prejudice,
particularly in respect of the Russians. At the end of the war,
after Germany’s defeat, he wrote to Ferdinand Tonnies that he
had ‘never felt it so much a gift of destiny to have been born a
German’; and in another letter he wrote that at least Germany
had the glory of having prevented world domination by the Rus-
sians:

It 1s all over with a world political role for Germany: the
Anglo-Saxon dominance over the world .. .is a fact. It is
highly disagreeable, but we have been responsible for preventing
something much worse—the Russian knout! That glory
remains to us. America’s supremacy was as irresistible as that of
ancient Rome after the Punic War. It is only to be hoped that
they never share it out with the Russians.%0

This is not denied. What is being denied is that Weber’s profession
of a world political role for Germany involved the pursuit of
power and aggrandisement for its own sake, and that his national
commitment can simply be reduced to the ‘Gefuhlspolitik’
(politics of emotion) of which he was himself so critical. Instead,
we can apply to Weber himself in this context the conclusion he
drew from his later studies on the world religions, that the ideas
which are used to justify and give meaning to a particular way of
life themselves set limits to the range of conduct possible within it.

The analysis given here of the relationship between power and
‘Kultur’ in Weber’s thought helps to make clear in what sense
his nationalism can be considered as an expression of bourgeois
values. The weakness of the interpretation which sees Weber as
striving for the extension of state power as an end in itself is not
only that it is false, but that it leaves this aspect of his political
thought unintelligible in relation to his other values. There is
nothing distinctively ‘bourgeois’ about the pursuit of power in
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itself; it 1s a different matter, however, with the ideas Weber uses
to justify its exercise. Both the limitation of cultural values to a
national context (whether German or otherwise), and the particu-
lar qualities of national life Weber associated with pursuing a
world political role, had their origin in the character of bourgeois
society, as Professor Francis has recognised:

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Weber remained bound
by the typical categories of thought of the bourgeois age, to
which belonged not only the concept of the ‘Kulturnation’,
but also the idolatry with which the bourgeoisie pursued the
national culture as the final value.o!

This ‘bourgeois’ character of Weber’s nationalism will be ex-
plored further in the concluding section of the chapter.

NATIONALISM AND THE PROLETARIAT

To complete the account of Weber’s nationalism, its significance
in relation to internal politics will be briefly considered. This will
involve anticipating the discussion of his theory of society in subse-
quent chapters. As will be shown there, Weber recognised the
phenomenon of class interests and class conflict as a central fea-
ture of modern politics. In this context, the significance of the
national idea and a strongly national policy was that it encouraged
the degree of social unity which was a necessary concomitant to a
successful world political role.92 The ‘idea of the nation’ provided
a common consciousness which transcended that of class; in
particular, it offered a means of drawing the working class away
from an attitude of total opposition to the existing social order.
Weber held that, though the immediate economic situation of the
proletariat encouraged attitudes which were hostile to social
unity, alongside this they enjoyed both a common interest in
overseas economic expansion and a potential common conscious-
ness as members of the German nation. ‘Political education’, as
set out in the Inaugural Address, involved strengthening the latter
features at the expeise of the former.93

Implicit in the account given so far is Weber’s recognition that
a conscious commitment to the idea of the nation was not spread
uniformly throughout society. Certain sections of the community
had a particular interest in it: the army and civil service in extend-
ing their power and prestige; the cultural strata in preserving or
developing the character of national culture; the propertied classes
in the profits that accrued from overseas trade and colonisation.%



NATIONALISM AND THE NATION STATE 145

Such interests were not shared, at least immediately, by the pro-
letariat. Their immediate class situation of opposition to these
privileged groups determined an attitude of lukewarmness at
best towards the national idea, particularly in its imperialist
manifestation. This did not prevent the working class from becom-
ing the most fervent supporters of nationalism; but, if so, it
could only be because they were drawn away from the outlook
which derived from their immediate social situation.

In relation to the economic aspect of nationalism, which was at
its strongest in imperialism, Weber held that the immediate cir-
cumstances of class conflict tended to induce a pacifist outlook
in the proletariat, who ‘generally show no interest in forcibly
participating in the exploitation of foreign colonial territories’.9s
In contrast to ancient Athens, where colonial tribute was distribu-
ted direct to the people, there was no such immediately compre-
hensible advantage for the modern masses. That such an advan-
tage in fact existed, would be shown by the effect on employment
if the overseas markets were ever lost; but it was an advantage
which the situation of class conflict obscured. The proletariat
therefore had to be brought to perceive an interest in nationalism
beyond its immediate class situation. Weber laid frequent stress
on this necessity in the writings and speeches of his early period.9
The support shown for imperialism by the English working class,
he argued, was a sign of their political maturity, of their ability
to see beyond the ends of their noses; they supported it because
they recognised that they could not maintain their standard of
living for long if the external power of the nation ever declined.
‘This needs to be brought home to our proletariat also.’97 In
contrast to the English working class, the German was gripped by
a ‘petty-bourgeois’ mentality, which Weber defined as:

