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Sociology is the development of systematic knowledge about social life, the way it 
is organized, how it changes, its creation in social action, and its disruption and 
renewal in social conflict. Sociological theory is both a guide to sociological inquiry 
and an attempt to bring order to its results. 

Sociological theory is not simply a collection of answers to questions about what 
society is like. It offers many answers, but it also offers help in posing better ques
tions and developing research projects that can answer them. Like all of science, 
therefore, it is a process. It is always under development, responding to changes in 
our social lives and to improvements in our sociological knowledge. In this sense, 
as the playwright and poet LeRoi Jones once said of writing, "hunting is not those 
heads on the wal l . " 1 Hunting is an adventure; it is a project. Hunting is something 
one can do better or worse, but one can never know precisely what one will find. 
So too the pursuit of knowledge. Theory is our most developed way o f organizing 
the knowledge we have, but that knowledge is never complete. O f necessity, there
fore, theory is also a guide to new research and a way of organizing debates over 
what our partial knowledge tells us. 

The adventure of sociological theory is relatively new - a little over 2 0 0 years 
old at most . 2 But it is closely connected to a long history of social thought, extend
ing back to the ancient world. Greek philosophers, R o m a n lawyers, and Jewish and 
Christian religious scholars all contributed significantly to the "prehistory" of soci
ological theory. They not only thought about society, they thought in systematic 
ways about what made it possible, how it could be made better, and what caused 
social order sometimes to collapse. Nonetheless, sociological theory did not develop 
until the modern era ~ mainly the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The change 
that mattered most was the rise of science. 

From Social Thought to Social Science 

Science transformed the ways in which people understood the conditions o f their 
own lives and relationships as well as the ways they understood astronomy or 
gravity. 3 At the most general level, and aside from any of its specific discoveries or 
theories, the scientific revolution brought an emphasis on new learning. T h a t is, 
researchers set out to gather as much knowledge as possible and especially as much 
empirical knowledge as possible, and to organize it as systematically as possible. 



2 General Introduction 

The systems the early scientists developed for classifying knowledge have often been 
abandoned, particularly where they were based on surface appearance rather than 
deeper underlying and causally significant relations. In a thousand different fields 
from astronomy to moths, from the breeding of farm animals to the growth of the 
human population, from the internal structure of human bodies to the way our 
sensory organs work, early scientists tried to see as objectively as possible, and to 
search as widely as possible for things to see. In most o f these fields knowledge 
already existed. Modern science not only added to it, but subjected it to question
ing and tests. 

Partly as an inevitable consequence of this, science challenged the authority of 
traditions and venerable institutions including churches and governments. This was 
direct in some cases - famously that of Galileo - where scientific research produced 
results that contradicted old doctrines and the teachings o f current religious author
ities. But even more general and pervasive was the notion that the best knowledge 
was that based on logic and evidence, because this meant reasoning for oneself and 
looking at the world for oneself and thus potentially reasoning and looking anew. 
When early scientists stressed the importance of logic and rational thought on the 
one hand and empirical evidence on the other, they specifically meant to challenge 
the notion that we should simply believe what we are taught. They meant that even 
the most respected authorities and the most venerated traditions could sometimes 
be wrong. The starting points o f science are to think for oneself, in the most rigor
ous way possible, and to trust the evidence o f one's senses, especially when it is 
rooted in experiment or careful observation and demonstration and not casual 
everyday experience. This isn't the whole of science, however, not least because 
reason and evidence can come into conflict with each other. Much of the work of 
science is neither simple discovery o f facts nor purely logical deductions. It is, on 
the one hand, difficult efforts to distinguish what is "object ive" in facts from the 
language in which we state them or the specific (and often more or less artificial) 
circumstances under which we collect data (sometimes supplementing our senses 
with technology). And it is, on the other hand, efforts to discern logical order in 
enormously complex and always incomplete collections of facts. 

This is something different from simply offering a summary of established facts. 
In the first place, facts always require interpretation, and making this systematic is 
one of the main tasks of theory. In addition, knowledge advances by the process the 
philosopher o f science Karl Popper called "conjecture and refutation." 4 Tha t is, a 
scientist puts forward propositions about how the world works; these are initially 
conjectures, products o f imagination as well as knowledge. They become the basis 
for hypotheses, and research and analysis confirm or reject them. It might also show 
us something completely new. But thinking about what might explain the facts we 
see always requires imagination. Equally, seeing patterns and connections in social 
life depends on imagination; theorists must try to see how things fit together. But 
refutation drives the development of knowledge forward as much as imagination. 
Refutation o f an important hypothesis stimulates a rethinking of the whole pattern 
of knowledge that is organized by a theory. 

Empirical research also depends on theory to specify the objects of its 
analysis: how do we know what constitutes a community, for example, or a religion? 
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Appealing to common sense doesn't solve the problem. Common sense is generally 
formed on the basis of a particular religion or a particular experience of community 
- and this is a source of bias if one is seeking knowledge of religion or community 
in general, in all social contexts. Even more basically, concepts are like lenses that 
enable us to see phenomena. Take the concept "self-fulfilling prophecy," developed 
by the American sociologist Rober t Mer ton in the mid-twentieth century. 1 This calls 
our attention to a common aspect of human actions that may take place in many 
different contexts and which we wouldn't otherwise relate to each other. Aided by 
the concept, we can easily see the commonali ty among teachers' predictions of 
students' future success or failure in school, the labeling of criminals (who then find 
it hard to get legitimate jobs) , and the comments of famous securities analysts on 
television about what stocks are likely to go up or down. In none of the cases is 
the outcome o f the predictions independent of the predictions themselves. 

Theories also contain propositions, statements about how the world works. As 
communities grow larger, one prominent sociological proposition holds that they 
will become more internally differentiated. Any factual proposition like this can 
be tested by turning it into a hypothesis - a prediction - and specifying facts that 
would count as refuting it. In this case, research seems so far mostly to confirm the 
growth/differentiation correlation (though there are exceptions and qualifications). 
Another proposed correlation is that as science and rationalization advance in 
modern societies, religion will decline. This secularization hypothesis is more 
controversial. In some societies - especially in Europe - the decline is evident, but 
this is not true everywhere; it is not true in the United States. The secularization 
hypothesis has thus been at least partially refuted. But even where most people 
still say they are religious, the content o f religious teaching and the place of religion 
in people's lives have often changed. This suggests one reason why theories grow 
complicated. It is impossible to get a serious grasp on the relationship between 
science and religion without considering that each refers to many different 
things, and that many other features of social reality shape the relations between 
them. Politics, for example, may change the relationship between science and 
religion, leading some to back one against the other, defining legal boundaries 
between the two, or joining specific versions of each in a sense of national identity. 
Theories provide frameworks for relating different research results to each other 
and developing explanations: community relationships organize less of social life 
as markets expand; professionals perform services once the province of family, 
friends, and neighbors; and governments and corporations grow stronger and more 
formally organized. These changes also, of course, give a new context to religion. 
One of the most important things theory does is offer a systematic account o f 
the overall workings of social life within which one can place specific topics. It is 
important to be systematic - to rely on theory rather than just vague assumptions 

- partly because this enables one to correct assumptions when new research 
challenges them. 

Theory is concerned with the development of concepts with which to grasp social 
life, with identifying patterns in social relations and social action, with producing 
explanations for both specific features of life in society and changes in overall forms 
o f society. It is thus an indispensable part of sociology, crucial to its standing as a 
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science. At the same time, sociological theory is more than a tool for sociologists. 
It is also a crucial basis for reflection on social life, informing moral deliberations 
and public decisions. This is true first because sociological theory - along with the 
rest of social science - enables us to understand specific events, institutions, and 
social trends. It is a different thing, for example, to experience living in a city and 
to have a theoretical understanding of why cities have grown to enormous size. 
Secondly, sociological theory helps us to see the connections among different events, 
institutions, and trends. It helps us answer questions like how changes in gender 
roles and relations affect families, schools, workplaces, and politics. It helps us 
to see general patterns in social life - differences and similarities among countries, 
for example, or among historical periods. Thirdly, sociological theory helps us 
relate personal life to society. This is important at all scales, from interpersonal 
relations like love or friendship to large-scale patterns in economy, government, or 
culture. Sociological theory helps us to see to what extent we can choose the 
conditions we live under - and also to what extent our choices are shaped by 
our backgrounds and other social factors. It helps us literally to judge what is 
possible and what is not, and what are the likely consequences of different courses 
of action. 

Sociological theory does not tell us what parties to vote for, what religion to 
profess - if any - or what moral values are right. But it does enable us to make sys
tematic and informed judgments about what policies will promote the values we 
hold dear and which will be likely to undermine them. Among its main contribu
tions is assistance in being systematic in assessing social phenomena and proposals 
for social change. It also helps us to be systematic in working out our own ideas, 
to see when there are tensions between different values we hold. In many cases, 
sociological theory does not settle arguments, but helps us to see more deeply what 
is at stake in them. Take the idea that people are basically rational actors making 
decisions on the basis of self-interest. Sociological theory includes explorations o f 
how much o f social life can be explained in these terms - and it includes some phe
nomena, like marriage decisions, that people usually insist have nothing to do with 
such strategic analysis. At the same time, sociological theory also explores the ways 
in which culture shapes ideas o f what is rational, what is of interest, and even what 
the self is like. It explores how being embedded in networks of social relations or 
in institutions such as a church or a business corporation may shape what kinds 
of actions we choose. And it considers whether in addition to strategic interests 
people are moved by emotions such as anger and love or sentiments such as 
sympathy for others. 

Thinking about social relationships is basic to having them. Creating a family 
involves not just biological reproduction but the development o f social roles and 
the identification of one family as distinct from others. All human societies that 
we know of differentiate their members on the basis of gender, age, and kinship 
or descent. These distinctions help to organize social life; they are also charged 
with moral significance. Thinking about social life, in short, is part of how we 
create it. 

Like a family, an army, a city, a religion, a kingdom, or a nation must be imag
ined and made the object o f thought in order to exist as such. This does not mean 



General Introduction 5 

that it will be well or systematically understood (and indeed, many social factors 
influence us without our ever being aware of them). The thought that helps a city 
to exist may name it, but not grasp why its population grows. It will probably 
include some understanding of its governance, of who belongs in it by right and 
who is tolerated as an outsider, and o f the place of markets or temples within 
it. All o f these and likely many other features of the city will be the objects of 
reflection by its members - and perhaps by others, such as invaders who 
would conquer it. As language is used to coordinate human action, both social life 
and social thought may grow more complex. Thought about society is a basic 
part of human culture, in short, whether in mythic or scientific or purely 
practical forms. 

Social thought developed in the context of religion as people explored the 
ultimate meaning of their life together and the moral norms that guided it. It 
developed in law as people sought to resolve practical problems of organizing social 
life. Eventually political inquiry came to explore what kind o f society a particular 
form o f government produced - or conversely, what sort of government a given 
form o f society could support. Ideas about what would constitute a good society 
developed out o f each of these traditions, and have been a part of philosophy 
since its earliest phases. Alongside this large question people posed more specific 
ones about family, friendship, and ways to organize armies or religious communi
ties. Should there be more hierarchy or more equality? Must men and women 
be kept sharply distinct or should they be allowed similar roles? Is freedom 
compatible with unity? Some of these general reflections on social life were re
markably insightful and stiil repay study. But they did not add up to sociological 
theory. 

To do so, they had to meet two basic criteria. First, they had to offer empirical 
claims that could be the basis of either tests (and thereby confirmation, correction, 
or improvement) or comparisons among theories (and thereby judgment as to which 
more accurately grasped social reality). In this sense, the idea of theory is embed
ded in the notion of science and the specifically scientific use o f empirical observa
tions. Second, theories were not sociological theories unless they focused on social 
life as a specific and distinct object o f study. In the simplest sense, sociological the
ories needed to be about society, in its own right, and not simply as an adjunct of 
religion, law, or politics. O f course, just what society was or is could be debated. 
Early sociological theorists tended to assume that it meant more or less the same 
thing as nation - so one spoke o f French society or English society. But it also meant 
local communities, voluntary organizations, interpersonal relationships, and public 
communicat ion. It included culture and social action as well as social structure. 
Society only began to command the attention of theorists during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. 

The Idea of Society and the Roots of Sociological Theory 

Society ~ social action and relationships and organizations - came to the fore not 
simply as an intellectual development but in response to enormous changes in social 
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life itself. Among the many changes, four stand out as especially significant for the 
development o f sociological theory: 

The rise of individualism 

Individualism may seem the opposite of a concern for society, but it did not mean 
the absence of society so much as a different way of organizing and thinking about 
it . 6 Conceived as the product of individual thought and action, or judged on the 
criterion of how well it meets individuals' needs, society looks different from when 
it is approached as ordered according to divine law or dictated by kings. 

Individualism's most important early appearance was in religion. Especially in 
the Protestant Reformation, the notion became widespread that people should read 
the Bible for themselves {not leave that to priests), pray in terms they made up for 
themselves (not simply by official prayers handed down by the Church) , and develop 
a personal relationship with God. These ideas had an influence on the rise of science, 
which was also rooted in modern individualism and also helped to undermine 
traditional authorities. 

Individualism had a similar impact in social life and on thinking about society, 
introducing a shift from inherited (or ascribed) to chosen (or achieved) relation
ships. Individualism led people to think for themselves about social relationships 
and social organizations, not simply accept those which had been passed down from 
earlier ages. This was reflected in changing commitments to family and community. 
Increasingly, these social relationships were approached as objects of personal 
choice. Migration away from rural communities reflected individuals' pursuit of eco
nomic gain, and an urban economy open to strangers from the countryside or even 
other countries encouraged individual decisions to relocate. Perhaps even more dra
matically, marriages were increasingly understood as personal relationships, ideally 
founded on love between individuals, rather than mainly alliances between broader 
kin groups. 

The idea that individual relationships ought to be products of choice suggested 
also that social relationships in general could be chosen. In the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries, theorists borrowed the idea o f contract from economic life (and 
from the biblical notion of a covenant between God and His chosen people) to 
describe social life generally. 7 Thomas Hobbes , John Locke , and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau were among the most important early "social cont rac t" theorists. They 
sought to describe how society could come into being on the basis o f a contract 
among individuals - and to use reasoning about what sorts of social arrangements 
free people would agree to as a way to analyze whether actually existing social orga
nization was just. Early social contract theory focused mostly on political questions, 
but it contributed to the rise of sociological theory by approaching the question of 
what political arrangements were legitimate through examination of how social rela
tions might come into being. Locke and Rousseau especially distinguished society 
from government and gave it priority. 

Emphasizing individual responsibility in religion and in the choice of rela
tionships was also linked to a positive value on everyday, ordinary personal life. 
Christianity had tended previously to exalt the spiritual and otherworldly. During 
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the early modern period, Christian thinkers placed new emphasis on how religion 
could guide personal life; thus marriage, family, and work all gained positive value 
because affairs of this world were not seen merely as preparation for the hereafter. 
This suggested also that individuals should apply themselves to building a better 
society here on earth, not simply waiting for salvation after death. As the 
poet William Blake put it, " I will not cease from mental fight, Nor shall my 
sword sleep in my hand, Till we have built Jerusalem, In England's green and 
pleasant land." 8 

The rise of modern states 

There had long been kings and other sorts of rulers, of course. W h a t changed 
with modernity was the capacity of states to regulate and shape different aspects 
of social life. 9 States built roads, raised citizen armies, operated schools and 
prisons, and collected taxes to pay for all these and other activities. At one 
level, therefore, states helped to organize societies. At another level, though, states 
were distinct from society. This was made evident in a distinctive modern 
phenomenon - revolution. 1 0 

Revolution involved "the people" rising up to change the political institutions 
under which they lived, and often to try to reorganize society more generally. 
Blake suggested something of the underlying idea in suggesting that Englishmen 
should build a New Jerusalem. Among other things, the English, American, 
and French Revolutions all signaled a change in how people thought about the 
legitimacy o f government. It was not enough to know that a king was the oldest 
son of his father or that he claimed divine right to rule. People demanded 
evidence that government ruled in the best interests o f the people. But who 
were the people? Revolutionary thought signaled also the growing prominence 
of a new idea, the nation, understood as the group of people and the cultural 
identity that endured as governments came and went. The idea of nation deeply 
influenced the idea of society, suggesting that it should be understood as a 
bounded, internally organized population at the level o f a country. 1 1 This concept 
proved extremely influential, although in fact social organization was always 
both more local and more international than a nation-state centered concept o f 
society suggested. 

The distinction of state from society was affirmed in the concept of "civil society" 
- that is, society that was a free product of relations among private persons. 1 2 Con
tract was a model for those relations, but not the only one. Friendship, religious 
community, and the self-governance of medieval guilds and cities also offered 
models. During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, several theorists 
responded to a growing importance for civil society. They laid part of the founda
tion for sociological theory in emphasizing how much of human life was organized 
at a level between the interior privacy of intimate family life (or indeed, the inner 
personality of the individual) and the exterior direction of the state. Society was the 
crucial middle ground in which relationships could not be explained entirely either 
by psychology or by politics. And, as the Scot Adam Ferguson wrote, society had 
its own history, distinct from that of pol i t ics . 1 3 
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The development of large-scale markets, capitalism, and modern industry 

One crucial thing that people did in "civil society" was pursue material interests 
and well-being. The pace of economic change in the late eighteenth and early nine
teenth centuries was so rapid and its impact so great that contemporaries borrowed 
the previously political idea of revolution to describe it: the industrial revolution. 1 4 

The industrial revolution was actually felt first in agriculture; rapidly rising farm 
productivity meant that large non-agricultural populations could be supported by 
relatively few farmers. This shaped both the decline of rural villages and the rise of 
cities. Both phenomena called attention to the idea of society, as people questioned 
whether the economic changes were good for social relations. One enduring socio
logical theme reflects this: the distinction of community from association or civil 
society, in which the former reflects the image of small-scale, tight-knit, and directly 
interpersonal relations in villages or small towns while the latter reflects the image 
of impersonal, looser relationships in the city, and the loss o f direct ties to indirect 
ones through markets, media, and formal organizations. 1 5 

The transformation of productivity by division o f labor, factories, and technol
ogy was a crucial feature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
in Britain and took place slightly later in other European countries, America, 
and eventually much of the world. It not only had sociological effects (e.g., on com
munity) but was itself a sociological as well as an economic phenomenon. It 
contributed to the rise of the idea of society most crucially through two notions: 
the division of labor and the market. Adam Smith was influential in establishing 
the importance of both, and thus counts as a founder o f sociology as well as 
economics . 1 6 

In his famous book, The Wealth of Nations, Smith described the division of labor 
as a social process, and one basic to growing productivity. 1 7 Instead of combining 
a number of skills in the person of one craftsmen, this involved training workers to 
be specialists in each. Instead of a pin maker, thus, there was someone who straight
ened wire, someone who sharpened its point, someone who made a head, and 
someone who attached it. In addition, crucially, there was also an entrepreneur or 
manager who organized and supervised the process. As individuals, each o f these 
people might be less skilled than the former pin maker (and all but the manager 
would be paid less), but together they could produce more and cheaper pins. This 
made for economic efficiency. It also demonstrated, however, how different people 
with different jobs were in fact dependent on each other in a larger social organi
zation - something true of society on a large scale as well as each workplace. For 
pin making, the necessary social organization was produced by entrepreneurs and 
managers. For society at large, one might think the government had the same role 
and in fact many people thought and still think just this. But Smith argued that 
government was not the only way to achieve social organization on a large scale. 
At least equally important (and often more efficient) was the market. 

Insofar as people operated as buyers and sellers (of their labor and managerial 
ingenuity as well as of physical goods), the market operated through the law of 
supply and demand to condition each to behave efficiently. Much more could be 
produced on the basis of a social division of labor mediated by the market than by 
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individuals or families aiming at self-subsistence. As if by an "invisible hand," Smith 
suggested, individual people were led to create social value. Moreover, the market 
was self-organizing. Smith emphasized it, in fact, not only to show its economic 
importance but to offer an illustration of how society could be self-organizing based 
on relationships among ordinary people rather than on decisions of the king or on 
laws enforced by the state. 

European exploration of the rest of the world and the trade, war, and colonization 
that followed in its wake 

Economic expansion was among the most important forces driving European explo
ration of the rest o f the globe. This also had roots in religion, however, as mis
sionaries sought to convert non-believers to Christianity. It was shaped by state 
building as European kings and later republics sought to expand their power 
through empires. It was even a product of science, as explorers sought to prove the 
world round and to discover new biological species while also serving economic and 
political employers. Explorat ion - and exploitation - were also both influences on 

- and influenced by - early social science. Theorists provided accounts of the infe
riority o f non-European peoples. They provided justifications for colonial rule. But 
they also learned enormously, most importantly about culture, about differences in 
forms of social organization, and about the complex manner in which different ways 
of life are held together. 

The eighteenth-century French social theorist, the Baron of Montesquieu, thus 
helped to pave the way for sociology. He asked why different countries had differ
ent legal and political systems, and sought the answer in cultural differences that he 
called "the spirit" behind laws. 1 R Montesquieu, like most of his contemporaries, com
bined prejudice with fact, speculating, for example, that warm climates made some 
people naturally lazy and thus in need of more despotic rule. But he was also part 
o f a broad current of European thought that first recognized that social conditions 
were not natural and immutable, partly through seeing how many different sorts of 
social institutions there were in the rest of the world. Instead o f conceptualizing this 
through the notion o f social contract , Montesquieu emphasized the way in which 
culture knits together a whole package of knowledge, beliefs, practices, and values. 

Although Europeans often tried to impose their culture - and political, economic, 
and religious practices - on the people they colonized elsewhere in the world, they 
also tried to understand them. This became a powerful inducement to the develop
ment o f sociological theory and social science generally. Some developed evolu
tionary theories to try to explain differences in social organization as the product 
of growth or progress. Indeed, some o f these theorists came before and influenced 
Darwin's biological theory of evolution; some joined the two, like Herbert Spencer 

- simultaneously a sociologist and a biologist and the coiner of the term "survival 
of the fittest." Eventually many social scientists became critics of colonialism, 
and sought to point out that difference did not always mean either superiority or 
inferiority. 

European expansion into the rest of the world had material effects that were also 
important influences on the rise of social theory. Wealth extracted from other lands 
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and long-distance trade contributed to the growth of capitalism; the need to admin
ister far-flung colonies contributed to the development of more scientific approaches 
to government and formal organizations. The idea of America figured prominently. 
In the beginning, wrote John Locke, all the world was Amer ica . 1 9 He meant that all 
the world was organized in the minimalist fashion he thought typical of the abo
riginal Native Americans. Both the confrontation with small-scale, non-state-
centered societies elsewhere and the development of transnational empires 
helped counterbalance the tendency to equate society with nation-state. For later 
theorists, the significance of America (as of other settler societies such as Australia) 
was to dramatize the experiment of creating new social forms completely by choice, 
with little inheritance behind them. In the 1 8 3 0 s , for example, the Frenchman 
Alexis de Tocqueviile visited the United States to learn about Europe's future. This 
lay, he thought, with democracy, which he understood as a society based on free 
individualistic choice and relatively social equality. His account , Democracy 
in America, became a classic of sociological theory, taking up the question 
(following Montesquieu) o f what social and cultural conditions made stable demo
cratic government possible - and what might make it collapse into anarchy or 
tyranny. 2 0 

Sociological theory was born, in short, in reflection on both momentous changes 
in Europe and the pattern of similarities and differences discerned among human 
societies around the world. Science offered a new method for developing knowl
edge; both social change and the confrontation with social difference made ordi
nary people, business leaders, and government officials all seek new knowledge 
about society. The changes and the confrontations with difference were often dis
ruptive, but by their very disruptions called attention to the issue o f how society 
worked. 

The Twentieth Century: Synthesis and Critique 

The First World War marked a watershed in sociological theory. Marxis t interna
tionalism, for example, confronted the power of nationalism. The optimism o f nine
teenth-century evolutionism and faith in progress was deeply challenged. Several o f 
the great founders of modern sociology - like Weber and Durkheim - lived through 
the war and struggled after it with a growing concern for the fate o f modern society. 

At the same time, the world war Itself signaled - albeit ironically ~~ a new level 
of interconnections among the different European countries and between affairs in 
Europe and elsewhere. In Russia, for example, the First World War was a precipi
tating factor in the communist revolution of 1 9 1 7 . This introduced a new kind o f 
East-West split, no longer between Occident and Orient but between capitalist and 
communist countries. Much of the rest of twentieth-century history was shaped by 
it. The First World War also marked the emergence of the United States as a global 
military power, entering the war late but decisively. And the nature of the war itself 
revealed that power depended on the ability to mobilize industry, transport systems, 
and a wide variety of citizens. Success in war, in other words, depended on social 
organization and not only that of the military itself. 
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Perhaps it is not surprising that after the war the United States also began to 
emerge more prominently as a force in sociological theory. Indeed, an American, 
Talcott Parsons, sought to pick up the projects of the great classical sociological the
orists of Europe and synthesize them into a new social theory. At the heart o f his 
conception was the effort to reconcile social action and social structure, the ways 
in which people could make choices about their lives and the ways in which all of 
social life depended on underlying patterns that were beyond individual choice. In 
some ways, Parsons's sociological theory mirrored a basic issue in the developing 
self-understanding of the Western, non-communist societies. Capitalism and democ
racy both presented the importance of individuals and their choices as basic to 
modern life. "Free enterprise," consumer choice, and open elections were basic to 
the idea of speaking of the "free world" - as opposed to communism. Parsons 
embraced that idea, but at the same time recognized how incomplete it was. If choice 
- by both managers and consumers - was basic to capitalism, so was the idea o f 
the market as a self-regulating system. If open elections were basic to democracy, 
so was the concentration o f power in the state bureaucracy (rather than in, for 
example, independent feudal lords). 

These concerns were not unique to Talcott Parsons. Many social theorists took 
on the challenge of trying effectively to relate action to structure. For some, like 
Karl Mannheim, the question was to what extent ideas reflected the social positions 
o f those who espoused them. Mannheim asked whether intellectuals in some sense 
might occupy a special social position that enabled them to be more objective. For 
others, like George Herbert Mead , the question was how the individual might come 
into being as a result of social processes, through communication with others, and 
through a recognition o f how he or she fitted into the large patterns o f social inter
action. We only gain full individuality, Mead suggested, when we can see ourselves 
at least in part as others see us - and for this we need social learning. At the same 
time, in the words of another great American sociologist, Charles Horton Cooley, 
"self and society are twinborn ." 2 1 Imagining individuals as existing before and sep
arate from society misunderstands both. But, society cannot make individuals in 
any shape; human nature is recalcitrant, limiting the options and pressing in spe
cific directions. Sigmund Freud made this point as strongly as anyone in the early 
twentieth century. 2 2 No t only did nature matter, though; human beings were 
internally complex creatures, driven by conflicting tendencies, wants, and needs. 
Emotions mattered alongside reason and often in conflict with it. 

Talcott Parsons, in his synthesis, approached personality, culture, and society as 
quasi-autonomous systems, three different levels of analysis o f human life. M a n y o f 
his critics charged that he smoothed out the conflicts and contradictions in each, 
and thus presented more harmony and consensus than was accurate. Perhaps this 
was most visible in the contrast between his presentation of the economy as working 
"functionally" to supply the needs of everyone and of all different parts of society 
and Marx ' s account o f class conflict and the inherent contradictions and recurrent 
crises o f capitalism. Likewise, in terms of personality, though Parsons drew on 
Freud, he emphasized the ideal o f full and successful integration of the personality 
more than the inevitability of internal conflicts. Though he drew on Weber, he 
emphasized the capacity of culture to integrate human societies and guide evolution 
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more than he did the cultural contradictions of modern life, the ways in which ratio
nalization undermined creative individual spirit or consumerism granted people 
choice but reduced its meaning. Weber, after all, had talked gloomily of an "iron 
cage" in which capitalism and bureaucracy started out creating individual oppor
tunity and effective social organization and ultimately trapped people in a social 
system without spirit. 

The Second World War and the Great Depression that preceded it seemed to 
many to point out the merit in Weber's pessimism. M a x Horkheimer, Theodor 
Adorno, and colleagues initially based at Frankfurt's Institute for Social Research 
combined influences from Weber, M a r x , and Freud (among other sources) to 
produce a "critical theory." This aimed at understanding the ways in which ratio
nalization could turn against reason and the limits to both capitalist development 
and bureaucratic states. The critical theorists were particularly influential in ana
lyzing the rise o f fascism, an ideology which combined heavy emphases on science 
and technology with an effort to restore "nature" and "spirit" to modern life. 
Adorno organized a research team to study the social factors ~ like a repressive 
work environment - that contributed to an "authoritarian personali ty" which made 
people willing to join movements like fascism. According to the critical theorists, 
the rationalization o f modern life produced not only Parsons's functional social 
system, but a reduction o f human choices to consumer options and a loss of capac
ity to advance liberty by transforming institutions. Part o f the problem was that 
people found it hard to grasp that they had the capacity to remake the social world 
~ not as individuals, but as members of social movements, creators o f culture, and 
citizens in democratic society. 

Sociological theory was often divided between those who stressed the successes 
of social integration and those who emphasized its limits and failures, and the 
importance o f conflict to how society really worked. Parsons and other twentieth-
century theorists drew on Durkheim and many nineteenth-century theorists to 
produce a new sociological theory that shared an emphasis on how the whole of 
society could be greater than the sum of its parts, and how the needs of each part 
for the others encouraged "functional integration." This theory has proved power
ful in accounting for many o f the ways in which society does indeed coalesce despite 
diversity and differentiation. Like economic theories of the market as an "invisible 
hand," this sociological functionalism suggests that freely formed relationships can 
be self-regulating. But the functionalists didn't say very much about the extent to 
which power and violence determined how the system got started, who was wealthy, 
who was protected, and who was vulnerable. Their critics did a much better job 
with pointing out the "visible hand" of corporate power, military power, and other 
ways in which some social actors could control others or prosper at their expense. 
The critics also stressed the ways in which history was not simple progress but a 
story of conflicts and crises. Where functionalists tended to approach conflict as the 
breakdown of social relations, others drew on Georg Simmel who had pointed out 
that conflict was itself socially organized, a form o f social relations. Where 
functionalists treated social integration as the harmonious opposite of strain, others 
saw the importance o f what the great African-American sociologist W. E . B . Du 
Bois called "double consciousness ." 2 3 This was the strain felt by those who were 
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simultaneously Black and American, for example, in a society that saw white as the 
"normal" way to be American and Blackness as a problem. 

These criticisms would become increasingly powerful in the last third of the twen
tieth century and remain basic to the debates that define contemporary sociological 
theory. We will turn to many of them in the second volume of this anthology. Func-
tionalism and closely related theories dominated sociological discussions until the 
1 9 6 0 s . Increasing controversy over them was linked to other controversies that came 
to the fore in the 1 9 6 0 s , over poverty, race, war, and new kinds o f international 
domination and exploitation. There has been no group o f theories since that has 
ever attained comparable hegemony over the field as a whole - and the field has 
suffered some disunity as a result, as well as being opened to new creativity. The 
functionalist synthesis was not the last word in sociological theory, but it remains 
enormously influential. To stress only functional integration and not power may be 
one-sided, but such integration is nonetheless of vital importance. 

Conclusion 

It is not easy to say when sociological theory started. As we have seen, ideas from 
the ancient world and especially from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries con
tributed importantly. But it was only in the nineteenth century that sociological 
theory gained autonomy from other theories which privileged politics or econom
ics or, indeed, law or religion. August Comte coined the name "sociology" in 
the 1 8 3 0 s . He and his contemporary Alexis de Tocqueville were more clearly soci
ologists than their forebears Montesquieu and Rousseau (though both o f the earlier 
writers did develop sociological theories). Likewise, Karl M a r x built on the work 
of Adam Smith as well as on theorists of civil society like G. W. F. Hegel. But Marx ' s 
work is more specifically sociological, concerned with capitalism not only as an eco
nomic system but as a social formation, a kind of society with specific forms of 
power relations, cities, culture, and social movements. The creation of sociological 
theory does not end with the mid-nineteenth-century theorists like Comte , 
Tocqueville, and M a r x , who pioneered the mixture of scientific observation and 
rational analysis that would be basic. Indeed, it was a generation of successors who 
came of age in the 1 8 9 0 s who exerted the most enduring influence on the institu
tionalization o f sociological theory within universities. 2 4 Emile Durkheim and M a x 
Weber are the most important of these. And of course, the development of socio
logical theory continued in the twentieth century and continues now in the twenty-
first. Many of the themes are rooted in the social changes of the early modern era. 
The division of labor that Adam Smith analyzed was a basic starting point for Emile 
Durkheim's theory of social solidarity. Both remain key influences on contemporary 
theorists. The question o f division of labor is being rethought in the contexts of 
global organization o f production and new technologies that dramatically shift the 
relationships between knowledge and industrial production. 

Similarly, the work o f M a x Weber has been described as a dialogue with the ghost 
of Karl M a r x . Weber saw much truth in Marx ' s analysis of capitalism, but also 
thought it one-sided, and insisted on the importance of religion and culture in ways 
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contrary to M a r x . Both are influential today among the theorists who ask how the 
globalization of economic activity will affect - or be affected by - cultures and reli
gions around the world. The story of the development o f sociological theory, in 
short, is one in which progress in the creation of new theory does not necessarily 
make older theory obsolete. On the contrary, some of the great classical sociologi
cal theories remain both influential and relevant today. They represent brilliant 
intellectual achievements and we learn much by thinking with the scholars who 
created them. They also offer signposts in intellectual argument, helping us to 
identify where later thinkers stand on basic questions by how they identify with or 
challenge earlier thinkers. Sometimes, too , social change makes us see new lessons 
in old theories. Marx ' s work is perhaps the extreme case here, partly because its 
later use has been so heavily shaped by politics. 

Because Marx ' s theory was an influence on communism - indeed, taken as a sort 
of sacred text for communism - many assumed that the pos t -1989 collapse of com
munism made Marx ' s work irrelevant, and for a time it lost prestige. As attention 
turned to globalization, however, and as globalization pitted different social inter
ests against each other in a variety of conflicts, new readers found much of interest 
in Marx ' s theory. As early as 1 8 4 8 , for example, he and his col laborator Friedrich 
Engels discerned tendencies that seemed new to others 1 5 0 years later: "exploita
tion of the world market gives a cosmopolitan character to production and con
sumption in every country. . . . All old-established national industries have been 
destroyed or are daily being d e s t r o y e d . . . . In place of the old local and national 
seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter
dependence of na t ions . " 2 5 

This was prescient, but it was not the last word. As we noted at the beginning 
of this introductory essay, there is no last word. Theory is not the correct answer 
to all our questions. It offers many answers, but all of them provisional, all of them 
subject to revision and improvement on the basis of new evidence. Science is about 
asking questions. Some of these are new questions, some are old ones that have 
puzzled theorists as long as theory has existed. What is the relationship between 
individual and society? Between creative action and seemingly stable structures of 
relations? H o w do growth in economies or populations or knowledge itself change 
society? What , with Tocqueville, are the social and cultural conditions for democ
racy? What , with Durkheim, are the social and cultural conditions for solidarity 
and moral order? Can religion guide social life in the future as much as it did some
times in the past? Are strong local communities necessarily undermined by global 
economic competit ion? 

Sociological theorists have made great strides in answering these and other 
pressing questions, and also great strides in figuring out why they are hard to 
answer conclusively. Theories like the ones excerpted in the rest of this book are 
indispensable tools for grappling with basic questions in social life. T h a t life is 
always part structure - to be analyzed as objectively as possible - and part action 
- to be understood in terms of reasons and possibilities. Theory, in other words, 
guides not just our search for right answers, but our search for right actions. Our 
actions will change the world for better or worse, and we will still need theory to 
understand it. 
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Part 1 

Precursors to Sociological Theory 





The word "sociology" was coined by Auguste Cornte in the 1 8 3 0 s , but the idea of 
sociology had been developing for more than a century. Indeed, sociological theory 
drew on an intellectual heritage stretching back to the Hebrew Bible, Ancient Greece, 
and Rome, and the birth of Christianity. But in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the foundations for sociology were laid in new and more specific ways. 

The Idea of Society 

One set o f changes had to do with the very idea o f society itself. Today it seems 
obvious to think society exists and is important. We may define it as a functional 
system, or the product of meaningful interaction among individuals, or the sum o f 
social institutions. But though there are debates over definition, there is a wide
spread agreement about the importance o f the ways in which people are related to 
each other from love and friendship, family and community through large-scale 
organizations like schools, businesses, and governments to the growing social con
nections linking the whole world. In order for society to become the focus o f atten
tion and the object of a new science, however, people had to see the world in 
somewhat different ways. 

First, there had to be a separation of the idea of society from government. Early 
modern thinkers emphasized all the links connecting the members of society to each 
other, including the culture they shared, the markets in which they exchanged goods, 
and their communication networks. They distinguished these social relations from 
control by kings or government officials. This is the basis of the idea of civil society 
which remains prominent today. When we say there is a "civil society" response to 
an emergency or social problem, we mean that churches and synagogues, non
governmental organizations and volunteer groups responded - as distinct from 
government agencies. This distinction is directly rooted in the seventeenth- and eigh
teenth-century rise of the idea of society at least partially independent of govern
ment. And ever since, there has been concern for whether civil society would remain 
strong, or be dominated by central government as in a dictatorship. This was a 
guiding question in Alexis de Tocquevilie's Democracy in America, a small selec
tion from which we read here. 

Second, there had to be an idea that what happened in society was valuable in 
itself. Early modern thinkers developed the idea that members o f society had 
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common interests, that these were morally important, and that social relations 
should be organized to advance them. Some used the term "commonweal th" to 
emphasize the connection between the way people were socially organized and their 
economic productivity and capacity to improve their quality of life. Both sociology 
and economics grew in part out of this shift in perspective. We see it, for example, 
in the reading from Adam Smith on the importance o f the division of labor (and 
later we will see how Emile Durkheim expanded the sociological implications of the 
idea of a division of labor) . But the change in perspective was not simply a matter 
of noticing the importance of social organization; it was also a matter o f valuing 
ordinary life. In the Middle Ages, for example, many religious thinkers argued that 
people should focus only on God, heaven and hell, and salvation - rather than on 
improving the quality of worldly life. This changed within religious thought as more 
people looked to the Bible and prayer for guidance in everyday affairs such as family 
life. Eventually, theories about this-worldly social life became more secular and less 
theological. 

Almost as important, earlier political theorists had often stressed what subjects 
owed their rulers - for example arguing that kings ruled by divine right and that 
the people in their kingdoms had an obligation to obey them that was passed down 
from God. More modern thinkers suggested that rules had an obligation to serve 
the interests of the people they ruled. Instead of being legitimate because of divine 
right, in other words, kings and their governments were legitimate if they ruled well 
on behalf of the common interests o f those over whom they had authority. If they 
ruled poorly, such thinking suggested, the people under them had a right to replace 
them. This is an important basis for the theory that revolution could be just, which 
was important to the funding of the United States and the transformation of France 
in the late eighteenth century. It also influenced the rise of democracy, when some 
theorists argued that the best judges of the interests of ordinary people were the 
people themselves. The idea of a social contract ~ represented here by the enor
mously influential work of Rousseau ~- was a widespread way in which eighteenth-
century theorists conceptualized government as the result o f a social decision and 
limited by the collective will of the people. 

Third, the idea o f "the people" had to develop in a new way. In order for democ
racy to be possible, for example, it had to be possible for "the people" to express 
their collective opinions - whether through voting or in other ways, from protest 
demonstrations to petitions. This required a strong idea o f "the people" such as 
that embodied in the United States Consti tution, which begins, " W e the people of 
the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure 
domestic tranquility, provide for the c o m m o n defense, p romote the general welfare, 
and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of Amer ica . " Th i s opening sentence 
expresses several of the new ideas, including c o m m o n interests and the notion that 
government exists for the people. But it only makes sense if one believes that "the 
people" can act collectively to make a Consti tut ion - thus choosing their form of 
government. This capacity is based on the social organizat ion of the people. It is 
also based on the cultural idea that the people can be identified. Th i s was shaped 
in the early modern era by the notions of nat ion and citizenship. These defined mem-
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bershtp in "the people" and also stressed their common rights, interests, and oblig
ations. Here again we can see the importance of Rousseau, who influenced not only 
sociology but the founders of the United States and the French revolutionaries by 
suggesting that the will of the people was more than just the sum total of their 
private and separate opinions, but something more basic and more generally shared. 
Tocqueville shared Rousseau's concern for the tension between selfish, separate 
interests and the shared interests of citizens, and this became a core theme o f soci
ological research, which Durkheim referred to as the question of social solidarity. 

These three core ideas remain influential throughout the modern era: society is 
distinct from government, ordinary social life is valuable, and large numbers of 
people can achieve enough social solidarity to make it meaningful to speak of "the 
people" as the basis for democracy. These ideas changed actual social life, and also 
gave rise to sociology as the scientific field studying social life. But in addition to 
the rise of this new idea of society, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also 
saw the rise of new ideas about science and human reason. These are also impor
tant for the invention of sociology. 

Enlightenment and Science 

This second set of basic changes is often summed up in the idea of an "Age of 
Enlightenment," stretching from the middle of the seventeenth century through the 
eighteenth. This description was familiar to eighteenth-century thinkers themselves. 
They saw themselves as bringing the light of science, systematic analysis, and new 
ideas to the shadowy realms of tradition and ignorance. They expected the "light 
o f reason" to illuminate a path o f human progress, clarifying both the ways things 
worked objectively in the world and the values human beings should rightly hold. 
Like the idea of society, the Enlightenment directly shaped practical projects like the 
American and French Revolutions, not least by promoting the belief that human 
beings could choose the social conditions o f their own lives, based on reason, rather 
than simply accepting the institutions they had inherited. 

The Enlightenment is a label for a collection of partially separate ideas such as 
science, the exercise of individual reason, tolerance of difference, and equality of 
rights (including notably for women, who had previously been excluded from most 
public life and began in this period the long struggle for equality). The reading below 
from Immanuei Kant is among the most influential of all accounts of the Enlight
enment, but it is a summary written near the end of the Age of Enlightenment - by 
which time most leading European thinkers considered themselves "enlightened." 
Earlier thinkers like Baruch Spinoza ( 1 6 3 2 - 7 7 ) and Rene Descartes ( 1 5 9 6 - 1 6 5 0 ) 
had seemed much more revolutionary. When their ideas began to attract a growing 
range of followers in the seventeenth century, this was widely understood as a direct 
challenge to religion. Spinoza, for example, argued that there should be tolerance 
for people who held contrary religious beliefs - and many thought this amounted 
to saying that sinful error should be accepted. Descartes held that the basis for 
certain knowledge started with human reason (famously, he wrote, "I think there
fore I a m " ) . Although he held this was consistent with the biblical notion that God 
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gave human beings the capacity for independent reason, many others thought this 
was an attack on the authority of the Bible. 

Theories like those of Spinoza and Descartes suggested that individuals should 
think for themselves and that reason was often a better basis for judgment than tra
dition. These "rat ionalist" ideas were soon complemented with the "empiricist" idea 
that evidence for the truth should be found in observations o f the material world. 
Descartes's contemporary Francis Bacon ( 1 5 6 1 - 1 6 2 6 ) had suggested this, but the 
idea really caught on with the dramatic growth in scientific knowledge that made 
the seventeenth century an age of scientific revolution. The father of modern physics, 
Isaac Newton ( 1 6 4 2 - 1 7 2 7 ) , was among its most important figures. But both reason 
and the search for empirical evidence - the hallmarks of science - were immediately 
applied not only to physics, chemistry, and medicine but to the project of under
standing social life: how markets worked, what government was best, whether 
population growth would lead to famine, and so forth. 