The absence of great national power instincts, the restriction
of political goals to material ends or at least to the interests
of their own generation, the lack of any sense of responsibility
towards the future.98

He could only express the hope that this mentality would be over-
come, that in future it would be possible to ‘stretch the hand over
the heads of the petty-bourgeoisie to a proletarian movement,
which in this respect thinks bigger than it does today’. Similar
sentiments were expressed in the Inaugural Address also, where
Weber described the German proletariat as having the character
of a ‘politically uneducated petty-bourgeoisie’. If one looked to
England and France, he argued, one could see that the main factor
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which contributed to the political maturity of their working classes
was, apart from the economically educative role of the trade
unions, ‘the resonance of their world power position, which
continually confronts the state with great political tasks, and
involves the individual in a constant political education, of a kind
which occurs with us only when the frontiers are threatened’.9®
If an appreciation of the national idea in its economic and
political aspects could draw the working class from its narrow
class outlook, so could its cultural aspect. When Weber spoke
of the masses as ‘attaining to participation in culture’, it was as
something that was brought to them, rather than something they
created for themselves out of their own situation.100 The cultural
values they would attain, for example, through the extension of
literacy, were specifically national ones. Weber’s attitude towards
the possibility of an autonomous working-class culture was an
ambivalent one. In a debate on ‘Technik und Kultur’ at the first
meeting of the German Sociological Association in 1910, he said
that the outstanding feature of the modern proletarian movement
had been the hopes it raised that it might create ‘out of the bour-
geois world entirely new values in all spheres’. He had to confess,
however, that these hopes were disappointed, particularly in the
realms of art and literature.101 On a different level, he elsewhere
spoke approvingly of the comradeship and solidarity of the trade
union movement as a ‘cultural value’, particularly in contrast to
the authoritarian relationships men had to endure at the work
place.102 This needs to be seen, however, within the general context
of Weber’s assessment of the trade unions as a vital agency in
educating the working class to an acceptance of the existing social
order. This view was particularly obvious in his wartime writings,
where he singled out this ‘comradeship’ as an essential element in
ensuring mass discipline, and emphasised the role of trade union
leaders in securing working-class confidence in national policy.103
The following passage, in which Weber is arguing for greater
trade union autonomy, shows clearly that the perspective from
which he judged their ‘cultural value’ was itself a national one:

A state which seeks to base the spirit of its mass army on
feelings of honour and comradeship should not forget that it
is precisely these feelings which, in the everyday economic
struggle of the workers, provide the one decisive moral force
for the education of the masses, and that they should therefore
be allowed to develop freely. From a purely political standpoint,
it is this and nothing else that is meant by ‘social democracy’
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in an age which must inevitably remain capitalist for a long
while to come.104

It was wholly characteristic of Weber’s standpoint that he should
seek to judge working-class institutions by their capacity to
generate and sustain the elusive quality of ‘Kultur’. This was for
him always the decisive consideration, in contrast to the values of
social justice or material well-being. But it was also characteristic
that, when it came to making such judgements, his criterion for
what counted as a ‘cultural’ value was itself dependent upon his
own national and class cultural perspective. Thus when, for
example, the same qualities of comradeship and discipline came
to be exercised in opposition to the capitalist order, he could only
describe them in much less flattering terms.105

Weber’s nationalism was thus an expression of a bourgeois
outlook not only in its linking of ‘Kultur’ with a national identity,
but also in its self-conscious role in relation to class conflict.
Certainly he made no crude identification of the national interest
with the immediate interests of his own class, much less with how
they perceived their interests at any one moment. Nevertheless, as
shown in his speech on ‘Deutschland als Industriestaat’ and subse-
quently, he perceived a close connection between a world political
role for the nation and the expansion of German capitalism, both
in the sense that the two were mutually interdependent, and in
that both found a similar cultural justification in terms of the
vigour they brought to national life. Further, his conceptions of
Germany’s national honour’ and her ‘duty’ as a great power formed
part of a national ideal which was seen self-consciously as an
instrument in the political education of the working class, to draw
them away from their own class outlook. Finally, even the distinc-
tive values of working-class institutions themselves—their soli-
darity and comradeship—came to be seen in his eyes as so many
means of national discipline and national defence.

This class element in Weber’s theory, not only in the sense of
his own outlook, but as a central feature of his empirical analysis,
will form the subject of the following chapters.

REFERENCES

1 ‘The structure of a state must be related exclusively to the actual world-
and culture-political tasks, which confront the nation.” GPS, p 213;
cf pp 296-7, 427.