Throughout the modern era, some religious thinkers have remained uncomfort
able with the rise of science. Others have sought to re-examine religious questions 
in the light of science. Both religious thought itself and the place of religion in the 
world have changed. But this did not necessarily mean an abandonment of religion. 
Immarmel Kant himself wrote a book arguing for "religion within the limits of 
reason alone." He meant that it wasn't necessary to rely on mysterious revelations, 
that the reason with which God had endowed human beings was sufficient. Cer
tainly many religious leaders disagreed, but most religious leaders did place more 
emphasis on the exercise of individual reason. 

A variety of other social changes helped the Enlightenment spread its message o f 
reason and reliance on empirical evidence. One of the most important was the print
ing press, which allowed much wider distribution of books. With this came a wider 
and wider spread of literacy and education, which helped the rise of reason. Already 
in the era o f the Protestant Reformation, more and more Christians had begun to 
read the Bible for themselves, and think for themselves about its meaning, not simply 
rely on the teachings of religious authorities. This same sort o f emphasis on indi
vidual reason was extended more widely to more questions. 

The idea of individual rights was grounded largely in the notion that every indi
vidual could exercise reason for himself - or herself. This was a key basis for the 
growing claims that women should have equal rights, because they too could reason 
independently (whatever their other physical differences from men) . The idea of 
"human rights" coupled the emphasis on individual reason with the idea of equal
ity. Because every human being had the capacity for reason, each deserved respect 
and had basic rights (such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, according 
to the US Declarat ion of Independence, or those listed in the Declarat ion of the 
Rights of M a n by the French Revolutionaries). The American Revolutionary hero 
Tom Paine wrote famously o f the importance of common sense, the age o f reason, 
and the rights o f man. This inspired both the idea o f independence for America and 
the idea of creating a democratic government to ensure the independence and 
freedom o f Americans inside the new country. If Paine spoke of the Rights of M a n , 
however, he was quickly answered by Mary Wollstonecraft 's Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman ( 1 7 9 2 ) . Wollstonecraft was indignant at the failure to recognize 
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women equally, but she had faith that eventually women's rights would be recog
nized because this was, literally, only reasonable. 

The example of equal rights for women reminds us that simply declaring rights 
doesn't mean effectively realizing them, and that there are a variety of influential 
social forces besides the exercise of reason. Sociology has been shaped both by the 
emphasis on independent reason - as sociologists have sought to use evidence to 
understand society scientifically - and by the effort to understand those other social 
forces, from emotions to tradition to commitments to family or community or 
nation to the exercise o f power. The Enlightenment encouraged a belief in progress 
based on the exercise of reason, but while many sociologists have believed in 
progress, most have also studied the limits or impediments to it and some have ques
tioned whether it is as inevitable as the Enlightenment theorists imagined. 

Already in the later years o f the Age of Enlightenment, there were questioning 
voices. Mary Wollstonecraft 's daughter, Mary Shelley, wrote the novel Frankenstein 
with its theme of a scientist who overreaches himself, seeking to create life. Her 
work was part of a Romant ic movement which complemented and sometimes coun
tered the Enlightenment faith in reason with more emphasis on tradition, emotions, 
and above all nature. Rousseau was a formative influence on this movement which, 
not surprisingly, found many of its later leaders among poets and musicians. This 
too shaped sociology, for the scientific researchers found that the evidence suggested 
that society was not simply the result of rational decisions by its members. 

Authors and Readings 

Our first reading comes from jean-Jacques Rousseau ( 1 7 1 2 - 7 8 ) . Born in Geneva, 
Rousseau lived most of his life in Paris. He was influenced by an idealized memory 
of the smaller community of Geneva but he also remembered being driven out by 
the city's Calvinist leaders who found his theories scandalous. He promoted new 
approaches to music and education as well as social theory. In all of his work, 
however, he emphasized the importance of nature - both individual human nature 
(with its inner voice) and outside nature. In his theory of education, for example, 
he advocated raising children in the countryside so they would be close to nature 
but also discover their distinctive inner selves without the distractions and pressures 
to conform typical of urban society. 

Rousseau was passionate about the exercise of individual reason, but in uncon
ventional ways. He burst on the intellectual scene by writing the winning essay in 
a contest calling for discourses on progress in the arts and science. Shockingly, he 
argued that progress in science actually brought humanity unhappiness by separat
ing people from nature. Rousseau argued that much of what was widely accepted 
as the "progress" of society in fact brought alienation, separation of people not only 
from nature but from their inner, natural selves (Karl M a r x was greatly influenced 
by Rousseau when he took up this theme in the nineteenth century; it has been 
recurrently important in sociology). 

Rousseau placed great emphasis on inner reflection to discover the truth, for 
example, and less on conforming to accepted standards o f logic. We see something 
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of this in the reading here where he presents two different ideas about how the 
common will of the people may be found. One, the "will of a l l ," is more superfi
cial, based on the aggregation of separate, self-interested individual wills (as in 
voting or opinion polls). The other, "general wil l ," is more basic, he suggests, but 
cannot be measured in such mechanistic ways. Each of us has within us, however, 
a capacity to see this light. 

Though many later thinkers have found the logic o f Rousseau's writings difficult, 
they have been profoundly influential. This is partly because he was a wonderful 
writer and his work is a pleasure to read even if hard sometimes to pin down. But 
even more, his influence stems from the powerful way in which he established the 
ideas o f freedom and equality as basic to modern thought. " M a n is born free," 
Rousseau wrote, "yet everywhere he is in chains," limited by the arbitrary conven
tions of society and the exercise of power. Nature is given by God to all humanity, 
yet private property divides it and erects boundaries to exclude. H o w is this pos
sible? Can it be just? The questions remain basic. 

Immanuel Kant ( 1 7 2 4 - 1 8 0 4 ) admired Rousseau enormously and kept a bust of 
the earlier thinker in his study. He lived his whole life in Konigsberg, a Prussian city 
in the north o f Germany (that after the Second World War was acquired by Russia 
and resettled as Kaliningrad). He took walks on such a regular schedule that towns
people were said to set their watches by him (and the very spread o f watches was 
part of the era's more general concern for orderly, precise social life). Though he 
never traveled, Kant was intensely curious about the rest of the world, reading 
reports from explorers and missionaries. And he sought to develop an intellectual 
approach that would be valid for all humanity because based on the universal char
acter o f reason rather than the differences among cultures. 

Kant took up the core Rousseauian themes of freedom and equality, but empha
sized overwhelmingly the link of each to the basic idea of the individual exercise 
of reason. One of the founders of the largely German philosophical school 
called "idealism," he argued that secure human knowledge and morality came 
not from external imposition but from the inherent capacities o f the human mind. 
Ideas like time and space, Kant suggested, do not come to us as material facts; 
they are mental categories we need to have in order to understand material 
reality. 

Kant examined almost every philosophical topic from mathematics (pure reason) 
to law and aesthetic judgment (different forms of practical reason). He was con
cerned to see reason used to settle human conflicts rather than force and imagined 
progress leading to an era of perpetual peace. He argued that morality needed to 
be achieved on the basis o f human beings' free will because we consider actions 
properly moral when they are chosen, not forced. This meant that morality was to 
be pursued by cultivating human capacity for reason rather than limiting human 
freedom. 

Kant also pioneered what he called "cri t ique," a philosophical approach to exam
ining the conditions o f actual and apparent knowledge. When he wrote a "critique 
of pure reason," thus, he didn't at tack pure reason; he asked how it was possible 
and urged his reader to try to grasp the underlying, most basic foundations of 
thought. Too much o f what passed for knowledge, he thought, was merely belief 
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accepted out of habit. We need to look critically at such beliefs in pursuit of the 
truth. This notion influenced all of sociology (and most of modern thought); it was 
also especially influential for the "critical theorists" we examine in Part VI below. 
This notion of basic foundations for knowledge and the pursuit of pure truth became 
basic to modern science - but also basic to the versions of "modernity" attacked in 
the late twentieth century by those who sometimes called themselves "postmod
ernists." It was too easy, they argued, for this idea o f perfect knowledge to become 
the enemy of freedom, especially if it encouraged governments to develop top-down 
master plans for how society should be organized. 

Adam Smith ( 1 7 2 3 - 9 0 ) was a central figure in what is often called the Scottish 
Enlightenment. Part of the broader European Enlightenment, the Scottish thinkers 
were distinctive in several ways. One was that they were more skeptical than Kant 
and most of the Germans about the capacities of unaided reason, and more atten
tive to the ways in which human beings - and human societies - learned from 
the accumulated trial and error of history. One o f their greatest theorists, David 
Hume, had provoked Kant to take on his quest for secure foundations of knowl
edge by severely questioning the limits of abstract reason and arguing that for many 
crucial questions - like the nature of cause and effect - we have no choice but to 
rely on inductions from empirical evidence that can never be entirely conclusive. 
Another, Adam Ferguson, helped to introduce the idea o f civil society and also 
anticipated later evolutionary theory, holding that history revealed a pattern of 
improvements in social organization reflecting among other things growth in 
productive capacity by which human societies sustained themselves in relation to 
nature and each other. 

Smith focused on questions of moral philosophy, arguing that human beings 
would be bound together by natural sympathies and that human sentiments included 
benevolent dispositions as well as sources of conflict. But much more famously, he 
helped to create modern economics, as well as sociology, with his book The Wealth 
of Nations ( 1 7 7 6 ) . As noted above, the selection printed here on the division of 
labor was widely influential. M o r e generally, Smith wrote about the extent to which 
markets created order and produced collective benefits even when the motivations 
of individual participants were entirely selfish. First, he suggested, markets taught 
sensible behavior by a kind of external conditioning: they rewarded buying cheap 
and selling dear and they punished the opposite. Second, markets led people with 
different skills or properties to cooperate through exchange, thus not only circulat
ing goods effectively but boosting production. Third, markets did all this without 
anyone being in charge and directing them. And this was the key point: markets 
were self-regulating. They were proof, Smith suggested, that it was not necessary to 
rely on kings or governments to establish all the conditions of social life. Markets 
could be self-regulating. This is what he meant by saying they worked as though 
led by an "invisible hand." There were emergent properties of market structure and 
process that were not the results o f any plan or intention. Studying such emergent 
properties of social organization has remained a key theme for sociology. 

The common wealth, Smith suggested, could better be achieved by freeing 
individuals to compete in self-regulating markets than by central planning or 
restrictions on trade. O f course, markets could become imbalanced and fail in 
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self-regulation - Smith argued that competition only worked if among human indi
viduals, not large corporations, because the participants had to be relatively equal. 
And there were some things, like national defense, that were best provided by gov
ernment because they needed central authority. But Smith's points were not only 
about markets for their own sake. Markets were simply one o f the best examples 
of social self-regulation that went on throughout society - as people found partners 
to marry, decided how many children to have, wrote books (for the "marketplace 
of ideas") and so forth. M o s t of civil society could be self-regulating, not only 
markets - as long as there was freedom for individuals to make their own decisions 
and at least substantial equality - though not perfect equality since individuals 
needed to learn from the decisions they made and this meant that some had to win 
and some lose. 

Alexis de Tocqueville ( 1 8 0 5 - 5 9 ) lived after the ideas of the Age of Enlightenment 
had been put into practice by the American and French revolutions. He came 
from an aristocratic family, but also thought democracy was the wave of the 
future. He became a moderate member of the French parliament, the National 
Assembly. It was the course o f social progress, but there was no guarantee, Toc
queville thought, that progress would be smooth. On the contrary, studying the 
French Revolution itself, Tocqueville asked why it had been so bloody. Fie also 
argued that many of the modernizing social changes associated with progress could 
be brought about without revolutionary confrontations; indeed, he suggested, the 
pre-Revolutionary Old Regime in France had not been conservative but actually 
pursued policies such as centralization of government that brought widespread 
changes. 

Tocqueville's most influential work came after the revolution o f 1 8 3 0 when the 
new republican government of France sent him to America to study prison reform 
and legal administration more generally (a popular theme for reformers who wanted 
to modernize government). Tocqueville traveled around the USA and eventually 
wrote a much more wide-ranging book, Democracy in America ( 1 8 3 5 , 1 8 4 0 ) , in 
which he examined the nature of life in a modern democracy and asked what lessons 
America might hold for Europe (and what challenges the new United States itself 
would have to confront) . The book grasped important enduring features of 
American life and has seemed almost prescient to many later readers. In it, for 
example, Tocqueville coined the term "individualism" to describe a characteristic 
American attitude that was not just a matter of self-love. He described how, ironi
cally, individualists spent much of their time checking how well they were doing 
compared to their neighbors - which built an element of conformity into a society 
that otherwise praised independence. He reported on how when everyone was 
encouraged to think for themselves and make their own decisions, this undermined 
traditional social institutions - as children were less likely to respect the opinions 
o f their parents, for example. 

Tocqueville's central concern was very sociological, though he wasn't a profes
sional sociologist since that profession hadn't yet been invented. Fie wanted to 
understand how a more egalitarian society that prized individual freedom might be 
held together without turning to tyrannical government. This was an old question. 
The ancient Greeks, who invented democracy, thought it was typically unstable and 
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usually followed by dictatorship - because it was apt to degenerate into mob rule 
and only a strong man could put an end to that. Tocqueville thought dictatorship 
was a real danger, because in a crisis individualistic people would be suspicious of 
each other and turn to central government to provide social order and protection. 
What he hoped was that, instead of this, America and other modern societies would 
nurture a whole web of "intermediate associations." By this he meant the wide range 
o f organizations and institutions in civil society - especially voluntary associations, 
like churches, charities, and clubs - that would provide for mutual support among 
citizens in civii society. Social solidarity would be stronger, he argued (anticipating 
Durkherm) if it was built out of membership in a differentiated range of groups, 
not simply the direct connection of individuals to the state. Since Tocqueville, po
litical scientists have commonly asked about the best structures of government, but 
sociologists have asked how the rest of society worked, and how it could achieve 
social solidarity through culture, institutions, and structures of social relationships. 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

M a n is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master o f 
others, and still remains a greater slave than they. H o w did this change come about? 
I do not know. What can make it legitimate? T h a t question I think I can answer. 

If I took into account only force, and the effects derived from it, I should say: 
"As long as a people is compelled to obey, and obeys, it does well; as soon as it can 
shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does still better; for, regaining its liberty by 
the same right as took it away, either it is justified in resuming it, or there was no 
justification for those who took it away." But the social order is a sacred right which 
is the basis of all other rights. Nevertheless, this right does not come from nature, 
and must therefore be founded on conventions. Before coming to that, I have to 
prove what I have just asserted. 

The First Societies 

The most ancient o f all societies, and the only one that is natural, is the family: and 
even so the children remain attached to the father only so long as they need him 
for their preservation. As soon as this need ceases, the natural bond is dissolved. 
The children, released from the obedience they owed to the father, and the father, 
released from the care he owed his children, return equally to independence. I f they 
remain united, they continue so no longer naturally, but voluntarily; and the family 
itself is then maintained only by convention. 

This common liberty results from the nature of man. His first law is to provide 
for his own preservation, his first cares are those which he owes to himself; and, as 
soon as he reaches years of discretion, he is the sole judge of the proper means o f 
preserving himself, and consequently becomes his own master. 

The family then may be called the first model of political societies: the ruler cor
responds to the father, and the people to the children; and all, being born free and 
equal, alienate their liberty only for their own advantage. The whole difference is 
that, in the family, the love o f the father for his children repays him for the care he 

jean-Jacques Rousseau, "Of the Social Contract," Book I, from The Social Contract, 1762. 
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takes of them, while, in the State, the pleasure of commanding takes the place of 
the love which the chief cannot have for the peoples under him. 

Grotius denies that all human power is established in favour of the governed, 
and quotes slavery as an example. His usual method of reasoning is constantly to 
establish right by fact. 1 It would be possible to employ a more logical method, but 
none could be more favourable to tyrants. 

It is then, according to Grotius, doubtful whether the human race belongs to a 
hundred men, or that hundred men to the human race: and, throughout his book, 
he seems to incline to the former alternative, which is also the view of Hobbes . On 
this showing, the human species is divided into so many herds of cattle, each with 
its ruler, who keeps guard over them for the purpose of devouring them. 

As a shepherd is of a nature superior to that of his flock, the shepherds of men, 
i.e., their rulers, are of a nature superior to that o f the peoples under them. Thus, 
Philo tells us, the Emperor Caligula reasoned, concluding equally well either that 
kings were gods, or that men were beasts. 

The reasoning of Caligula agrees with that of Hobbes and Grotius. Aristotle, 
before any of them, had said that men are by no means equal naturally, but that 
some are born for slavery, and others for dominion. 

Aristotle was right; but he took the effect for the cause. Nothing can be more 
certain than that every man born in slavery is born for slavery. Slaves lose every
thing in their chains, even the desire of escaping from them: they love their servi
tude, as the comrades of Ulysses loved their brutish condit ion. 2 If then there are 
slaves by nature, it is because there have been slaves against nature. Force made the 
first slaves, and their cowardice perpetuated the condition. 

I have said nothing of King Adam, or Emperor Noah, father of the three great 
monarchs who shared out the universe, like the children o f Saturn, whom some 
scholars have recognised in them. I trust to getting due thanks for my moderation; 
for, being a direct descendant o f one of these princes, perhaps of the eldest branch, 
how do I know that a verification o f titles might not leave me the legitimate king 
of the human race? In any case, there can be no doubt that Adam was sovereign of 
the world, as Robinson Crusoe was of his island, as long as he was its only inhab
itant; and this empire had the advantage that the monarch, safe on his throne, had 
no rebellions, wars, or conspirators to fear. 

The Right of the Strongest 

The strongest is never strong enough to be always the master, unless he transforms 
strength into right, and obedience into duty. Hence the right o f the strongest, which, 
though to all seeming meant ironically, is really laid down as a fundamental princi
ple. But are we never to have an explanation o f this phrase? Force is a physical power, 
and I fail to see what moral effect it can have. To yield to force is an act o f neces
sity, not o f will - at the most, an act of prudence. In what sense can it be a duty? 

Suppose for a moment that this so-called "right" exists. I maintain that the sole 
result is a mass o f inexplicable nonsense. For, if force creates right, the effect changes 
with the cause: every force that is greater than the first succeeds to its right. As soon 
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as it is possible to disobey with impunity, disobedience is legitimate; and, the 
strongest being always in the right, the only thing that matters is to act so as to 
become the strongest. But what kind of right is that which perishes when force fails? 
If we must obey perforce, there is no need to obey because we ought; and if we are 
not forced to obey, we are under no obligation to do so. Clearly, the word "right" 
adds nothing to force: in this connection, it means absolutely nothing. 

Obey the powers that be. If this means yield to force, it is a good precept, but 
superfluous: I can answer for its never being violated. All power comes from God, 
I admit; but so does all sickness: does that mean that we are forbidden to call in 
the doctor? A brigand surprises me at the edge of a wood: must I not merely sur
render my purse on compulsion; but, even if I could withhold it, am I in conscience 
bound to give it up? For certainly the pistol he holds is also a power. 

Let us then admit that force does not create right, and that we are obliged to 
obey only legitimate powers. In that case, my original question recurs. 

Slavery 

Since no man has a natural authority over his fellow, and force creates no right, we 
must conclude that conventions form the basis of all legitimate authority among men. 

If an individual, says Grotius, can alienate his liberty and make himself the slave 
of a master, why could not a whole people do the same and make itself subject to 
a king? There are in this passage plenty of ambiguous words which would need 
explaining; but let us confine ourselves to the word alienate. To alienate is to give 
or to sell. Now, a man who becomes the slave o f another does not give himself; he 
sells himself, at the least for his subsistence: but for what does a people sell itself? 
A king is so far from furnishing his subjects with their subsistence that he gets his 
own only from them; and, according to Rabelais, kings do not live on nothing. D o 
subjects then give their persons on condition that the king takes their goods also? 
I fail to see what they have left to preserve. 

It will be said that the despot assures his subjects civil tranquillity. Granted; but 
what do they gain, if the wars his ambition brings down upon them, his insatiable 
avidity, and the vexations conduct of his ministers press harder on them than their 
own dissensions would have done? Wha t do they gain, if the very tranquillity they 
enjoy is one of their miseries? Tranquillity is found also in dungeons; but is that 
enough to make them desirable places to live in? The Greeks imprisoned in the cave 
of the Cyclops lived there very tranquilly, while they were awaiting their turn to be 
devoured. 

To say that a man gives himself gratuitously, is to say what is absurd and incon
ceivable; such an act is null and illegitimate, from the mere fact that he who does 
it is out o f his mind. To say the same of a whole people is to suppose a people of 
madmen; and madness creates no right. 

Even if each man could alienate himself, he could not alienate his children: they 
are born men and free; their liberty belongs to them, and no one but they has the 
right to dispose o f it. Before they come to years o f discretion, the father can, in their 
name, lay down conditions for their preservation and well-being, but he cannot give 
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them irrevocably and without conditions: such a gift is contrary to the ends of 
nature, and exceeds the rights of paternity- It would therefore be necessary, in order 
to legitimise an arbitrary government, that in every generation the people should be 
in a position to accept or reject it; but, were this so, the government would be no 
longer arbitrary. 

To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of human
ity and even its duties. For him who renounces everything no indemnity is possible. 
Such a renunciation is incompatible with man's nature; to remove all liberty from 
his will is to remove all morality from his acts. Finally, it is an empty and contra
dictory convention that sets up, on the one side, absolute authority, and, on the 
other, unlimited obedience. Is it not clear that we can be under no obligation to a 
person from whom we have the right to exact everything? Does not this condition 
alone, in the absence of equivalence or exchange, in itself involve the nullity of the 
act? For what right can my slave have against me, when all that he has belongs to 
me, and, his right being mine, this right of mine against myself is a phrase devoid 
of meaning? 

Grotius and the rest find in war another origin for the so-called right of slavery. 
The victor having, as they hold, the right of killing the vanquished, the latter can 
buy back his life at the price o f his liberty; and this convention is the more legiti
mate because it is to the advantage of both parties. 

But it is clear that this supposed right to kill the conquered is by no means 
deducible from the state of war. Men , from the mere fact that, while they are living 
in their primitive independence, they have no mutual relations stable enough to con
stitute either the state o f peace or the state of war, cannot be naturally enemies. War 
is constituted by a relation between things, and not between persons; and, as the 
state o f war cannot arise out of simple personal relations, but only out o f real rela
tions, private war, or war of man with man, can exist neither in the state of nature, 
where there is no constant property, nor in the social state, where everything is under 
the authority of the laws. 

Individual combats , duels and encounters, are acts which cannot constitute a 
state; while the private wars, authorised by the Establishments of Louis I X , King of 
France, and suspended by the Peace of God, are abuses of feudalism, in itself an 
absurd system if ever there was one, and contrary to the principles of natural right 
and to all good polity. 

War then is a relation, not between man and man, but between State and State, 
and individuals are enemies only accidentally, not as men, nor even as citizens, 3 but 
as soldiers; not as members of their country, but as its defenders. Finally, each State 
can have for enemies only other States, and not men; for between things disparate 
in nature there can be no real relation. 

Furthermore, this principle is in conformity with the established rules o f all times 
and the constant practice of all civilised peoples. Declarations of war are intima
tions less to powers than to their subjects. The foreigner, whether king, individual, 
or people, who robs, kills or detains the subjects, without declaring war on the 
prince, is not an enemy, but a brigand. Even in real war, a just prince, while laying 
hands, in the enemy's country, on ail that belongs to the public, respects the lives 
and goods of individuals: he respects rights on which his own are founded. The 



32 Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

object of the war being the destruction of the hostile State, the other side has a right 
to kill its defenders, while they are bearing arms; but as soon as they lay them down 
and surrender, they cease to be enemies or instruments o f the enemy, and become 
once more merely men, whose life no one has any right to take. Sometimes it is pos
sible to kill the State without killing a single one of its members; and war gives no 
right which is not necessary to the gaining of its object. These principles are not 
those of Grotius: they are not based on the authority o f poets, but derived from the 
nature o f reality and based on reason. 

The right of conquest has no foundation other than the right of the strongest. If 
war does not give the conqueror the right to massacre the conquered peoples, the 
right to enslave them cannot be based upon a right which does not exist. N o one 
has a right to kill an enemy except when he cannot make him a slave, and the right 
to enslave him cannot therefore be derived from the right to kill him. It is accord
ingly an unfair exchange to make him buy at the price of his liberty his life, over 
which the victor holds no right. Is it not clear that there is a vicious circle in found
ing the right o f life and death on the right of slavery, and the right o f slavery on the 
right of life and death? 

Even if we assume this terrible right to kill everybody, I maintain that a slave 
made in war, or a conquered people, is under no obligation to a master, except to 
obey him as far as he is compelled to do so. By taking an equivalent for his life, the 
victor has not done him a favour; instead o f killing him without profit, he has killed 
him usefully. So far then is he from acquiring over him any authority in addition to 
that o f force, that the state o f war continues to subsist between them: their mutual 
relation is the effect o f it, and the usage of the right of war does not imply a treaty 
o f peace. A convention has indeed been made; but this convention, so far from 
destroying the state of war, presupposes its continuance. 

So, from whatever aspect we regard the question, the right of slavery is null and 
void, not only as being illegitimate, but also because it is absurd and meaningless. 
The words slave and right contradict each other, and are mutually exclusive. It will 
always be equally foolish for a man to say to a man or to a people: " I make with 
you a convention wholly at your expense and wholly to my advantage; I shall keep 
it as long as I like, and you will keep it as long as I l ike." 

That We Must Always Go Back to a First Convention 

Even if I granted all that I have been refuting, the friends o f despotism would be 
no better off. There will always be a great difference between subduing a multitude 
and ruling a society. Even if scattered individuals were successively enslaved by one 
man, however numerous they might be, I still see no more than a master and his 
slaves, and certainly not a people and its ruler; I see what may be termed an aggre
gation, but not an association; there is as yet neither public good nor body politic. 
The man in question, even if he has enslaved half the world, is still only an indi
vidual; his interest, apart from that o f others, is still a purely private interest. I f this 
same man comes to die, his empire, after him, remains scattered and without unity, 
as an oak falls and dissolves into a heap of ashes when the fire has consumed it. 
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A people, says Grotius, can give itself to a king. Then, according to Grotius, a 
people is a people before it gives itself. The gift is itself a civil act, and implies public 
deliberation. It would be better, before examining the act by which a people gives 
itself to a king, to examine that by which it has become a people; for this act, being 
necessarily prior to the other, is the true foundation of society. 

Indeed, if there were no prior convention, where, unless the election were unan
imous, would be the obligation on the minority to submit to the choice of the major
ity? How have a hundred men who wish for a master the right to vote on behalf 
of ten who do not? The law of majority voting is itself something established by 
convention, and presupposes unanimity, on one occasion at least. 

The Social Compact 

I suppose men to have reached the point at which the obstacles in the way of their 
preservation in the state o f nature show their power of resistance to be greater than 
the resources at the disposal o f each individual for his maintenance in that state. 
That primitive condition can then subsist no longer; and the human race would 
perish unless it changed its manner of existence. 

But, as men cannot engender new forces, but only unite and direct existing ones, 
they have no other means of preserving themselves than the formation, by aggre
gation, of a sum of forces great enough to overcome the resistance. These they have 
to bring into play by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in concert. 

This sum of forces can arise only where several persons come together: but, as 
the force and liberty of each man are the chief instruments o f his self-preservation, 
how can he pledge them without harming his own interests, and neglecting the care 
he owes to himself? This difficulty, in its bearing on my present subject, may be 
stated in the following terms: 

The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the 
whole common force the person and goods of each associate, and in which each, while 
uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain as free as before. 

This is the fundamental problem of which the Social Contract provides the 
solution. 

The clauses of this contract are so determined by the nature of the act that the 
slightest modification would make them vain and ineffective; so that, although they 
have perhaps never been formally set forth, they are everywhere the same and every
where tacitly admitted and recognised, until, on the violation o f the social compact , 
each regains his original rights and resumes his natural liberty, while losing the con
ventional liberty in favour o f which he renounced it. 

These clauses, properly understood, may be reduced to one - the total alienation 
of each associate, together with all his rights, to the whole community; for, in 
the first place, as each gives himself absolutely, the conditions are the same for 
all; and, this being so, no one has any interest in making them burdensome to 
others. 
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Moreover, the alienation being without reserve, the union is as perfect as it can 
be, and no associate has anything more to demand: for, if the individuals retained 
certain rights, as there would be no common superior to decide between them and 
the public, each, being on one point his own judge, would ask to be so on all; the 
state of nature would thus continue, and the association would necessarily become 
inoperative or tyrannical. 

Finally, each man, in giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody; and as there 
is no associate over whom he does not acquire the same right as he yields others 
over himself, he gains an equivalent for everything he loses, and an increase of force 
for the preservation of what he has. 

If then we discard from the social compact what is not o f its essence, we shall 
find that it reduces itself to the following terms: 

Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction 
of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indi
visible part of the whole. 

At once, in place of the individual personality o f each contracting party, this act of 
association creates a moral and collective body, composed of as many members as 
the assembly contains votes, and receiving from this act its unity, its common iden
tity, its life and its will. This public person, so formed by the union of all other 
persons formerly took the name of city,4 and now takes that o f Republic or body 
politic; it is called by its members State when passive, Sovereign when active, and 
Power when compared with others like itself. Those who are associated in it take 
collectively the name of people, and severally are called citizens, as sharing in the 
sovereign power, and subjects, as being under the laws of the State. But these terms 
are often confused and taken one for another: it is enough to know how to distin
guish them when they are being used with precision. 

The Sovereign 

This formula shows us that the act of association comprises a mutual undertaking 
between the public and the individuals, and that each individual, in making a con
tract, as we may say, with himself, is bound in a double capacity; as a member of the 
Sovereign he is bound to the individuals, and as a member of the State to the Sover
eign. But the maxim of civil right, that no one is bound by undertaking made to 
himself, does not apply in this case; for there is a great difference between incurring 
an obligation to yourself and incurring one to a whole of which you form a part. 

Attention must further be called to the fact that public deliberation, while com
petent to bind all the subjects to the Sovereign, because of the two different capac
ities in which each of them may be regarded, cannot, for the opposite reason, bind 
the Sovereign to itself; and that it is consequently against the nature of the body 
politic for the Sovereign to impose on itself a law which it cannot infringe. Being 
able to regard itself in only one capacity, it is in the position of an individual who 
makes a contract with himself; and this makes it clear that there neither is nor can 
be any kind of fundamental law binding on the body of the people - not even the 



Of the Social Contract 35 

social contract itself. This does not mean that the body politic cannot enter 
into undertakings with others, provided the contract is not infringed by them; for 
in relation to what is external to it, it becomes a simple being, an individual. 

But the body politic or the Sovereign, drawing its being wholly from the sanc
tity of the contract , can never bind itself, even to an outsider, to do anything deroga
tory to the original act, for instance, to alienate any part of itself, or to submit to 
another Sovereign. Violation of the act by which it exists would be self-annihilation; 
and that which is itself nothing can create nothing. 

As soon as this multitude is so united in one body, it is impossible to offend 
against one of the members without attacking the body, and still more to offend 
against the body without the members resenting it. Duty and interest therefore 
equally oblige the two contracting parties to give each other help; and the same men 
should seek to combine, in their double capacity, all the advantages dependent upon 
that capacity. 

Again, the Sovereign, being formed wholly of the individuals who compose it, 
neither has nor can have any interest contrary to theirs; and consequently the sov
ereign power need give no guarantee to its subjects, because it is impossible for the 
body to wish to hurt all its members. We shall also see later on that it cannot hurt 
any in particular. The Sovereign, merely by virtue of what it is, is always what it 
should be. 

This , however, is not the case with the relation of the subjects to the Sovereign, 
which, despite the common interest, would have no security that they would fulfil 
their undertakings, unless it found means to assure itself of their fidelity. 

In fact, each individual, as a man, may have a particular will contrary or dis
similar to the general will which he has as a citizen. His particular interest may 
speak to him quite differently from the common interest: his absolute and naturally 
independent existence may make him look upon what he owes to the common cause 
as a gratuitous contribution, the loss of which will do less harm to others than the 
payment o f it is burdensome to himself; and, regarding the moral person which con
stitutes the State as a persona ficta, because not a man, he may wish to enjoy the 
rights of citizenship without being ready to fulfil the duties o f a subject. The con
tinuance o f such an injustice could not but prove the undoing o f the body politic. 

In order then that the social compact may not be an empty formula, it tacitly 
includes the undertaking, which alone can give force to the rest, that whoever refuses 
to obey the general will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body. This means 
nothing less than that he will be forced to be free; for this is the condition which, 
by giving each citizen to his country, secures him against all personal dependence. 
In this lies the key to the working of the political machine; this alone legitimises 
civil undertakings, which, without it, would be absurd, tyrannical, and liable to the 
most frightful abuses. 

The Civil State 

The passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable 
change in man, by substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his 
actions the morality they had formerly lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty 
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takes the place of physical impulses and right of appetite, does man, who so far had 
considered only himself, find that he is forced to act on different principles, and to 
consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although, in this state, he 
deprives himself o f some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in return 
others so great, his faculties are so stimulated and developed, his ideas so extended, 
his feelings so ennobled, and his whole soul so uplifted, that, did not the abuses of 
this new condition often degrade him below that which he left, he would be bound 
to bless continually the happy moment which took him from it for ever, and, instead 
of a stupid and unimaginative animal, made him an intelligent being and a man. 

Let us draw up the whole account in terms easily commensurable . W h a t man 
loses by the social contract is his natural liberty and an unlimited right to every
thing he tries to get and succeeds in getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the 
proprietorship o f all he possesses. I f we are to avoid mistake in weighing one against 
the other, we must clearly distinguish natural liberty, which is bounded only by the 
strength of the individual, from civil liberty, which is limited by the general will; 
and possession, which is merely the effect o f force or the right o f the first occupier, 
from property, which can be founded only on a positive title. 

We might, over and above all this, add, to what man acquires in the civil state, 
moral liberty, which alone makes him truly master of himself; for the mere impulse 
of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is 
liberty. But I have already said too much on this head, and the philosophical 
meaning of the word liberty does not now concern us. 

Real Property 

Each member of the community gives himself to it, at the moment of its founda
tion, just as he is, with all the resources at his command, including the goods he 
possesses. This act does not make possession, in changing hands, change its nature, 
and become property in the hands of the Sovereign; but, as the forces of the city 
are incomparably greater than those o f an individual, public possession is also, in 
fact, stronger and more irrevocable, without being any more legitimate, at any rate 
from the point of view o f foreigners. For the State, in relation to its members, is 
master of all their goods by the social contract , which, within the State, is the basis 
of all rights; but, in relation to other powers, it is so only by the right o f the first 
occupier, which it holds from its members. 

The right of the first occupier, though more real than the right of the strongest, 
becomes a real right only when the right of property has already been established. 
Every man has naturally a right to everything he needs; but the positive act which 
makes him proprietor of one thing excludes him from everything else. Having his 
share, he ought to keep to it, and can have no further right against the community. 
This is why the right of the first occupier, which in the state of nature is so weak, 
claims the respect o f every man in civil society. In this right we are respecting not 
so much what belongs to another as what does not belong to ourselves. 

In general, to establish the right of the first occupier over a plot o f ground, the 
following conditions are necessary: first, the land must not yet be inhabited; sec-
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ondly, a man must occupy only the amount he needs for his subsistence; and, in the 
third place, possession must be taken, not by an empty ceremony, but by labour 
and cultivation, the only sign of proprietorship that should be respected by others, 
in default of a legal title. 

In granting the right of first occupancy to necessity and labour, are we not really 
stretching it as far as it can go? Is it possible to leave such a right unlimited? Is it 
to be enough to set foot on a plot of common ground, in order to be able to call 
yourself at once the master of it? Is it to be enough that a man has the strength to 
expel others for a moment, in order to establish his right to prevent them from ever 
returning? H o w can a man or a people seize an immense territory and keep it from 
the rest of the world except by a punishable usurpation, since all others are being 
robbed, by such an act, of the place of habitation and the means o f subsistence 
which nature gave them in common? When Nunez Balboa, standing on the 
sea-shore, took possession of the South Seas and the whole of South America in 
the name o f the crown of Castile, was that enough to dispossess all their actual 
inhabitants, and to shut out from them all the princes o f the world? On such 
a showing, these ceremonies are idly multiplied, and the Catholic King need only 
take possession all at once, from his apartment, o f the whole universe, merely 
making a subsequent reservation about what was already in the possession of 
other princes. 

We can imagine how the lands of individuals, where they were contiguous and 
came to be united, became the public territory, and how the right of Sovereignty, 
extending from the subjects over the lands they held, became at once real and per
sonal. T h e possessors were thus made more dependent, and the forces at their 
command used to guarantee their fidelity. The advantage of this does not seem to 
have been felt by ancient monarchs, who called themselves Kings of the Persians, 
Scythians, or Macedonians , and seemed to regard themselves more as rulers of men 
than as masters o f a country. Those of the present day more cleverly call themselves 
Kings o f France, Spain, England, etc.: thus holding the land, they are quite confi
dent of holding the inhabitants. 

The peculiar fact about this alienation is that, in taking over the goods o f indi
viduals, the community, so far from despoiling them, only assures them legitimate 
possession, and changes usurpation into a true right and enjoyment into propri
etorship. Thus the possessors, being regarded as depositories of the public good, 
and having their rights respected by all the members of the State and maintained 
against foreign aggression by all its forces, have, by a cession which benefits both 
the public and still more themselves, acquired, so to speak, all that they gave up. 
This paradox may easily be explained by the distinction between the rights which 
the Sovereign and the proprietor have over the same estate, as we shall see later on. 

It may also happen that men begin to unite one with another before they possess 
anything, and that, subsequently occupying a tract of country which is enough for 
all, they enjoy it in common, or share it out among themselves, either equally or 
according to a scale fixed by the Sovereign. However the acquisition be made, the 
right which each individual has to his own estate is always subordinate to the right 
which the community has over all; without this, there would be neither stability in 
the social tie, nor real force in the exercise of Sovereignty. 
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I shall end this chapter and this book by remarking on a fact on which the whole 
social system should rest: i.e., that, instead o f destroying natural inequality, the 
fundamental compact substitutes, for such physical inequality as nature may have 
set up between men, an equality that is moral and legitimate, and that men, who 
may be unequal in strength or intelligence, become every one equal by convention 
and legal right.'5 

NOTES 

1 "Learned inquiries into public right are often only the history of past abuses; and trou
bling to study them too deeply is a profitless infatuation" {Essay on the Interests of France 
in Relation to its Neighbours, by the Marquis d'Argenson). This is exactly what Grotius 
has done. 

2 See a short treatise of Plutarch's entitled That Animals Reason. 
3 The Romans, who understood and respected the right of war more than any other nation 

on earth, carried their scruples on this head so far that a citizen was not allowed to serve 
as a volunteer without engaging himself expressly against the enemy, and against such 
and such an enemy by name. A legion in which the younger Cato was seeing his first 
service under Popilius having been reconstructed, the elder Cato wrote to Popilius that, 
if he wished his son to continue serving under him, he must administer to him a new mil
itary oath, because, the first having been annulled, he was no longer able to bear arms 
against the enemy. The same Cato wrote to his son telling him to take great care not to 
go into battle before taking this new oath. I know that the siege of Clusium and other 
isolated events can be quoted against me; but I am citing laws and customs. The Romans 
are the people that least often transgressed its laws; and no other people has had such 
good ones. 

4 The real meaning of this word has been almost wholly lost in modern times; most people 
mistake a town for a city, and a townsman for a citizen. They do not know that houses 
make a town, but citizens a city. The same mistake long ago cost the Carthaginians dear. 
I have never read of the title of citizens being given to the subjects of any prince, not even 
the ancient Macedonians or the English of today, though they are nearer liberty than any 
one else. The French alone everywhere familiarly adopt the name of citizens, because, as 
can be seen from their dictionaries, they have no idea of its meaning; otherwise they would 
be guilty in usurping it, of the crime of lese-majeste: among them, the name expresses a 
virtue, and not a right. When Bodin spoke of our citizens and townsmen, he fell into a 
bad blunder in taking the one class for the other. M. d'Alembert has avoided the error, 
and, in his article on Geneva, has clearly distinguished the four orders of men (or even 
five, counting mere foreigners) who dwell in our town, of which two only compose the 
Republic. No other French writer, to my knowledge, has understood the real meaning of 
the word citizen. 

5 Under bad governments, this equality is only apparent and illusory: it serves only to keep 
the pauper in his poverty and the rich man in the position he has usurped. In fact, laws 
are always of use to those who possess and harmful to those who have nothing: from 
which it follows that the social state is advantageous to men only when all have some
thing and none too much. 



Immanuel Kant 

Enlightenment is man's leaving his self-caused immaturity. Immaturity is the inca
pacity to use one's intelligence without the guidance of another. Such immaturity is 
self-caused if it is not caused by lack of intelligence, but by lack of determination 
and courage to use one's intelligence without being guided by another. Sapere 
Audel (Have the courage to use your own intelligence!) is therefore the motto of 
the enlightenment. 

Through laziness and cowardice a large part of mankind, even after nature has 
freed them from alien guidance, gladly remain immature. It is because of laziness 
and cowardice that it is so easy for others to usurp the role of guardians. It is so 
comfortable to be a minor! If I have a book which provides meaning for me, a 
pastor who has conscience for me, a doctor who will judge my diet for me and so 
on, then I do not need to exert myself. I do not have any need to think; if I can pay, 
others will take over the tedious job for me. The guardians who have kindly under
taken the supervision will see to it that by far the largest part o f mankind, includ
ing the entire "beautiful sex ," should consider the step into maturity, not only as 
difficult but as very dangerous. 

After having made their domestic animals dumb and having carefully prevented 
these quiet creatures from daring to take any step beyond the lead-strings to which 
they have fastened them, these guardians then show them the danger which threat
ens them, should they attempt to walk alone. N o w this danger is not really so 
very great; for they would presumably learn to walk after some stumbling. 
However, an example of this kind intimidates and frightens people out of all further 
attempts. 

It is difficult for the isolated individual to work himself out of the immaturity 
which has become almost natural for him. He has even become fond o f it and for 
the time being is incapable o f employing his own intelligence, because he has never 
been allowed to make the attempt. Statutes and formulas, these mechanical tools 

Immanuel Kant, "What is Enlightenment?" pp. 132-9 from Immanuel Kant, The Philoso
phy of Kant, edited by Carl J . Friedrich (New York: Random House, The Modern 
Library, 1949). Copyright © 1949 by Random.House, Inc. Used by permission of Random 
House, Inc. 
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of a serviceable use, or rather misuse, of his natural faculties, are the ankle-chains 
of a continuous immaturity. Whoever threw it off would make an uncertain 
jump over the smallest trench because he is not accustomed to such free movement. 
Therefore there are only a few who have pursued a firm path and have succeeded 
in escaping from immaturity by their: own cultivation of the mind. 

But it is more nearly possible for a public to enlighten itself: this is even 
inescapable if only the public is given its freedom. For there will always be some 
people who think for themselves, even among the self-appointed guardians of the 
great mass who, after having thrown off the yoke of immaturity themselves, will 
spread about them the spirit of a reasonable estimate of their own value and of the 
need for every man to think for himself. It is strange that the very public, which 
had previously been put under this yoke by the guardians, forces the guardians there
after to keep it there if it is stirred up by a few o f its guardians who are themselves 
incapable of all enlightenment. It is thus very harmful to plant prejudices, because 
they come back to plague those very people who themselves (or whose predeces
sors) have been the originators of these prejudices. Therefore a public can only arrive 
at enlightenment slowly. Through revolution, the abandonment of personal despo
tism may be engendered and the end o f profit-seeking and domineering oppression 
may occur, but never a true reform o f the state of mind. Instead, new prejudices, 
just like the old ones, will serve as the guiding reins of the great, unthinking mass. 