2 GPS, p 282.

3 e.g. GAW, pp 151-5; MSS, pp 54-8



148 MAX WEBER AND THE THEORY OF MODERN POLITICS

4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12

13
14
15
16
17

18

19
20

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

30

See page 22.

O Stammer, ed, op cit, p 93.

A Mitzman, op cit, p 147.
GARS, vol 1, p 258; GM, p 286.
ibid.

GPS, pp 18-19.

WG, pp 527-8; ES, pp 921-2.
ibid.

The following account is drawn from all these sources: WG, pp 242-4,
527-30; ES, pp 395-8, 921-6; GASS, pp 45662, 484-91. The first of
these latter was actually on the subject of race, but is relevant to the
following discussion.

GASS, p 484.

WG, p 528; ES, p 922.

ibid.

WG, p 529; ES, p 924.

WG, p 239. Weber was actually speaking here about ethnic communities,
but the point applies equally to nations.

Hence the distinction Weber drew between ‘race’ as an anthropological
category and ‘ethnicity’ as a cultural or sociological one. WG, pp 234-6;
ES, pp 385-7.

GPS, pp 2, 4, 9.

GASS, pp 4891, 456-62; GAW, 167-8. Weber’s last statement on the
subject, in his introduction to the studies on the world religions, was
more positive: ‘The author admits that he is personally and subjectively
inclined to attribute a great importance to biological heredity. But . . . as
yet I see no way of even vaguely ascertaining, much less measuring, the
extent and, more important, the character of its influence . ...” GARS,
vol 1, p 15; PE, p 30. The problem of isolating hereditary from environ-
mental factors had been a major concern of his industrial studies, ‘Zur
Psychophysik der industriellen Arbeit’.

WG, p 242; ES, p 395.

GPS, p 164.

WG, p 526; ES, p 919.

GPS, p 172; cf p 234.

GASS, pp 485-6.

GPS, pp 169, 174-5.

For what follows, see WG, GASS, ibid.

GAWV, pp 9-10; cf pp 141-2.

J Winckelmann, ed Max Weber, Soziologie, Weltgeschichtliche Analysen,
Politik, 4th edn (Stuttgart, 1968), pp 393-6.

What follows is the best sense I can make of Weber’s use of this elusive
concept, though this still leaves certain complexities out of account.
The only attempt in the literature on Weber to explicate this concept is
Emerich Francis, ‘Kultur und Gesellschaft in der Soziologie Max
Webers’, in Engisch, Pfister, Winckelmann, eds, op cit, pp 89-114.
Francis is more concerned with the change in Weber’s scientific work from
the concept of ‘Kulturwissenschaft’ to ‘Soziologie’, though he mentions
briefly the use of the concept in the political writings. He remarks that
Weber ‘worked with a traditional concept of culture, which was current
among the idealist-oriented German bourgeoisie, but which remained
scientifically unanalysed’, op cit, pp 95-6.



31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55

56

57
58
59
60

61
62
63

64

65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76

NATIONALISM AND THE NATION STATE 149

GAW, p 180, and passim.

GPS, pp 269-70.

GPS, p 125.

WG, p 528; ES, pp 925-6.

WG, p 530; ES, p 926.

GASS, p 485.

WG, p 234, ES, p 396.

ibid; GPS, pp 174-5; GASS, p 486.

GAW, p 588.

GPS, p 139; cf p 170.

GPS, p 170.

WG, p 244, ES, p 398.

GPS, pp 164-5.

GPS, p 274.

GPS, pp 169-70.

Archiv, 23B, pp 267-8.

WG, p 520; ES, p 911.

GPS, p 248; WG, p 530; ES, p 926.

GASW, p 456.

GPS, p 12.

GPS, p 14.

GPS, p 23.

C von Ferber, Die Gewalt in der Politik (Stuttgart, 1970).

ibid, pp 53, 68, 72.

H H Bruun, Science, Values and Politics in Max Weber’s Methodology
(Copenhagen, 1972), p 255.

GPS, pp 140-1. See WG, p 520; ES, p 911, where Weber talks of the
‘dynamic of power’ inherent in international relations.

O Stammer, ed, op cit, pp 87-8.

GPS, pp 112-4.

GPS, p 171.

‘Gegen Frankreichs Anspruch auf Pfalz und Saarbecken’ (Archive
Document no. 28, Max Weber Institute, Munich), p 36.

GPS, p 12.

Verhandlungen des 7. Evangelisch-sozialen Kongresses (1896), pp 122-3.
Weber’s reply to the questionnaire is published in W J Mommsen, op cit,
pp 420-1.

On more than one occasion Weber extols the ‘profit motive’ of British
capitalism for building up her political power. GPS, p 239, GASS, p
416.