All that is required for this enlightenment is freedom; and particularly the least 
harmful of all that may be called freedom, namely, the freedom for man to make 
public use o f his reason in all matters. But I hear people c lamor on all sides: Don ' t 
argue! The officer says: Don ' t argue, drill! The tax collector: Don ' t argue, pay! The 
pastor: Don ' t argue, believe! (Only a single lord in the world says: Argue, as much 
as you want to and about what you please, but obeyl) Here we have restrictions on 
freedom everywhere. Which restriction is hampering enlightenment, and which does 
not, or even promotes it? I answer: The public use of a man's reason must be free 
at all times, and this alone can bring enlightenment among men: while the private 
use of a man's reason may often be restricted rather narrowly without thereby 
unduly hampering the progress of enlightenment. 

I mean by the public use of one's reason, the use which a scholar makes of it 
before the entire reading public. Private use I call the use which he may make of 
this reason in a civic post or office. For some affairs which are in the interest o f the 
commonweal th a certain mechanism is necessary through which some members o f 
the commonweal th must remain purely passive in order that an artificial agreement 
with the government for the public good be maintained or so that at least the 
destruction of the good be prevented. In such a situation it is not permitted to argue; 
one must obey. But in so far as this unit o f the machine considers himself as a 
member of the entire commonwealth, in fact even of world society; in other words, 
he considers himself in the quality of a scholar who is addressing the true public 
through his writing, he may indeed argue without the affairs suffering for which he 
is employed partly as a passive member. Thus it would be very harmful if an officer 
who, given an order by his superior, should start, while in the service, to argue con
cerning the utility or appropriateness o f that command. He must obey, but he cannot 
equitably be prevented from making observations as a scholar concerning the mis-
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takes in the military service nor from submitting these to the public for its judg
ment. The citizen cannot refuse to pay the taxes imposed upon him. Indeed, a rash 
criticism of such taxes, if they are the ones to be paid by him, may be punished as 
a scandal which might cause general resistance. But the same man does not act con
trary to the duty of a citizen if, as a scholar, he utters publicly his thoughts against 
the undesirability or even the injustice of such taxes. Likewise a clergyman is obliged 
to teach his pupils and his congregation according to the doctrine o f the church 
which he serves, for he has been accepted on that condition. But as a scholar, he 
has full freedom, in fact, even the obligation, to communicate to the public all his 
diligently examined and well-intentioned thoughts concerning erroneous points in 
that doctrine and concerning proposals regarding the better institution of religious 
and ecclesiastical matters. There is nothing in this for which the conscience could 
be blamed. For what he teaches according to his office as one authorized by the 
church, he presents as something in regard to which he has no latitude to teach 
according to his own preference. . . . He will say: Our church teaches this or that, 
these are the proofs which are employed for it. In this way he derives all possible 
practical benefit for his congregation from rules which he would not himself sub
scribe to with full conviction. But he may nevertheless undertake the presentation 
of these rules because it is not entirely inconceivable that truth may be contained 
in them. In any case, there is nothing directly contrary to inner religion to be found 
in such doctrines. For, should he believe that the latter was not the case he could 
not administer his office in good conscience; he would have to resign it. Therefore 
the use which an employed teacher makes of his reason before his congregation is 
merely a private use since such a gathering is always only domestic, no matter how 
large. As a priest (a member o f an organization) he is not free and ought not to be, 
since he is executing someone else's mandate. On the other hand, the scholar speak
ing through his writings to the true public which is the world, like the clergyman 
making public use o f his reason, enjoys an unlimited freedom to employ his own 
reason and to speak in his own person. For to suggest that the guardians o f the 
people in spiritual matters should always be immature minors is a non-sense which 
would mean perpetuating forever existing non-sense. 

But should a society o f clergymen, for instance an ecclesiastical assembly, be enti
tled to commit itself by oath to a certain unalterable doctrine in order to perpetu
ate an endless guardianship over each of its members and through them over the 
people? I answer that this is quite inconceivable. Such a contract which would be 
concluded in order to keep humanity forever from all further enlightenment is 
absolutely impossible, even should it be confirmed by the highest authority through 
parliaments and the most solemn peace treaties. An age cannot conclude a pact and 
take an oath upon it to commit the succeeding age to a situation in which it would 
be impossible for the latter to enlarge even its most important knowledge, to elimi
nate error and altogether to progress in enlightenment. Such a thing would be a 
crime against human nature, the original destiny of which consists in such progress. 
Succeeding generations are entirely justified in discarding such decisions as unau
thorized and criminal. The touchstone o f ail this to be agreed upon as a law for 
people is to be found in the question whether a people could impose such a law 
upon itself. N o w it might be possible to introduce a certain order for a definite short 
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period as if in anticipation of a better order. This would be true if one permitted at 
the same time each citizen and especially the clergyman to make his criticisms in 
his quality as a scholar. . . . In the meantime, the provisional order might continue 
until the insight into the particular matter in hand has publicly progressed to the 
point where through a combination of voices (although not, perhaps, o f all) a pro
posal may be brought to the crown. Thus those congregations would be protected 
which had agreed to (a changed religious institution) according to their own ideas 
and better understanding, without hindering those who desired to allow the old 
institutions to continue. . . . 

A man may postpone for himself, but only for a short time, enlightening himself 
regarding what he ought to know. But to resign from such enlightenment altogether 
either for his own person or even more for his descendants means to violate and to 
trample underfoot the sacred rights of mankind. Whatever a people may not decide 
for themselves, a monarch may even less decide for the people, for his legislative 
reputation rests upon his uniting the entire people's will in his own. I f the monarch 
will only see to it that every true or imagined reform (of religion) fits in with the 
civil order, he had best let his subjects do what they consider necessary for the sake 
of their salvation; that is not his affair. His only concern is to prevent one subject 
from hindering another by force, to work according to each subject's best ability to 
determine and to promote his salvation. In fact, it detracts from his majesty i f he 
interferes in such matters and subjects to governmental supervision the writings by 
which his subjects seek to clarify their ideas (concerning religion). This is true 
whether he does it from his own highest insight, for in this case he exposes himself 
to the reproach: Caesar non est supra grammaticos; it is even more true when he 
debases his highest power to support the spiritual despotism o f some tyrants in his 
state against the rest of his subjects. 

The question may now be put: D o we live at present in an enlightened age? The 
answer is: N o , but in an age of enlightenment. Much still prevents men from being 
placed in a position or even being placed into position to use their own minds 
securely and well in matters of religion. But we do have very definite indications 
that this field of endeavor is being opened up for men to work freely and reduce 
gradually the hindrances preventing a general enlightenment and an escape from 
self-caused immaturity. In this sense, this age is the age of enlightenment and the 
age of Frederick (the Great) . 

A prince should not consider it beneath him to declare that he believes it to be 
his duty not to prescribe anything to his subjects in matters of religion but to leave 
to them complete freedom in such things. In other words, a prince who refuses the 
conceited title of being ' ' tolerant" is himself enlightened. He deserves to be praised 
by his grateful contemporaries and descendants as. the man who first freed 
humankind of immaturity, at least as far as the government is concerned and who 
permitted everyone to use his own reason in all matters of conscience. Under his 
rule, venerable clergymen could, regardless of their official duty, set forth their opin
ions and views even though they differ from the accepted doctrine here and there; 
they could do so in the quality of scholars, freely and publicly. The same holds even 
more true of every other person who is not thus restricted by official duty. This 
spirit of freedom is spreading even outside (the country of Frederick the Great) to 
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places where it has to struggle with the external hindrances imposed by a govern
ment which misunderstands its own position. For an example is illuminating them 
which shows that such freedom (public discussion) need not cause the slightest 
worry regarding public security and the unity of the commonwealth. Men raise 
themselves by and by out o f backwardness if one does not purposely invent arti
fices to keep them down. 

I have emphasized the main point of enlightenment, that is of man's release from 
his self-caused immaturity, primarily in matters of religion, 1 have done this because 
our rulers have no interest in playing the guardian of their subjects in matters o f 
arts and sciences. Furthermore immaturity in matters of religion is not only most 
noxious but also most dishonorable. But the point of view of a head of state who 
favors freedom in the arts and sciences goes even farther; for he understands that 
there is no danger in legislation permitting his subjects to make public use of their 
own reason and to submit publicly their thoughts regarding a better framing o f such 
laws together with a frank criticism o f existing legislation. We have a shining 
example of this; no prince excels him whom we admire. Only he who is himself 
enlightened does not fear spectres when he at the same time has a well-disciplined 
army at his disposal as a guarantee of public peace. Only he can say what (the ruler 
of a) free state dare not say: Argue as much as you want and about whatever you 
want but obey\ Thus we see here as elsewhere an unexpected turn in human affairs 
just as we observe that almost everything therein is paradoxical . A great degree of 
civic freedom seems to be advantageous for the freedom of the spirit of the people 
and yet it establishes impassable limits. A lesser degree of such civic freedom pro
vides additional space in which the spirit of a people can develop to its full capac
ity. Therefore nature has cherished, within its hard shell, the germ of the inclination 
and need for free thought. This free thought gradually acts upon the mind of the 
people and they gradually become more capable o f acting in freedom. Eventually, 
the government is also influenced by this free thought and thereby it treats man, 
who is now more than a machine, according to this dignity. 
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Of the Division of Labour 

The greatest improvement in the productive powers of labour, and the greater part 
of the skill, dexterity, and judgment with which it is any where directed, or applied, 
seem to have been the effects o f the division of labour. 

The effects of the division o f labour, in the general business o f society, will be 
more easily understood, by considering in what manner it operates in some partic
ular manufactures. It is commonly supposed to be carried furthest in some very tri
fling ones; not perhaps that it really is carried further in them than in others of more 
importance: but in those trifling manufactures which are destined to supply the small 
wants of but a small number of people, the whole number o f workmen must neces
sarily be small; and those employed in every different branch o f the work can often 
be collected into the same workhouse, and placed at once under the view of the spec
tator. In those great manufactures, on the contrary, which are destined to supply the 
great wants of the great body o f the people, every different branch o f the work 
employs so great a number of workmen, that it is impossible to collect them all into 
the same workhouse. We can seldom see more, at one time, than those employed in 
one single branch. Though in such manufactures, therefore, the work may really be 
divided into a much greater number o f parts, than in those of a more trifling nature, 
the division is not near so obvious, and has accordingly been much less observed. 

To take an example, therefore, from a very trifling manufacture; but one in which 
the division of labour has been very often taken notice of, the trade o f the pin-
maker; a workman not educated to this business (which the division of labour has 
rendered a distinct trade), nor acquainted with the use of the machinery employed 
in it (to the invention o f which the same division of labour has probably given occa
sion}, could scarce, perhaps, with his utmost industry, make one pin in a day, and 
certainly could not make twenty. But in the way in which this business is now carried 
on, not only the whole work is a peculiar trade, but it is divided into a number o f 

Adam Smith, "The Wealth of Nations," pp. 3 -16 , 4 2 2 - 4 , from An Inquiry into the Nature 
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, edited by Edwin Cannan (New York, Random House, 
1937). 
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branches, of which the greater part are likewise peculiar trades. One man draws 
out the wire, another straights it, a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it 
at the top for receiving the head; to make the head requires two or three distinct 
operations; to put it on, is a peculiar business, to whiten the pins is another; it is 
even a trade by itself to put them into the paper; and the important business o f 
making a pin is, in this manner, divided into about eighteen distinct operations, 
which, in some manufactories, are ail performed by distinct hands, though in others 
the same man will sometimes perform two or three of them. I have seen a small 
manufactory o f this kind where ten men only were employed, and where some of 
them consequently performed two or three distinct operations. But though they were 
very poor, and therefore but indifferently accommodated with the necessary machin
ery, they could, when they exerted themselves, make among them about twelve 
pounds of pins in a day. There are in a pound upwards of four thousand pins of a 
middling size. Those ten persons, therefore, could make among them upwards o f 
forty-eight thousand pins in a day. Each person, therefore, making a tenth part o f 
forty-eight thousand pins, might be considered as making four thousand eight 
hundred pins in a day. But if they had all wrought separately and independently, 
and without any of them having been educated to this peculiar business, they cer
tainly could not each of them have made twenty, perhaps not one pin in a day; that 
is, certainly, not the two hundred and fortieth, perhaps not the four thousand eight 
hundredth part o f what they are at present capable of performing, in consequence 
of a proper division and combinat ion o f their different operations. 

In every other art and manufacture, the effects of the division of labour are similar 
to what they are in this very trifling one; though, in many of them, the labour can 
neither be so much subdivided, nor reduced to so great a simplicity of operation. 
The division o f labour, however, so far as it can be introduced, occasions, in every 
art, a proportionable increase o f the productive powers o f labour. The separation 
of different trades and employments from one another, seems to have taken place, 
in consequence of this advantage. This separation too is generally carried furthest 
in those countries which enjoy the highest degree of industry and improvement; 
what is the work of one man in a rude state o f society, being generally that of several 
in an improved one. In every improved society, the farmer is generally nothing but 
a farmer; the manufacturer, nothing but a manufacturer. T h e labour too which is 
necessary to produce any one complete manufacture, is almost always divided 
among a great number o f hands. H o w many different trades are employed in each 
branch of the linen and woollen manufactures, from the growers of the flax and the 
wool , to the bleachers and smoothers of the linen, or to the dyers and dressers of 
the cloth! The nature of agriculture, indeed, does not admit of so many subdivi
sions of labour, nor o f so complete a separation of one business from another, as 
manufactures. It is impossible to separate so entirely, the business o f the grazier 
from that of the corn-farmer, as the trade o f the carpenter is commonly separated 
from that of the smith. The spinner is almost always a distinct person from the 
weaver; but the ploughman, the harrower, the sower of the seed, and the reaper of 
the corn, are often the same. The occasions for those different sorts o f labour return
ing with the different seasons of the year, it is impossible that one man should be 
constantly employed in any one of them. This impossibility o f making so complete 
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and entire a separation of all the different branches of labour employed in agricul
ture, is perhaps the reason why the improvement of the productive powers o f labour 
in this art, does not always keep pace with their improvement in manufactures. The 
most opulent nations, indeed, generally excel all their neighbours in agriculture as 
well as in manufactures; but they are commonly more distinguished by their supe
riority in the latter than in the former. Their lands are in general better cultivated, 
and having more labour and expence bestowed upon them, produce more in pro
portion to the extent and natural fertility of the ground. But this superiority of 
produce is seldom much more than in proportion to the superiority of labour and 
expence. In agriculture, the labour of the rich country is not always much more pro
ductive than that of the poor; or, at least, it is never so much more productive, as 
it commonly is in manufactures. The corn of the rich country, therefore, will not 
always, in the same degree of goodness, come cheaper to market than that o f the 
poor. The corn of Poland, in the same degree of goodness, is as cheap as that of 
France, notwithstanding the superior opulence and improvement of the latter 
country. The corn of France is, in the corn provinces, fully as good, and in most 
years nearly about the same price with the corn of England, though, in opulence 
and improvement, France is perhaps inferior to England. The corn-lands o f England, 
however, are better cultivated than those of France, and the corn-lands of France 
are said to be much better cultivated than those of Poland. But though the poor 
country, notwithstanding the inferiority of its cultivation, can, in some measure, 
rival the rich in the cheapness and goodness of its corn, it can pretend to no such 
competit ion in its manufactures; at least if those manufactures suit the soil, climate, 
and situation of the rich country. The silks of France are better and cheaper than 
those of England, because the silk manufacture, at least under the present high duties 
upon the importation of raw silk, does not so well suit the climate of England as 
that of France. But the hard-ware and the coarse woollens o f England are beyond 
all comparison superior to those o f France, and much cheaper too in the same degree 
of goodness. In Poland there are said to be scarce any manufactures of any kind, a 
few o f those coarser household manufactures excepted, without which no country 
can well subsist. 

This great increase of the quantity of work, which, in consequence of the division 
of labour, the same number of people are capable of performing, is owing to three 
different circumstances; first, to the increase of dexterity in every particular workman; 
secondly, to the saving of the time which is commonly lost in passing from one species 
of work to another; and lastly, to the invention of a great number of machines which 
facilitate and abridge labour, and enable one man to do the work of many. 

First, the improvement of the dexterity of the workman necessarily increases the 
quantity of the work he can perform; and the division o f labour, by reducing every 
man's business to some one simple operation, and by making this operation the sole 
employment of his life, necessarily increases very much the dexterity of the 
workman. A common smith, who, though accustomed to handle the hammer, has 
never been used to make nails, if upon some particular occasion he is obliged to 
attempt it, will scarce, I am assured, be able to make above two or three hundred 
nails in a day, and those too very bad ones. A smith who has been accustomed to 
make nails, but whose sole or principal business has not been that o f a nailer, can 
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seldom with his utmost diligence make more than eight hundred or a thousand nails 
in a day. I have seen several boys under twenty years of age who had never exer
cised any other trade but that of making nails, and who, when they exerted them
selves, could make, each of them, upwards of two thousand three hundred nails 
in a day. The making of a nail, however, is by no means one of the simplest 
operations. The same person blows the bellows, stirs or mends the fire as there is 
occasion, heats the iron, and forges every part of the nail: In forging the head too 
he is obliged to change his tools. The different operations into which the making 
of a pin, or o f a metal button, is subdivided, are all of them much more simple, and 
the dexterity of the person, of whose life it has been the sole business to perform 
them, is usually much greater. The rapidity with which some o f the operations o f 
those manufactures are performed, exceeds what the human hand could, by those 
who had never seen them, be supposed capable o f acquiring. 

Secondly, the advantage which is gained by saving the time commonly lost in 
passing from one sort of work to another, is much greater than we should at first 
view be apt to imagine it. It is impossible to pass very quickly from one kind of 
work to another, that is carried on in a different place, and with quite different 
tools. A country weaver, who cultivates a small farm, must lose a good deal of time 
in passing from his loom to the field, and from the field to his loom. When the two 
trades can be carried on in the same workhouse, the loss of time is no doubt much 
less. It is even in this case, however, very considerable. A man commonly saunters 
a little in turning his hand from one sort o f employment to another. When he first 
begins the new work he is seldom very keen and hearty; his mind, as they say, does 
not go to it, and for some time he rather trifles than applies to good purpose. The 
habit o f sauntering and of indolent careless application, which is naturally, or rather 
necessarily acquired by every country workman who is obliged to change his work 
and his tools every half hour, and to apply his hand in twenty different ways almost 
every day of his life; renders him almost always slothful and lazy, and incapable o f 
any vigorous application even on the most pressing occasions. Independent, there
fore, of this deficiency in point o f dexterity, this cause alone must always reduce 
considerably the quantity of work which he is capable of performing. 

Thirdly, and lastly, every body must be sensible how much labour is facilitated 
and abridged by the application o f proper machinery. It is unnecessary to give any 
example. I shall only observe, therefore, that the invention o f all those machines by 
which labour is so much facilitated and abridged, seems to have been originally 
owing to the division o f labour. Men are much more likely to discover easier and 
readier methods of attaining any object , when the whole attention of their minds is 
directed towards that single object , than when it is dissipated among a great variety 
of things. But in consequence of the division of labour, the whole o f every man's 
attention comes naturally to be directed towards some one very simple object. It is 
naturally to be expected, therefore, that some one or other o f those who are 
employed in each particular branch of labour should soon find out easier and readier 
methods of performing their own particular work, wherever the nature o f it admits 
of such improvement. A great part of the machines made use of in those manufac
tures in which labour is most subdivided, were originally the inventions of common 
workmen, who, being each o f them employed in some very simple operation, 
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naturally turned their thoughts towards finding out easier and readier methods of 
performing it. Whoever has been much accustomed to visit such manufactures, must 
frequently have been shewn very pretty machines, which were the inventions of such 
workmen, in order to facilitate and quicken their own particular part of the work. 
In the first fire-engines, a boy was constantly employed to open and shut alternately 
the communication between the boiler and the cylinder, according as the piston 
either ascended or descended. One of those boys, who loved to play with his 
companions, observed that, by tying a string from the handle o f the valve which 
opened this communication to another part of the machine, the valve would open 
and shut without his assistance, and leave him at liberty to divert himself with his 
play-fellows. One of the greatest improvements that has been made upon this 
machine, since it was first invented, was in this manner the discovery o f a boy who 
wanted to save his own labour. 

All the improvements in machinery, however, have by no means been the inven
tions of those who had occasion to use the machines. Many improvements have 
been made by the ingenuity of the makers of the machines, when to make them 
became the business of a peculiar trade; and some by that of those who are called 
philosophers or men of speculation, whose trade it is not to do any thing, but to 
observe every thing; and who, upon that account, are often capable o f combining 
together the powers of the most distant and dissimilar objects. In the progress of 
society, philosophy or speculation becomes, like every other employment, the prin
cipal or sole trade and occupation of a particular class of citizens. Like every other 
employment too , it is subdivided into a great number of different branches, each of 
which affords occupation to a peculiar tribe or class o f philosophers; and this sub
division o f employment in philosophy, as well as in every other business, improves 
dexterity, and saves time. Each individual becomes more expert in his own peculiar 
branch, more work is done upon the whole, and the quantity of science is consid
erably increased by it. 

It is the great multiplication of the productions of all the different arts, in con
sequence o f the division of labour, which occasions, in a well-governed society, that 
universal opulence which extends itself to the lowest ranks o f the people. Every 
workman has a great quantity o f his own work to dispose of beyond what he himself 
has occasion for; and every other workman being exactly in the same situation, he 
is enabled to exchange a great quantity of his own goods for a great quantity, or, 
what comes to the same thing, for the price of a great quantity o f theirs. He 
supplies them abundantly with what they have occasion for, and they accommodate 
him as amply with what he has occasion for, and a general plenty diffuses itself 
through all the different ranks of the society. 

Observe the accommodat ion o f the most common artificer or day-labourer in a 
civilized and thriving country, and you will perceive that the number of people o f 
whose industry a part, though but a small part, has been employed in procuring 
him this accommodat ion, exceeds all computation. The woollen coat , for example, 
which covers the day-labourer, as coarse and rough as it may appear, is the produce 
o f the joint labour o f a great multitude o f workmen. The shepherd, the sorter o f 
the wool , the wool-comber or carder, the dyer, the scribbler, the spinner, the weaver, 
the fuller, the dresser, with many others, must all join their different arts in order 
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to complete even this homely production. How many merchants and carriers, 
besides, must have been employed in transporting the materials from some of those 
workmen to others who often live in a very distant part of the country! how much 
commerce and navigation in particular, how many ship-builders, sailors, 
sail-makers, rope-makers, must have been employed in order to bring together the 
different drugs made use of by the dyer, which often come from the remotest corners 
of the world! Wha t a variety of labour too is necessary in order to produce the tools 
of the meanest of those workmen! To say nothing o f such complicated machines as 
the ship of the sailor, the mill of the fuller, or even the loom of the weaver, let us 
consider only what a variety of labour is requisite in order to form that very simple 
machine, the shears with which the shepherd clips the wool . The miner, the builder 
of the furnace for smelting the ore, the feller of the timber, the burner of the char
coal to be made use o f in the smelting-house, the brick-maker, the brick-layer, the 
workmen who attend the furnace, the mill-wright, the forger, the smith, must all of 
them join their different arts in order to produce them. Were we to examine, in the 
same manner, all the different parts of his dress and household furniture, the coarse 
linen shirt which he wears next his skin, the shoes which cover his feet, the bed 
which he lies on, and all the different parts which compose it, the kitchen-grate at 
which he prepares his victuals, the coals which he makes use of for that purpose, 
dug from the bowels of the earth, and brought to him perhaps by a long sea and a 
long land carriage, all the other utensils o f his kitchen, all the furniture of his table, 
the knives and forks, the earthen or pewter plates upon which he serves up and 
divides his victuals, the different hands employed in preparing his bread and his 
beer, the glass window which lets in the heat and the light, and keeps out the wind 
and the rain, with all the knowledge and art requisite for preparing that beautiful 
and happy invention, without which these northern parts of the world could scarce 
have afforded a very comfortable habitation, together with the tools o f all the 
different workmen employed in producing those different conveniencies; if we 
examine, I say, all these things, and consider what a variety of labour is employed 
about each o f them, we shall be sensible that without the assistance and co-operation 
of many thousands, the very meanest person in a civilized country could not be 
provided, even according to, what we very falsely imagine, the easy and simple 
manner in which he is commonly accommodated. Compared, indeed, with the more 
extravagant luxury o f the great, his accommodat ion must no doubt appear 
extremely simple and easy; and yet it may be true, perhaps, that the accommoda
tion o f an European prince does not always so much exceed that of an industrious 
and frugal peasant, as the accommodation of the latter exceeds that o f many an 
African king, the absolute master of the lives and liberties of ten thousand naked 
savages. 

Of the Principle Which Gives Occasion to the Division of Labour 

This division o f labour, from which so many advantages are derived, is not origi
nally the effect of any human wisdom, which foresees and intends that general opu
lence to which it gives occasion. It is the necessary, though very slow and gradual, 
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consequence of a certain propensity in human nature which has in view no such 
extensive utility; the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another. 

Whether this propensity be one of those original principles in human nature, of 
which no further account can be given; or whether, as seems more probable, it be 
the necessary consequence of the faculties of reason and speech, it belongs not to 
our present subject to enquire. It is common to all men, and to be found in no other 
race of animals, which seem to know neither this nor any other species of contracts. 
Two greyhounds, in running down the same hare, have sometimes the appearance 
of acting in some sort of concert. Each turns her towards his companion, or endeav
ours to intercept her when his companion turns her towards himself. This , however, 
is not the effect of any contract , but of the accidental concurrence of their passions 
in the same object at that particular time. Nobody ever saw a dog make a fair and 
deliberate exchange of one bone for another with another dog. Nobody ever saw 
one animal by its gestures and natural cries signify to another, this is mine, that 
yours; I am willing to give this for that. When an animal wants to obtain something 
either of a man or o f another animal, it has no other means of persuasion but to 
gain the favour o f those whose service it requires. A puppy fawns upon its dam, 
and a spaniel endeavours by a thousand attractions to engage the attention of its 
master who is at dinner, when it wants to he fed by him. M a n sometimes uses the 
same arts with his brethren, and when he has no other means of engaging them to 
act according to his inclinations, endeavours by every servile and fawning attention 
to obtain their good will. He has not time, however, to do this upon every occa
sion. In civilized society he stands at all times in need of the co-operation and assis
tance of great multitudes, while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain the 
friendship of a few persons. In almost every other race of animals each individual, 
when it is grown up to maturity, is entirely independent, and in its natural state has 
occasion for the assistance o f no other living creature. But man has almost constant 
occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their 
benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love 
in his favour, and shew them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what 
he requires of them. Whoever offers to another a bargain o f any kind, proposes to 
do this. Give me that which I want, and you shall have this which you want , is the 
meaning of every such offer; and it is in this manner that we obtain from one another 
the far greater part o f those good offices which we stand in need of. It is not from 
the benevolence o f the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, 
but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their 
humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them o f our own necessities but 
of their advantages. Nobody but a beggar chuses to depend chiefly upon the benev
olence of his fellow-citizens. Even a beggar does not depend upon it entirely. The 
charity of well-disposed people, indeed, supplies him with the whole fund of his 
subsistence. But though this principle ultimately provides him with all the neces
saries of life which he has occasion for, it neither does nor can provide him with 
them as he has occasion for them. The greater part of his occasional wants are sup
plied in the same manner as those of other people, by treaty, by barter, and by pur
chase. With the money which one man gives him he purchases food. The old cloaths 
which another bestows upon him he exchanges for other old cloaths which suit him 
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better, or for lodging, or for food, or for money, with which he can buy either food, 
cloaths, or lodging, as he has occasion. 

As it is by treaty, by barter, and by purchase, that we obtain from one another 
the greater part of those mutual good offices which we stand in need of, so it is this 
same trucking disposition which originally gives occasion to the division of labour. 
In a tribe of hunters or shepherds a particular person makes bows and arrows, for 
example, with more readiness and dexterity than any other. He frequently exchanges 
them for cattle or for venison with his companions; and he finds at last that he can 
in this manner get more cattle and venison, than if he himself went to the field to 
catch them. From a regard to his own interest, therefore, the making o f bows and 
arrows grows to be his chief business, and he becomes a sort of armourer. Another 
excels in making the frames and covers of their little huts or moveable houses. He 
is accustomed to be of use in this way to his neighbours, who reward him in the 
same manner with cattle and with venison, till at last he finds it his interest to ded
icate himself entirely to this employment, and to become a sort o f house-carpenter. 
In the same manner a third becomes a smith or a brazier; a fourth a tanner or dresser 
of hides or skins, the principal parr of the clothing o f savages. And thus the cer
tainty of being able to exchange all that surplus part of the produce of his own 
labour, which is over and above his own consumption, for such parts of the produce 
of other men's labour as he may have occasion for, encourages every man to apply 
himself to a particular occupation, and to cultivate and bring to perfection what
ever talent or genius he may possess for that particular species of business. 

The difference of natural talents in different men is, in reality, much less than we 
are aware of; and the very different genius which appears to distinguish men of dif
ferent professions, when grown up to maturity, is not upon many occasions so much 
the cause, as the effect of the division of labour. The difference between the most 
dissimilar characters, between a philosopher and a common street porter, for 
example, seems to arise not so much from nature, as from habit, custom, and edu
cation. When they came into the world, and for the first six or eight years of their 
existence, they were, perhaps, very much alike, and neither their parents nor playfel
lows could perceive any remarkable difference. About that age, or soon after, they 
come to be employed in very different occupations. The difference of talents comes 
then to be taken notice of, and widens by degrees, till at last the vanity o f the 
philosopher is willing to acknowledge scarce any resemblance. But without the dis
position to truck, barter, and exchange, every man must have procured to himself 
every necessary and conveniency of life which he wanted. All must have had the 
same duties to perform, and the same work to do, and there could have been no 
such difference of employment as could alone give occasion to any great difference 
of talents. 

As it is this disposition which forms that difference of talents, so remarkable 
among men of different professions, so it is this same disposition which renders that 
difference useful. Many tribes of animals acknowledged to be all of the same species, 
derive from nature a much more remarkable distinction o f genius, than what, 
antecedent to custom and education, appears to take place among men. By nature 
a philosopher is not in genius and disposition half so different from a street porter, 
as a mastiff is from a greyhound, or a greyhound from a spaniel, or this last from 
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a shepherd's dog. Those different tribes of animals, however, though all of the same 
species, are of scarce any use to one another. The strength of the mastiff is not in 
the least supported either by the swiftness of the greyhound, or by the sagacity of 
the spaniel, or by the docility of the shepherd's dog. The effects o f those different-
geniuses and talents, for want of the power or disposition to barter and exchange, 
cannot be brought into a common stock, and do not in the least contribute to the 
better accommodation and conveniency of the species. Each animal is still obliged 
to support and defend itself, separately and independently, and derives no sort of 
advantage from that variety o f talents with which nature has distinguished its 
fellows. Among men, on the contrary, the most dissimilar geniuses are o f use to one 
another; the different produces o f their respective talents, by the general disposition 
to truck, barter, and exchange, being brought, as it were, into a common stock, 
where every man may purchase whatever part o f the produce o f other men's talents 
he has occasion for. 

Of Restraints upon the Importation from Foreign Countries of Such 
Goods as Can Be Produced at Home 

By restraining, either by high duties, or by absolute prohibitions, the importation 
of such goods from foreign countries as can be produced at home, the monopoly 
of the home market is more or less secured to the domestic industry employed in 
producing t h e m . . . . The variety of goods of which the importation into Great 
Britain is prohibited, either absolutely, or under certain circumstances, greatly 
exceeds what can easily be suspected by those who are not well acquainted with 
the laws o f the customs. 

Tha t this monopoly of the home-market frequently gives great encouragement to 
that particular species o f industry which enjoys it, and frequently turns towards that 
employment a greater share of both the labour and stock of the society than would 
otherwise have gone to it, cannot be doubted. But whether it tends either to increase 
the general industry of the society, or to give it the most advantageous direction, is 
not, perhaps, altogether so evident. 

The general industry of the society never can exceed what the capital of the 
society can employ. As the number of workmen that can be kept in employment by 
any particular person must bear a certain proportion to his capital, so the number 
of those that can be continually employed by all the members of a great society, 
must bear a certain proportion to the whole capital of that society, and never can 
exceed that proportion. No regulation of commerce can increase the quantity of 
industry in any society beyond what its capital can maintain. It can only divert a 
part o f it into a direction into which it might not otherwise have gone; and it is by 
no means certain that this artificial direction is likely to be more advantageous to 
the society than that into which it would have gone of its own accord. 

Every individual is continually exerting himself to find out the most advanta
geous employment for whatever capital he can command. It is his own advantage, 
indeed, and not that of the society, which he has in view. But the study o f his own 
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advantage naturally, or rather necessarily leads him to prefer that employment 
which is most advantageous to the society. 

First, every individual endeavours to employ his capital as near home as he can, 
and consequently as much as he can in the support of domestic industry; provided 
always that he can thereby obtain the ordinary, or not a great deal less than the 
ordinary profits of stock. 

Secondly, every individual who employs his capital in the support of domestic 
industry, necessarily endeavours so to direct that industry, that its produce may be 
of the greatest possible value. 

The produce of industry is what it adds to the subject or materials upon which 
it is employed. In proportion as the value of this produce is great or small, so will 
likewise be the profits of the employer. But it is only for the sake of profit that any 
man employs a capital in the support of industry; and he will always, therefore, 
endeavour to employ it in the support of that industry of which the produce is likely 
to be of the greatest value, or to exchange for the greatest quantity either o f money 
or of other goods. 

But the annual revenue of every society is always precisely equal to the exchange
able value of the whole annual produce of its industry, or rather is precisely the 
same thing with that exchangeable value. As every individual, therefore, endeavours 
as much as he can both to employ his capital in the support o f domestic industry, 
and so to direct that industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; every 
individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue o f the society as great 
as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor 
knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of domestic to that 
of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that indus
try in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only 
his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to 
promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for 
the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently pro
motes that o f the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote 
it. I have never known much good done by chose who affected to trade for the 
public good. It is an affectation, indeed, not very common among merchants, and 
very few words need be employed in dissuading them from it. 

W h a t is the species of domestic industry which his capital can employ, and of 
which the produce is likely to be of the greatest value, every individual, it is evident, 
can, in his local situation, judge much better than any statesman or lawgiver can 
do for him. The statesman, who should attempt to direct private people in what 
manner they ought to employ their capitals, would not only load himself with a 
most unnecessary attention, but assume an authority which could safely be trusted, 
not only to no single person, but to no council or senate whatever, and which would 
nowhere be so dangerous in the hands o f a man who had folly and presumption 
enough to fancy himself fit to exercise it. 

To give the monopoly of the home-market to the produce of domestic industry, 
in any particular art or manufacture, is in some measure to direct private people in 
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what manner they ought to employ their capitals, and must, in almost all cases,.be 
either a useless or a hurtful regulation. If the produce of domestic can be brought 
there as cheap as that of foreign industry, the regulation is evidently useless. I f it 
cannot, it must generally be hurtful. It is the maxim of every prudent master of a 
family, never to attempt to make at home what it will cost him more to make than 
to buy. The taylor does not attempt to make his own shoes, but buys them of the 
shoemaker. The shoemaker does not attempt to make his own clothes, but employs 
a taylor. The farmer attempts to make neither the one nor the other, but employs 
those different artificers. All of them find it for their interest to employ their whole 
industry in a way in which they have some advantage over their neighbours, and 
to purchase with a part of its produce, or what is the same thing, with the price of 
a part of it, whatever else they have occasion for. 

Wha t is prudence in the conduct o f every private family, can scarce be folly in 
that of a great kingdom. I f a foreign country can supply us with a commodity 
cheaper than we ourselves can make it, better buy it of them with some part of the 
produce of our own industry, employed in a way in which we have some advan
tage. The general industry of the country, being always in proportion to the capital 
which employs it, will not thereby be diminished, no more than that o f the above-
mentioned artificers; but only left to find out the way in which it can be employed 
with the greatest advantage. It is certainly not employed to the greatest advantage, 
when it is thus directed towards an object which it can buy cheaper than it can 
make. The value of its annual produce is certainly more or less diminished, when 
it is thus turned away from producing commodities evidently of more value than 
the commodity which it is directed to produce. According to the supposition, that 
commodity could be purchased from foreign countries cheaper than it can be made 
at home. It could, therefore, have been purchased with a part only of the com
modities, or, what is the same thing, with a part only of the price o f the commodi
ties, which the industry employed by an equal capital would have produced at home, 
had it been left to follow its natural course. The industry of the country, therefore, 
is thus turned away from a more, to a less advantageous employment, and the 
exchangeable value of its annual produce, instead of being increased, according 
to the intention of the lawgiver, must necessarily be diminished by every such 
regulation. 
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Of Individualism in Democratic Countries 

I HAVE shown how it is that in ages of equality every man seeks for his opinions 
within himself; I am now to show how it is that in the same ages all his feelings are 
turned towards himself alone. Individualism is a novel expression, to which a novel 
idea has given birth. Our fathers were only acquainted with ego'isme (selfishness). 
Selfishness is a passionate and exaggerated love of self, which leads a man to connect 
everything with himself and to prefer himself to everything in the world. Individu
alism is a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each member of the community 
to sever himself from the mass o f his fellows and to draw apart with his family and 
his friends, so that after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly 
leaves society at large to itself. Selfishness originates in blind instinct; individualism 
proceeds from erroneous judgment more than from depraved feelings; it originates 
as much in deficiencies of mind as in perversity o f heart. 

Selfishness blights the germ of all virtue; individualism, at first, only saps the 
virtues of public life; but in the long run it attacks and destroys all others and is at 
length absorbed in downright selfishness. Selfishness is a vice as old as the world, 
which does not belong to one form of society more than to another; individualism 
is of democratic origin, and it threatens to spread in the same ratio as the equality 
of condition. 

Among aristocratic nations, as families remain for centuries in the same condi
tion, often on the same spot, all generations become, as it were, contemporaneous. 
A man almost always knows his forefathers and respects them; he thinks he already 
sees his remote descendants and he loves them. He willingly imposes duties on 
himself towards the former and the latter, and he will frequently sacrifice his per
sonal gratifications to those who went before and to those who will come after him. 
Aristocratic institutions, moreover, have the effect of closely binding every man to 
several of his fellow citizens. As the classes of an aristocratic people are strongly 
marked and permanent, each o f them is regarded by its own members as a sort o f 
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lesser country, more tangible and more cherished than the country at large. As in 
aristocratic communities all the citizens occupy fixed positions, one above another, 
the result is that each of them always sees a man above himself whose patronage is 
necessary to him, and below himself another man whose co-operation he may claim. 
Men living in aristocratic ages are therefore almost always closely attached to some
thing placed out of their own sphere, and they are often disposed to forget them
selves. It is true that in these ages the notion of human fellowship is faint and that 
men seldom think o f sacrificing themselves for mankind; but they often sacrifice 
themselves for other men. In democratic times, on the contrary, when the duties o f 
each individual to the race are much more clear, devoted service to any one man 
becomes more rare; the bond of human affection is extended, but it is relaxed. 

Among democratic nations new families are constantly springing up, others are 
constantly falling away, and all that remain change their condition; the woof of time 
is every instant broken and the track of generations effaced. Those who went before 
are soon forgotten; of those who will come after, no one has any idea: the interest 
of man is confined to those in close propinquity to himself. As each class gradually 
approaches others and mingles with them, it members become undifferentiated and 
lose their class identity for each other. Aristocracy had made a chain of all the 
members of the community, from the peasant to the king; democracy breaks that 
chain and severs every link of it. 

As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases who, 
although they are neither rich nor powerful enough to exercise any great influence 
over their fellows, have nevertheless acquired or retained sufficient education and 
fortune to satisfy their own wants. They owe nothing to any man, they expect 
nothing from any man; they acquire the habit of always considering themselves as 
standing alone, and they are apt to imagine that their whole destiny is in their own 
hands. 

Thus not only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides 
his descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him back 
forever upon himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely within 
the solitude of his own heart. 

That the Americans Combat the Effects of individualism by Free Institutions 

Despotism, which by its nature is suspicious, sees in the separation among men the 
surest guarantee o f its continuance, and it usually makes every effort to keep them 
separate. No vice o f the human heart is so acceptable to it as selfishness: a despot 
easily forgives his subjects for not loving him, provided they do not love one another. 
He does not ask them to assist him in governing the state; it is enough that they do 
not aspire to govern it themselves. He stigmatizes as turbulent and unruly spirits 
those who would combine their exertions to promote the prosperity of the com
munity; and, perverting the natural meaning of words, he applauds as good 
citizens those who have no sympathy for any but themselves. 

Thus the vices which despotism produces are precisely those which equality 
fosters. These rwo things perniciously complete and assist each other. Equality places 
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men side by side, unconnected by any common tie; despotism raises barriers to keep 
them asunder; the former predisposes them not to consider their fellow creatures, 
the latter makes general indifference a sort of public virtue. 

Despotism, then, which is at all times dangerous, is more particularly to be feared 
in democratic ages. It is easy to see that in those same ages men stand most in need 
of freedom. When the members o f a community are forced to attend to public 
affairs, they are necessarily drawn from the circle of their own interests and snatched 
at times from self-observation. As soon as a man begins to treat o f public affairs in 
public, he begins to perceive that he is not so independent of his fellow men as he 
had at first imagined, and that in order to obtain their support he must often lend 
them his co-operation. 

When the public govern, there is no man who does not feel the value of public 
goodwill or who does not endeavor to court it by drawing to himself the esteem 
and affection of those among whom he is to live. Many of the passions which 
congeal and keep asunder human hearts are then obliged to retire and hide below 
the surface. Pride must be dissembled; disdain dares not break out; selfishness fears 
its own self. Under a free government, as most public offices are elective, the men 
whose elevated minds or aspiring hopes are too closely circumscribed in private life 
constantly feel that they cannot do without the people who surround them. Men 
learn at such times to think of their fellow men from ambitious motives; and they 
frequently find it, in a manner, their interest to forget themselves. 

I may here be met by an objection derived from electioneering intrigues, the 
meanness of candidates, and the calumnies of their opponents. These are occasions 
of enmity which occur the oftener the more frequent elections become. Such evils 
are doubtless great, but they are transient; whereas the benefits that attend them 
remain. The desire of being elected may lead some men for a time to violent hos
tility; but this same desire leads all men in the long run to support each other; and 
if it happens that an election accidentally severs two friends, the electoral system 
brings a multitude of citizens permanently together who would otherwise always 
have remained unknown to one another. Freedom produces private animosities, but 
despotism gives birth to general indifference. 

The Americans have combated by free institutions the tendency o f equality to keep 
men asunder, and they have subdued it. The legislators of America did not suppose 
that a general representation of the whole nation would suffice to ward off a disor
der at once so natural to the frame of democratic society and so fatal; they also 
thought that it would be well to infuse political life into each portion of the terri
tory in order to multiply to an infinite extent opportunities of acting in concert for 
all the members of the community and to make them constantly feel their mutual 
dependence. The plan was a wise one. The general affairs of a country engage the 
attention only of leading politicians, who assemble from time to time in the same 
places; and as they often lose sight o f each other afterwards, no lasting ties are estab
lished between them. But if the object be to have the local affairs of a district con
ducted by the men who reside there, the same persons are always in contact , and 
they are, in a manner, forced to be acquainted and to adapt themselves to one another. 