GPS, pp 23-5.

Verhandlungen des 8. Evangelisch-sozialen Kongresses (1897), pp 108-9.
See page 42.

See page 57.

GPS, pp 12, 24, 140, 171, etc.

GPS, p 140.

GPS, p 535; GM, p 116.

GPS, p 533; GM, p 115.

GPS, pp 125, 154-5, etc.

GPS, pp 111, 129, 154-5.

GPS, p 125.

GPS, pp 140, 171.



1530 MAX WEBER AND THE THEORY OF MODERN POLITICS

77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
1|
92
93
94

95

96

97

98

99
100
101
102
103
104
105

GPS, pp 127, 135, 156-7.

GPS, p 128.

GPS, p 112.

GPS, pp 117, 131, 156.

GPS, p 157.

GPS, p 124.

GPS, p 164.

GPS, pp 122-3.

GPS, pp 169-70.

GPS, pp 125-6.

GPS, pp 167-9, 121-2, 173-8.

GPS, pp 171-2.

Lebensbild, p 406.

GPS, 1st edn, pp 483-5.

Engisch, Pfister, Winckelmann, eds, op cit, pp 97-8.

GPS, pp 23-4.

ibid.

For what follows see the sections on ‘Machtprestige und “‘Grossméchte” ’,
‘Die wirtschaftlichen Grundlagen des “‘imperialismus’’, WG, pp 520-7;
ES, pp 910-20.

WG, pp 526-7; ES, pp 919-20. He calls this a ‘natural product of the
immediate class situation’.

It is repeated in his later writings also, e.g. GPS, p 239: ‘Despite all their
social opposition there is one decisive respect—that of economic rational-
isation—in which the interests of the workers are identical with those of
the great entrepreneurs; both are in turn identical with the political
interest in maintaining the world position of the nation; in both respects
they stand opposed to the interests of all those who enjoy ‘‘security of
tenure for life’” and their associates in economic stagnation.’
Verhandlungen des 5. Evangelisch-sozialen Kongresses (1894), pp 81-2.
‘No one has a greater interest in the power of the nation state than the
proletariat, if it looks beyond tomorrow.’

ibid.

GPS, p 23.

GASS, p 485.

GASS, pp 452-3.

‘Rundschreiben’, p 2.

GPS, p 293.

GPS, p 306.

See page 190.



Chapter 6

Socilety, Class and State:
Germany

Previous chapters have concentrated on the more exclusively
political aspects of Weber’s theory. His theories of bureaucracy,
of Parliamentary government, of the nation and nationalism, have
been considered largely in abstraction from his theory of society.
Although this has the advantage that each can be isolated for
purposes of analysis and discussion, it is not intended to imply
that Weber regarded the political as independent from society.
The political values that Weber sought to realise, whether liberal
or national, and the system of Parliamentary government itself,
were not simply a matter of designing appropriate institutions
and policies, but also of identifying the constellation of social
forces, in particular class forces, which supported the existing
structure, and of assessing the chances for change in this social
basis of support. Most of Weber’s writing on contemporary politics
was concerned with the interaction between the social and the
political, and with the political significance of class structure and
attitudes, rather than with constitutional questions pure and
simple. The next two chapters will look at Weber’s accounts of
the relationship between society and state in Germany and Russia
respectively, and clarify what kind of theory is implicit in them.

It should be said that Weber’s immediate purpose in much of the
writing discussed here, at least on Germany, was not to conduct
an exercise in political sociology, but to comment on some specific
issue of policy—tariff reform, industrial relations, the system of
land ownership. Invariably, however, such issues could only be
made intelligible in terms of a wider analysis of the social and
political forces involved. It is possible to build up a remarkably
consistent picture of these from the different periods of Weber’s
writing. Historians of Germany and Russia may find nothing
particularly novel in his account, yet for all that it shows a charac-
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teristic perceptiveness of insight. At the same time it has a signifi-
cance beyond the particular situation Weber was confronting.
His analysis of the authoritarian state in Russia and Germany, and
of the failure of both societies to achieve a liberal Parliamentary
system, contains an implicit theory of the historical preconditions
of liberal institutions. It also embodies a general theory of the
relationship between society and state in the modern world. As
pointed out in Chapter 1, nowhere in his academic writing does
Weber attempt to set out an account of the interrelationship of
those forces in modern society which are particularly significant
for the political structure. What follows is therefore of some impor-
tance to our understanding of Weber as a political theorist, while
also showing once again his characteristic values at work.

THE SOCIAL BASIS OF THE AUTHORITARIAN STATE

Weber’s account of the German political system has been out-
lined in previous chapters. It was a type of ‘Obrigkeitsstaat’ or
authoritarian state, its political dir<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>