It is difficult to draw a man out o f his own circle to interest him in the destiny 
o f the state, because he does not clearly understand what influence the destiny of 
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rhc state can have upon his own lot. But if it is proposed to make a road cross the 
end of his estate, he will see at a glance that there is a connection between this small 
public affair and his greatest private affairs; and he will discover, without its being 
shown to him, the close tie that unites private to general interest. Thus far more 
may be done by entrusting to the citizens the administration of minor affairs than 
by surrendering to them in the control o f important ones, towards interesting them 
in the public welfare and convincing them that they constantly stand in need of one 
another in order to provide for it. A brilliant achievement may win for you the favor 
of a people at one stroke; but to earn the love and respect o f the population that 
surrounds you, a long succession of little services rendered and o f obscure good 
deeds, a constant habit of kindness, and an established reputation for disinterest
edness will be required. Local freedom, then, which leads a great number o f citi
zens to value the affection of their neighbors and of their kindred, perpetually brings 
men together and forces them to help one another in spite of the propensities that 
sever them. 

In the United States the more opulent citizens take great care not to stand aloof 
from the people; on the contrary, they constantly keep on easy terms with the lower 
classes: they listen to them, they speak to them every day. They know that the rich 
in democracies always stand in need of the poor, and that in democratic times you 
attach a poor man to you more by your manner than by benefits conferred. The 
magnitude o f such benefits, which sets off the difference of condition, causes a secret 
irritation to those who reap advantage from them, but the charm of simplicity of 
manners is almost irresistible; affability carries men away, and even want of polish 
is not always displeasing. This truth does not take root at once in the minds of the 
rich. They generally resist it as long as the democratic revolution lasts, and they do 
not acknowledge it immediately after that revolution is accomplished. They are very 
ready to do good to the people, but they still choose to keep them at arm's length; 
they think that is sufficient, but they are mistaken. They might spend fortunes thus 
without warming the hearts o f the population around them; that population does 
not ask them for the sacrifice of their money, but of their pride. 

It would seem as if every imagination in the United States were upon the stretch 
to invent means of increasing the wealth and satisfying the wants o f the public. The 
best-informed inhabitants of each district constantly use their information to dis
cover new truths that may augment the general prosperity; and if they have made 
any such discoveries, they eagerly surrender them to the mass of the people. 

When the vices and weaknesses frequently exhibited by those who govern in 
America are closely examined, the prosperity of the people occasions, but improp
erly occasions, surprise. Elected magistrates do not make the American democracy 
flourish; it flourishes because the magistrates are elective. 

It would be unjust to suppose that the patriotism and the zeal that every Ameri
can displays for the welfare of his fellow citizens are wholly insincere. Although 
private interest directs the greater part o f human actions in the United States as well 
as elsewhere, it does not regulate them all. I must say that I have often seen Ameri
cans make great and real sacrifices to the public welfare; and I have noticed a 
hundred instances in which they hardly ever failed to lend faithful support to one 
another. The free institutions which the inhabitants of the United States possess, and 
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the political rights of which they make so much use, remind every citizen, and in a 
thousand ways, that he lives in society. They every instant impress upon his mind 
the notion that it is the duty as well as the interest of men to make themselves useful 
to their fellow creatures; and as he sees no particular ground of animosity to them, 
since he is never either their master or their slave, his heart readily leans to the side 
of kindness. Men attend to the interests of the public, first by necessity, afterwards 
by choice; what was intentional becomes an instinct, and by dint of working for 
the good of one's fellow citizens, the habit and the taste for serving them are at 
length acquired. 

Many people in France consider equality of condition as one evil and political 
freedom as a second. When they are obliged to yield to the former, they strive at 
least to escape from the latter. But I contend that in order to combat the evils which 
equality may produce, there is only one effectual remedy: namely, political freedom. 

Of the Use Which the Americans Make of Public Associations in Civil Life 

I do not propose to speak of those political associations by the aid of which men 
endeavor to defend themselves against the despotic action of a majority or against 
the aggressions of regal power. Tha t subject 1 have already treated. If each citizen 
did not learn, in proportion as he individually becomes more feeble and conse
quently more incapable of preserving his freedom single-handed, to combine with 
his fellow citizens for the purpose of defending it, it is clear that tyranny would 
unavoidably increase together with equality. 

Only those associations that are formed in civil life without reference to politi
cal objects are here referred to. The political associations that exist in the United 
States are only a single feature in the midst of the immense assemblage of associa
tions in that country. Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions 
constantly form associations. They have not only commercial and manufacturing 
companies, in which all take part, but associations of a thousand other kinds, 
religious, moral , serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive. The 
Americans make associations to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build 
inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; 
in this manner they found hospitals, prisons, and schools. If it is proposed to incul
cate some truth or to foster some feeling by the encouragement of a great example, 
they form a society. Wherever at the head of some new undertaking you see the 
government in France, or a man of rank in England, in the United States you will 
be sure to find an association. 

I met with several kinds o f associations in America of which I confess I had no 
previous notion; and I have often admired the extreme skill with which the inhab
itants of the United States succeed in proposing a common object for the exertions 
o f a great many men and in inducing them voluntarily to pursue it. 

I have since traveled over England, from which the Americans have taken some 
of their laws and many of their customs; and it seemed to me that the principle of 
association was by no means so constantly or adroitly used in that country. The 
English often perform great things singly, whereas the Americans form associations 
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for the smallest undertakings. It is evident that the former people consider associa
tion as a powerful means of action, but the latter seem to regard it as the only means 
they have of acting. 

Thus the most democratic country on the face of the earth is that in which men 
have, in our time, carried to the highest perfection the art of pursuing in common 
the object o f their common desires and have applied this new science to the great
est number of purposes. Is this the result of accident, or is there in reality any 
necessary connection between the principle of association and that of equality? 

Aristocratic communities always contain, among a multitude of persons who by 
themselves are powerless, a small number of powerful and wealthy citizens, each of 
whom can achieve great undertakings single-handed. In aristocratic societies men 
do not need to combine in order to act, because they are strongly held together. 
Every wealthy and powerful citizen constitutes the head of a permanent and com
pulsory association, composed of all those who are dependent upon him or whom 
he makes subservient to the execution of his designs. 

Among democratic nations, on the contrary, all the citizens are independent and 
feeble; they can do hardly anything by themselves, and none o f them can oblige his 
fellow men to lend him their assistance. They all, therefore, become powerless if 
they do not learn voluntarily to help one another. If men living in democratic coun
tries had no right and no inclination to associate for political purposes, their inde
pendence would be in great jeopardy, but they might long preserve their wealth and 
their cultivation: whereas if they never acquired the habit of forming associations 
in ordinary life, civilization itself would be endangered. A people among whom 
individuals lost the power of achieving great things single-handed, without 
acquiring the means o f producing them by united exertions, would soon relapse into 
barbarism. 

Unhappily, the same social condition that renders associations so necessary to 
democratic nations renders their formation more difficult among those nations than 
among all others. When several members of an aristocracy agree to combine, they 
easily succeed in doing so; as each of them brings great strength to the partnership, 
the number of its members may be very limited; and when the members of an 
association are limited in number, they may easily become mutually acquainted, 
understand each other, and establish fixed regulations. The same opportunities do 
not occur among democratic nations, where the associated members must always 
be very numerous for their association to have any power. 

I am aware that many o f my countrymen are not in the least embarrassed by this 
difficulty. They contend that the more enfeebled and incompetent the citizens 
become, the more able and active the government ought to be rendered in order 
that society at large may execute what individuals can no longer accomplish. They 
believe this answers the whole difficulty, but I think they are mistaken. 

A government might perform the part of some of the largest American compa
nies, and several states, members of the Union, have already attempted it; but what 
political power could ever carry on the vast multitude of lesser undertakings which 
the American citizens perform every day, with the assistance o f the principle o f asso
ciation? It is easy to foresee that the time is drawing near when man will be less 
and less able to produce, by himself alone, the commonest necessaries o f life. The 
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task of the governing power will therefore perpetually increase, and its very efforts 
will extend it every day. The more it stands in the place of associations, the more 
will individuals, losing the notion of combining together, require its assistance: these 
are causes and effects that unceasingly create each other. Will the administration of 
the country ultimately assume the management of all the manufactures which no 
single citizen is able to carry on? And if a time at length arrives when, in conse
quence of the extreme subdivision of landed property, the soil is split into an infi
nite number of parcels, so that it can be cultivated only by companies of tillers, will 
it be necessary that the head of the government should leave the helm of state to 
follow the plow? The morals and the intelligence o f a democratic people would be 
as much endangered as its business and manufactures if the government ever wholly 
usurped the place of private companies. 

Feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind 
is developed only by the reciprocal influence of men upon one another. I have shown 
that these influences are almost null in democratic countries; they must therefore be 
artificially created, and this can only be accomplished by associations. 

When the members o f an aristocratic community adopt a new opinion or con
ceive a new sentiment, they give it a station, as it were, beside themselves, upon the 
lofty platform where they stand; and opinions or sentiments so conspicuous to the 
eyes o f the multitude are easily introduced into the minds or hearts o f all around. 
In democratic countries the governing power alone is naturally in a condition to act 
in this manner, but it is easy to see that its action is always inadequate, and often 
dangerous. A government can no more be competent to keep alive and to renew 
the circulation of opinions and feelings among a great people than to manage all 
the speculations of productive industry. No sooner does a government attempt to 
go beyond its political sphere and to enter upon this new track than it exercises, 
even unintentionally, an insupportable tyranny; for a government can only dictate 
strict rules, the opinions which it favors are rigidly enforced, and it is never easy to 
discriminate between its advice and its commands. Worse still will be the case if the 
government really believes itself interested in preventing all circulation of ideas; 
it will then stand motionless and oppressed by the heaviness of voluntary torpor. 
Governments, therefore, should not be the only active powers; associations ought, 
in democratic nations, to stand in lieu of those powerful private individuals whom 
the equality o f conditions has swept away. 

As soon as several of the inhabitants of the United States have taken up an 
opinion or a feeling which they wish to promote in the world, they look out for 
mutual assistance; and as soon as they have found one another out, they combine. 
From that moment they are no longer isolated men, but a power seen from afar, 
whose actions serve for an example and whose language is listened to. The first time 
I heard in the United States that a hundred thousand men had bound themselves 
publicly to abstain from spirituous liquors, it appeared to me more like a joke than 
a serious engagement, and I did not at once perceive why these temperate citizens 
could not content themselves with drinking water by their own firesides. I at last 
understood that these hundred thousand Americans, alarmed by the progress of 
drunkenness around them, had made up their minds to patronize temperance. They 
acted in just the same way as a man of high rank who should dress very plainly in 
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order to inspire the humbler orders with a contempt of luxury. It is probable that 
if these hundred thousand men had lived in France, each of them would singly have 
memorialized the government to watch the public houses all over the kingdom. 

Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our attention than the intellectual 
and moral associations of America. The political and industrial associations of that 
country strike us forcibly; but the others elude our observation, or if we discover 
them, we understand them imperfectly because we have hardly ever seen anything 
of the kind. It must be acknowledged, however, that they are as necessary to the 
American people as the former, and perhaps more so. In democratic countries the 
science o f association is the mother o f science; the progress of all the rest depends 
upon the progress it has made. 

Among the laws that rule human societies there is one which seems to be more 
precise and clear than all others. If men are to remain civilized or to become so, the 
art of associating together must grow and improve in the same ratio in which the 
equality of conditions is increased. 

Of the Relation between Public Associations and the Newspapers 

When men are no longer united among themselves by firm and lasting ties, it is 
impossible to obtain the co-operation of any great number o f them unless you can 
persuade every man whose help you require that his private interest obliges him 
voluntarily to unite his exertions to the exertions o f all the others. This can be 
habitually and conveniently effected only by means of a newspaper; nothing but a 
newspaper can drop the same thought into a thousand minds at the same moment . 
A newspaper is an adviser that does not require to be sought, but that comes of its 
own accord and talks to you briefly every day o f the common weal, without 
distracting you from your private affairs. 

Newspapers therefore become more necessary in proportion as men become more 
equal and individualism more to be feared. To suppose that they only serve to 
protect freedom would be to diminish their importance: they maintain civilization. 
I shall not deny that in democratic countries newspapers frequently lead the citi
zens to launch together into very ill-digested schemes; but if there were no news
papers there would be no common activity. The evil which they produce is therefore 
much less than that which they cure. 

The effect o f a newspaper is not only to suggest the same purpose to a great 
number of persons, but to furnish means for executing in common the designs which 
they may have singly conceived. The principal citizens who inhabit an aristocratic 
country discern each other from afar; and if they wish to unite their forces, they 
move towards each other, drawing a multitude o f men after them. In democratic 
countries, on the contrary, it frequently happens that a great number o f men who 
wish or who want to combine cannot accomplish it because as they are very insignif
icant and lost amid the crowd, they cannot see and do not know where to find one 
another. A newspaper then takes up the notion or the feeling that had occurred 
simultaneously, but singly, to each of them. All are then immediately guided towards 
this beacon; and these wandering minds, which had long sought each other in 
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darkness, at length meet and unite. The newspaper brought them together, and the 
newspaper is still necessary to keep them united. 

In order that an association among a democratic people should have any power, 
it must be a numerous body. The persons of whom it is composed are therefore 
scattered over a wide extent, and each of them is detained in the place of his domi
cile by the narrowness of his income or by the small unremitting exertions by which 
he earns it. Means must then be found to converse every day without seeing one 
another, and to take steps in common without having met. Thus hardly any demo
cratic association can do without newspapers. 

Consequently, there is a necessary connection between public associations and 
newspapers: newspapers make associations, and associations make newspapers; and 
if it has been correctly advanced that associations will increase in number as the 
conditions of men become more equal, it is not less certain that the number o f news
papers increases in proportion to that of associations. Thus it is in America that we 
find at the same time the greatest number of associations and of newspapers. 

This connection between the number of newspapers and that of associations leads 
us to the discovery of a further connection between the state of the periodical press 
and the form of the administration in a country, and shows that the number of 
newspapers must diminish or increase among a democratic people in proportion as 
its administration is more or less centralized. For among democratic nations the 
exercise of local powers cannot be entrusted to the principal members of the com
munity as in aristocracies. Those powers must be either abolished or placed in the 
hands o f very large numbers o f men, who then in fact constitute an association per
manently established by law for the purpose of administering the affairs of a certain 
extent o f territory; and they require a journal to bring to them every day, in the 
midst of their own minor concerns, some intelligence of the state of their public 
weal. The more numerous local powers are, the greater is the number of men in 
whom they are vested by law; and as this want is hourly felt, the more profusely 
do newspapers abound. 

The extraordinary subdivision of administrative power has much more to do with 
the enormous number of American newspapers than the great political freedom of 
the country and absolute liberty of the press. If all the inhabitants of the Union had 
the suffrage, but a suffrage which should extend only to the choice of their legisla
tors in Congress, they would require but few newspapers, because they would have 
to act together only on very important, but very rare, occasions. But within the great 
national association lesser associations have been established by law in every county, 
every city, and indeed in every village, for the purposes of local administration. The 
laws of the country thus compel every American to co-operate every day of his life 
with some of his fellow citizens for a common purpose, and each one o f them 
requires a newspaper to inform him what all the others are doing. 

I am of the opinion that a democratic people without any national representa
tive assemblies but with a great number of small local powers would have in the 
end more newspapers than another people governed by a centralized administra
tion and an elective legislature. What best explains to me the enormous circulation 
of the daily press in the United States is that among the Americans I find the utmost 
national freedom combined with local freedom o f every kind. 
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There is a prevailing opinion in France and England that the circulation of news
papers would be indefinitely increased by removing the taxes which have been laid 
upon the press. This is a very exaggerated estimate of the effects of such a reform. 
Newspapers increase in numbers, not according to their cheapness, but according 
to the more or less frequent want which a great number o f men may feel for inter
communicat ion and combinat ion. 

In like manner I should attribute the increasing influence of the daily press to 
causes more general than those by which it is commonly explained. A newspaper 
can survive only on the condition of publishing sentiments or principles common 
to a large number of men. A newspaper, therefore, always represents an association 
that is composed o f its habitual readers. This association may be more or less 
defined, more or less restricted, more or less numerous; but the fact that the news
paper keeps alive is a proof that at least the germ of such an association exists in 
the minds of its readers. 

This leads me to a last reflection, with which I shall conclude this chapter. T h e 
more equal the conditions o f men become and the less strong men individually are, 
the more easily they give way to the current of the multitude and the more difficult 
it is for them to adhere by themselves to an opinion which the multitude discard. 
A newspaper represents an association; it may be said to address each o f its readers 
in the name of all the others and to exert its influence over them in proport ion to 
their individual weakness. The power of the newspaper press must therefore increase 
as the social conditions o f men became more equal. 

Relation of Civil to Political Associations 

There is only one country on the face of the earth where the citizens enjoy 
unlimited freedom of association for political purposes. This same country is the 
only one in the world where the continual exercise o f the right o f association has 
been introduced into civil life and where all the advantages which civilization can 
confer are procured by means o f it. 

In all the countries where political associations are prohibited, civil associations 
are rare. It is hardly probable that this is the result o f accident, but the inference 
should rather be that there is a natural and perhaps a necessary connection between 
these two kinds o f associations. 

Certain men happen to have a common interest in some concern; either a com
mercial undertaking is to be managed, or some speculation in manufactures to be 
tried: they meet, they combine, and thus, by degrees, they become familiar with the 
principle of association. T h e greater the multiplicity of small affairs, the more do 
men, even without knowing it, acquire facility in prosecuting great undertakings in 
common. 

Civil associations, therefore, facilitate political association; but, on the other hand, 
political association singularly strengthens and improves associations for civil 
purposes. In civil life every man may, strictly speaking, fancy that he can provide for 
his own wants; in politics he can fancy no such thing. When a people, then, have 
any knowledge of public life, the notion of association and the wish to coalesce 
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present themselves every day to the minds of the whole community; whatever natural 
repugnance may restrain men from acting in concert, they will always be ready to 
combine for the sake of a party. Thus political life makes the love and practice of 
association more general; it imparts a desire of union and teaches the means of 
combination to numbers of men who otherwise would have always lived apart. 

Politics give birth not only to numerous associations, but to associations of great 
extent. In civil life it seldom happens that any one interest draws a very large number 
of men to act in concert; much skill is required to bring such an interest into exis
tence; but in politics opportunities present themselves every day. Now, it is solely 
in great associations that the general value of the principle of association is dis
played. Citizens who are individually powerless do not very clearly anticipate the 
strength that they may acquire by uniting together; it must be shown to them in 
order to be understood. Hence it is often easier to collect a multitude for a public 
purpose than a few persons; a thousand citizens do not see what interest they have 
in combining together; ten thousand will be perfectly aware of it. In politics men 
combine for great undertakings, and the use they make of the principle of associa
tion in important affairs practically teaches them that it is their interest to help one 
another in those of less moment. A political association draws a number o f indi
viduals at the same time out of their own circle; however they may be naturally 
kept asunder by age, mind, and fortune, it places them nearer together and brings 
them into contact . Once met, they can always meet again. 

Men can embark in few civil partnerships without risking a portion of their pos
sessions; this is the case with all manufacturing and trading companies. When men 
are as yet but little versed in the art of association and are unacquainted with its 
principal rules, they are afraid, when first they combine in this manner, o f buying 
their experience dear. They therefore prefer depriving themselves of a powerful 
instrument o f success to running the risks that attend the use o f it. They are less 
reluctant, however, to join political associations, which appear to them to be without 
danger because they risk no money in them. But they cannot belong to these asso
ciations for any length o f time without finding out how order is maintained among 
a large number of men and by what contrivance they are made to advance, 
harmoniously and methodically, to the same object. Thus they learn to surrender 
their own will to that of ail the rest and to make their own exertions subordinate 
to the common impulse, things which it is not less necessary to know in civil than 
in political associations. Political associations may therefore be considered as large 
free schools, where all the members of the community go to learn the general theory 
of association. 

But even if political association did not directly contribute to the progress of civil 
association, to destroy the former would be to impair the latter. When citizens can 
meet in public only for certain purposes, they regard such meetings as a strange pro
ceeding of rare occurrence, and they rarely think at all about it. When they are 
allowed to meet freely for all purposes, they ultimately look upon public associa
tion as the universal, or in a manner the sole, means that men can employ to accom
plish the different purposes they may have in view. Every new want instantly revives 
the notion. The art of association then becomes, as I have said before, the mother 
of action, studied and applied by all. 
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When some kinds of associations are prohibited and others allowed, it is diffi
cult to distinguish the former from the latter beforehand. In this state of doubt men 
abstain from them altogether, and a sort of public opinion passes current which 
tends to cause any association whatsoever to be regarded as a bold and almost an 
illicit enterprise. 

It is therefore chimerical to suppose that the spirit of associations, when it is 
repressed on some one point, will nevertheless display the same vigor on all others; 
and that if men be allowed to prosecute certain undertakings in common, that is 
quite enough for them eagerly to set about them. When the members of a commu
nity are allowed and accustomed to combine for all purposes, they will combine as 
readily for the lesser as for the more important ones; but if they are allowed to 
combine only for small affairs, they will be neither inclined nor able to effect it. It 
is in vain that you will leave them entirely free to prosecute their business on joint-
stock account: they will hardly care to avail themselves o f the rights you have 
granted to them; and after having exhausted your strength in vain efforts to put 
down prohibited associations, you will be surprised that you cannot persuade men 
to form the associations you encourage. 

I do not say that there can be no civil associations in a country where political 
association is prohibited, for men can never live in society without embarking 
in some common undertakings; but I maintain that in such a country civil 
associations will always be few in number, feebly planned, unskillfully managed, 
that they will never form any vast designs, or that they will fail in the execution 
of them. 

This naturally leads me to think that freedom of association in political matters 
is not so dangerous to public tranquillity .as is supposed, and that possibly, after 
having agitated society for some time, it may strengthen the state in the end. In 
democratic countries political associations are, so to speak, the only powerful 
persons who aspire to rule the state. Accordingly, the governments of our time look 
upon associations of this kind just as sovereigns in the Middle Ages regarded the 
great vassals of the crown: they entertain a sort o f instinctive abhorrence of them 
and combat them on all occasions. They bear a natural goodwill to civil associa
tions, on the contrary, because they readily discover that instead o f directing the 
minds of the community to public affairs these institutions serve to divert them from 
such reflections, and that, by engaging them more and more in the pursuit of objects 
which cannot be attained without public tranquillity, they deter them from revolu
tions. But these governments do not attend to the fact that political associations 
tend amazingly to multiply and facilitate those of a civil character, and that in avoid
ing a dangerous evil they deprive themselves of an efficacious remedy. 

When you see the Americans freely and constantly forming associations for the 
purpose o f promoting some political principle, of raising one man to the head of 
affairs, or of wresting power from another, you have some difficulty in under
standing how men so independent do not constantly fall into the abuse o f freedom. 
If, on the other hand, you survey the infinite number o f trading companies in oper
ation in the United States, and perceive that the Americans are on every side unceas
ingly engaged in the execution of important and difficult plans, which the slightest 
revolution would throw into confusion, you will readily comprehend why people 
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so well employed are by no means tempted to perturb the state or to destroy that 
public tranquillity by which they all profit. 

Is it enough to observe these things separately, or should we not discover the 
hidden tie that connects them? In their political associations the Americans, of all 
conditions, minds, and ages, daily acquire a general taste for association and grow 
accustomed to the use of it. There they meet together in large numbers, they 
converse, they listen to one another, and they are mutually stimulated to all sorts 
o f undertaking. They afterwards transfer to civil life the notions they have thus 
acquired and make them subservient to a thousand purposes. Thus it is by the enjoy
ment of a dangerous freedom that the Americans learn the art of rendering the 
dangers o f freedom less formidable. 

If a certain moment in the existence of a nation is selected, it is easy to prove 
that political associations perturb the state and paralyze productive industry; but 
take, the whole life o f a people, and it may perhaps be easy to demonstrate that 
freedom of association in political matters is favorable to the prosperity and even 
to the tranquillity o f the community. 

I said in the former part o f this work: "The unrestrained liberty o f political asso
ciation cannot be entirely assimilated to the liberty of the press. The one is at the 
same time less necessary and more dangerous than the other. A nation may confine 
it within certain limits without ceasing to be mistress of itself, and it may some
times be obliged to do so in order to maintain its own authority." And further on 
I added: "I t cannot be denied that the unrestrained liberty of association for politi
cal purposes is the last degree of liberty which a people is fit for. I f it does not throw 
them into anarchy, it perpetually brings them, as it were, to the verge of it ." Thus 
I do not think that a nation is always at liberty to invest its citizens with an absolute 
right of association for political purposes; and I doubt whether, in any country or 
in any age, it is wise to set no limits to freedom of association. 

A certain nation, it is said, could not maintain tranquillity in the community, 
cause the laws to be respected, or establish a lasting government if the right of asso
ciation were not confined within narrow limits. These blessings are doubtless invalu
able, and I can imagine that to acquire or to preserve them a nation may impose 
upon itself severe temporary restrictions: but still it is well that the nation should 
know at what price these blessings are purchased. I can understand that it may be 
advisable to cut off a man's arm in order to save his life, but it would be ridiculous 
to assert that he will be as dexterous as he was before he lost it. 

How the Americans Combat Individualism by the Principle of Self-
interest Rightly Understood 

When the world was managed by a few rich and powerful individuals, these persons 
loved to entertain a lofty idea of the duties of man. They were fond of professing 
that it is praiseworthy to forget oneself and that good should be done without hope 
of reward, as it is by the Deity himself. Such were the standard opinions of that 
time in morals. 
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I doubt whether men were more virtuous in aristocratic ages than in others, but 
they were incessantly talking of the beauties of virtue, and its utility was only studied 
in secret. But since the imagination takes less lofty flights, and every man's thoughts 
are centered in himself, moralists are alarmed by this idea of self-sacrifice and they 
no longer venture to present it to the human mind. They therefore content them
selves with inquiring whether the personal advantage o f each member of the 
community does not consist in working for the good of all; and when they have hit 
upon some point on which private interest and public interest meet and amalga
mate, they are eager to bring it into notice. Observations o f this kind are gradually 
multiplied; what was only a single remark becomes a general principle, and it is 
held as a truth that man serves himself in serving his fellow creatures and that his 
private interest is to do good. 

I have already shown, in several parts of this work, by what means the inhabi
tants o f the United States almost always manage to combine their own advantage 
with that of their fellow citizens; my present purpose is to point out the general rule 
that enables them to do so. In the United States hardly anybody talks o f the beauty 
o f virtue, but they maintain that virtue is useful and prove it every day. The Ameri
can moralists do not profess that men ought to sacrifice themselves for their fellow 
creatures because it is noble to make such sacrifices, but they boldly aver that such 
sacrifices are as necessary to him who imposes them upon himself as to him for 
whose sake they are made. 

They have found out that, in their country and their age, man is brought home 
to himself by an irresistible force; and, losing all hope of stopping that force, they 
turn all their thoughts to the direction o f it. They therefore do not deny that every 
man may follow his own interest, but they endeavor to prove that it is the interest 
of every man to be virtuous. I shall not here enter into the reasons they allege, which 
would divert me from my subject; suffice it to say that they have convinced their 
fellow countrymen. 

Montaigne said long ago: "Were I not to follow the straight road for its straight-
ness, I should follow it for having found by experience that in the end it is 
commonly the happiest and most useful t rack." The doctrine of interest rightly 
understood is not then new, but among the Americans of our time it finds univer
sal acceptance; it has become popular there; you may trace it at the bot tom o f all 
their actions, you will remark it in all they say. It is as often asserted by the poor 
man as by the rich. In Europe the principle of interest is much grosser than it is in 
America, but it is also less common and especially it is less avowed; among us, men 
still constantly feign great abnegation which they no longer feel. 

The Americans, on the other hand, are fond of explaining almost all the actions 
of their lives by the principle of self-interest rightly understood; they show with 
complacency how an enlightened regard for themselves constantly prompts them to 
assist one another and inclines them willingly to sacrifice a portion o f their time and 
property to the welfare of the state. In this respect I think they frequently fail to do 
themselves justice; for in the United States as well as elsewhere people are some
times seen to give way to those disinterested and spontaneous impulses that are 
natural to man; but the Americans seldom admit that they yield to emotions of this 
kind; they are more anxious to do honor to their philosophy than to themselves. 
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I might here pause without attempting to pass a judgment on what I have 
described. The extreme difficulty o f the subject would be my excuse, but I shall not 
avail myself of it; and I had rather that my readers, clearly perceiving my object, 
would refuse to follow me than that I should leave them in suspense. 

The principle of self-interest rightly understood is not a lofty one, but it is clear 
and sure. It does not aim at mighty objects, but it attains without excessive exer
tion all those at which it aims. As it lies within the reach of all capacities, everyone 
can without difficulty learn and retain it. By its admirable conformity to human 
weaknesses it easily obtains great dominion; nor is that dominion precarious, since 
the principle checks one personal interest by another, and uses, to direct the pas
sions, the very same instrument that excites them. 

The principle of self-interest rightly understood produces no great acts of self-
sacrifice, but it suggests daily small acts of self-denial. By itself it cannot suffice to 
make a man virtuous; but it disciplines a number of persons in habits o f regularity, 
temperance, moderation, foresight, self-command; and if it does not lead men 
straight to virtue by the will, it gradually draws them in that direction by their 
habits. If the principle of interest rightly understood were to sway the whole moral 
world, extraordinary virtues would doubtless be more rare; but I think that gross 
depravity would then also be less common. The principle of interest rightly under
stood perhaps prevents men from rising far above the level of mankind, but a great 
number of other men, who were falling far below it, are caught and restrained 
by it. Observe some few individuals, they are lowered by it; survey mankind, they 
are raised. 

I am not afraid to say that the principle of self-interest rightly understood 
appears to me the best suited o f all philosophical theories to the wants o f the 
men o f our time, and that I regard it as their chief remaining security against 
themselves. Towards it, therefore, the minds of the moralists of our age should turn; 
even should they judge it to be incomplete, it must nevertheless be adopted as 
necessary. 

I do not think, on the whole, that there is more selfishness among us than in 
America; the only difference is that there it is enlightened, here it is not. Each Ameri
can knows when to sacrifice some of his private interests to save the rest; we want 
to save everything, and often we lose it all. Everybody I see about me seems bent 
on teaching his contemporaries, by precept and example, that what is useful is never 
wrong. Will nobody undertake to make them understand how what is right may be 
useful? 

N o power on earth can prevent the increasing equality of conditions from inclin
ing the human mind to seek out what is useful or from leading every member of 
the community to be wrapped up in himself. It must therefore be expected that per
sonal interest will become more than ever the principal if not the sole spring of 
men's actions; but it remains to be seen how each man will understand his personal 
interest. I f the members of a community, as they become more equal, become more 
ignorant and coarse, it is difficult to foresee to what pitch of stupid excesses their 
selfishness may lead them; and no one can foretell into what disgrace and wretched
ness they would plunge themselves lest they should have to sacrifice something of 
their own well-being to the prosperity o f their fellow creatures. 
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I do not think that the system of self-interest as it is professed in America is in 
all its parts self-evident, but it contains a great number of truths so evident that 
men, if they are only educated, cannot fail to see them. Educate, then, at any rate, 
for the age o f implicit self-sacrifice and instinctive virtues is already flitting far away 
from us, and the time is fast approaching when freedom, public peace, and social 
order itself will not be able to exist without education. 

That the Americans Apply the Principle of Self-interest Rightly 
Understood to Religious Matters 

If the principle of self-interest rightly understood had nothing but the present world 
in view, it would be very insufficient, for there are many sacrifices that can find their 
recompense only in another; and whatever ingenuity may be put forth to demon
strate the utility of virtue, it will never be an easy task to make that man live aright 
who has no thought of dying. 

It is therefore necessary to ascertain whether the principle o f self-interest rightly 
understood can be easily reconciled with religious belief. The philosophers who 
inculcate this system o f morals tell men that to be happy in this life they must watch 
their own passions and steadily control their excess; that lasting happiness can be 
secured only by renouncing a thousand transient gratifications; and that a man must 
perpetually triumph over himself in order to secure his own advantage. The founders 
of almost all religions have held to the same language. The track they point out to 
man is the same, only the goal is more remote; instead of placing in this world the 
reward of the sacrifices they impose, they transport it to another. 

Nevertheless, I cannot believe that all those who practice virtue from religious 
motives are actuated only by the hope of a recompense. I have known zealous Chris
tians who constantly forgot themselves to work with greater ardor for the happi
ness o f their fellow men, and I have heard them declare that all they did was only 
to earn the blessings o f a future state. I cannot but think that they deceive them
selves; I respect them too much to believe them. 

Christianity, indeed, teaches that a man must prefer his neighbor to himself in 
order to gain eternal life; but Christianity also teaches that men ought to benefit 
their fellow creatures for the love o f God. A sublime expression! M a n searches by 
his intellect into the divine conception and sees that order is the purpose of God; 
he freely gives his own efforts to aid in prosecuting this great design and, while he 
sacrifices his personal interests to this consummate order of all created things, 
expects no other recompense than the pleasure o f contemplating it. 

I do not believe that self-interest is the sole motive o f religious men, but I believe 
that self-interest is the principal means that religions themselves employ to govern 
men, and I do not question that in this way they strike the multitude and become 
popular. I do not see clearly why the principle of interest rightly understood should 
undermine the religious opinions of men; it seems to me more easy to show why it 
should strengthen them. Let it be supposed that in order to attain happiness in this 
world, a man combats his instincts on ail occasions and deliberately calculates every 
action o f his life; that instead of yielding blindly to the impetuosity of first desires, 
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he has learned the art of resisting them, and that he has accustomed himself to sac
rifice without an effort the pleasure of a moment to the lasting interest of his whole 
life. If such a man believes in the religion that he professes, it will cost him but little 
to submit to the restrictions it may impose. Reason herself counsels him to obey, 
and habit has prepared him to endure these limitations. If he should have conceived 
any doubts as to the object of his hopes, still he will not easily allow himself to be 
stopped by them; and he will decide that it is wise to risk some of the advantages 
of this world in order to preserve his rights to the great inheritance promised him 
in another. "To be mistaken in believing that the Christian religion is true," says 
Pascal, "is no great loss to anyone; but how dreadful to be mistaken in believing it 
to be false!" 

The Americans do not affect a brutal indifference to a future state; they affect 
no puerile pride in despising perils that they hope to escape from. They therefore 
profess their religion without shame and without weakness; but even in their zeal 
there generally is something so indescribably tranquil, methodical, and deliberate 
that it would seem as if the head far more than the heart brought them to the foot 
of the altar. 

Not only do the Americans follow their religion from interest, but they often 
place in this world the interest that makes them follow it. In the Middle Ages the 
clergy spoke of nothing but a future state; they hardly cared to prove that a sincere 
Christian may be a happy man here below. But the American preachers are con
stantly referring to the earth, and it is only with great difficulty that they can divert 
their attention from it. To touch their congregations, they always show them how 
favorable religious opinions are to freedom and public tranquillity; and it is often 
difficult to ascertain from their discourses whether the principal object of religion 
is to procure eternal felicity in the other world or prosperity in this. 
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The Sociological Theory of Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels 



i 



Although he is usually regarded as one of the "founding fathers" of modern 
sociology, Karl M a r x ( 1 8 1 8 - 8 3 ) was not a conventional academic. Nor was 
he directly a part of the nascent field of sociology in his day. Instead, M a r x 
was trained as a philosopher and became a political economist, journalist, 
social critic, and political agitator. His importance to sociology lies in the way 
that his work brought a theoretical focus to empirical social analysis and 
because of its political and social implications. M a r x provides a way to understand 
the connection between the economic relationships among people and the 
broad patterns of social order that emerge from them in specific eras ~~ an 
argument known as "historical materialism." In developing historical materialism, 
M a r x and his col laborator Friedrich Engels ( 1 8 2 0 - 9 5 ) laid the foundation of 
what was to become a broad school of sociology. Today, M a r x continues to 
fascinate not only because of his brilliance as a philosopher and pioneering 
social scientist, but because he represents the epitome of the scholar-activist 
who, to paraphrase Marx ' s Theses on Feuerbach, is not content with criticizing 
the world but wants to change it. 

Marx's Life and Intellectual Outlook 

M a r x was born in Trier, a small city in western Germany. A child o f a prosperous 
family, he attended university (first in Bonn, and then in Berlin) in order to study 
law. M a r x soon shifted his interest to philosophy, eventually earning a doctorate 
at Jena . After abandoning a university career, M a r x became a political journalist 
and a member of radical philosophical circles. In 1 8 4 2 , he met Engels, his life
long friend, collaborator, and benefactor. Owing to press censorship and political 
repression in the Prussian dominions, M a r x , now married, moved to Paris. 
There he met many important literary and political figures o f his day. His 
radical writings led to a charge of high treason by the Prussian government in 
1 8 4 4 . In 1 8 4 5 , under Prussian pressure, the French government banished 
M a r x from Paris and he moved to Brussels, then briefly to Cologne during a 
period of revolutionary upheaval. M a r x finally settled in London in 1 8 4 9 , 
where he was to spend the rest of his life. Throughout his career M a r x was 
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strenuously engaged both in the development of his theoretical system and as a jour
nalist and socialist activist. 

Early on, M a r x rejected the idea that liberal reform, that is, gradual emancipa
tion and extension of political rights in a democratizing state, would be enough 
to redress the social crisis and gross inequalities of the nascent capitalist system. 
For M a r x , the mistake of liberal theory was that it assumed that a particular 
class - the bourgeoisie - would seize power and then extend rights to the rest 
of society. This was a mistake because it missed the real material foundation 
of "bourgeois" (liberal) democracy, which depends on the possession o f rights 
that reside only in property. Where slavery was abolished workers were formally 
free under the law yet for M a r x this was an empty reality so long as real 
power flowed from economic possession. While M a r x advocated the extension 
o f suffrage and other democratic rights, these were not the goals o f political 
struggle, only a means by which a revolutionary transformation o f society might be 
achieved. 

Alongside Engels, M a r x became involved in an organization known as the 
Communist League, which advocated radical socialism. In February 1 8 4 8 , 
M a r x and Engels published the Manifesto of the Communist Party, a call to 
arms for a great working-class social revolution and one o f the most important 
political and social tracts ever written. Alongside stirring polemics, the Manifesto 
sketched out a philosophy o f world history as the struggle between contending 
social classes. This class struggle could only be resolved through putting an 
end to the alienation between people created by the institution of private 
property. The manifesto was well-timed. Revolutionary insurrections growing 
out of economic crisis and social unrest took place in France in February 
1 8 4 8 and in Germany and other central European countries in the following 
months. M a r x and Engels returned briefly to Germany, editing a radical 
newspaper. 

Marx ' s move to England followed the collapse of the unrest and the triumph 
o f reactionary forces across Europe. M a r x now began to devote more of his 
energy to the study of economics, spending long hours in the public reading 
room of the British Museum. M a r x supported himself through the contributions 
o f wealthy benefactors and through work as a contributor to many newspapers 
and journals, including the New York Daily Tribune. M a n y of Marx ' s journalistic 
works are recognized as masterpieces of political analysis and social history and 
are very revealing concerning the empirical implications o f his theories. In 
1 8 6 4 , M a r x helped to found the first international socialist organization, the 
International Working Men's Association, in London. In 1 8 6 7 , M a r x published the 
first volume of his masterpiece, Capital, which he intended as a radical critique o f 
the science of economics and of the material basis of bourgeois society. In the 
following years, he labored on a second and third volume (which remained 
uncompleted) and remained an active force in steering the political affairs of 
the international socialist movement with his written commentaries and public 
addresses. In 1 8 8 3 , M a r x died in impoverished circumstances and was buried mod
estly in London. Engeis took up his mantle as the leading socialist intellectual for 
the next decade. 
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Marx's Philosophy and Social Thought 

Marx ' s philosophical system was primarily influenced by the work of the eminent 
philosopher G. W. R Hegel and his followers, but also by his reading of classical 
economists like Adam Smith and David Ricardo. Marx ' s thought had a more prac
tical and empirically engaged dimension than did Hegel's. This can be seen in Marx ' s 
fertile critique of the early science of economics, which provided the core themes of 
his sociological thought. M a r x strongly objected to the abstract and ideal concep
tion of the world represented by Hegel's philosophy. Hegel's discussion of "spirit" 
as the force driving the history of the world was for M a r x a mystification o f the 
actual force in world history: an active humanity making and unmaking the mate
rial world. M a r x also rejected Hegel's claims about the role of the state; rather than 
"civil society" growing from a law-giving state, the state crystallized the prevailing 
patterns of social domination. 

Marx ' s rejection of idealism and his materialist analysis of culture and social insti
tutions have radical implications for how we understand knowledge. Humanity's 
objective economic activity becomes the base upon which ideas and institutions are 
constructed. As a result, ideas can only be understood in direct relation to the social 
context within which they were born. In The German Ideology (with Engels, 
1 8 4 5 - 6 ) , excerpted in this volume, M a r x noted, "The production o f ideas, of con
ceptions, of consciousness, is directly interwoven with material activity and mater
ial intercourse of men and appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material 
behavior." In other words, it is not ideas that determine the shape of human insti
tutions, but rather the prevailing material relations that give rise to institutions. 
M a r x called this "turning Hegel over on his head." 

Nevertheless, M a r x adopted much from the method, if not the content, of Hegel's 
philosophy, especially the dialectical mode of logic. Simply put, "dialectic" refers to 
a process of change where the contradictions contained in a given idea or institu
tion reveal themselves historically, eventually producing conflicts that negate the pre
vious idea or institution. Where Hegel focused on the dialectical relation of ideas, 
M a r x focused on the social relations in the material world, analyzing the way that 
opposing forces produce contradiction, conflict, and revolutionary transformation. 
So, for example, in his essay " O n Strikes" from The Poverty of Philosophy 
( 1 8 4 6 - 7 ) , M a r x argues that increasing exploitation of workers by the capitalists 
may have the consequence of causing workers to become more militant. In the face 
of this militancy, the capitalists may become more exploitative and repressive 
in order to crush their resistance. This may inadvertently radicalize workers into a 
revolutionary class as they come to realize that only a complete transformation o f 
existing conditions can be their salvation. 

M a r x employed criticism that he called "radical negation of social reality" in his 
social analysis. For example, M a r x provides a searing critique of calls for state-led 
development as an alternative to market forces and proclaims the proletariat the 
social force destined to negate the existing order and replace it with another. For 
the purpose of social critique is to measure society's claims about itself against 
the reality o f its operations. This focus is apparent in Engels' early classic, The 
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Condition of the Working Class in England in 1.844, a critique based on an empir
ical survey of social conditions designed to discredit the idealized claims of the pro
ponents of capitalist development. 

M a r x is rightly famous as a pioneer of social history. Hegel had remarked, 
"Periods of bliss are history's blank pages." As is dazzlingly presented in his 
celebrated essay The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte ( 1 8 5 2 ) , excerpted 
below, M a r x understood processes of social change in terms of the clash of oppos
ing interests and the material forces that determine them. Although exploitation and 
domination were apparent throughout human history, hope was not lost. M a r x 
regarded capitalism as a system of what Joseph Shumpeter later called creative 
destruction, a force that provokes epochal social change. In the Communist Mani
festo ( 1 8 4 8 ) , excerpted in this volume, M a r x and Engels reveal how the forces of 
production unleashed by capitalism were sweeping away the old world while a new 
one was still in the making. M a r x and Engels observed that in the modern world 
"Everything solid melts into air"; old ways of life, beliefs, and institutions are dis
solving under the pressure o f material transformation. Marx ' s analysis of capitalist 
production led him to conclude that the system was inherently unstable, destruc
tive, and exploitative. Yet, in view of the technological achievements and scientific 
spirit of the industrial revolution, industrial capitalism was also opening the door 
for a new era o f humankind. Capitalism would become an obstacle to human 
progress. But the industrial technology and the productivity unleashed by capital
ism could free humankind from the shackles of subsistence and ignorance. 

Marx ' s vision was a global one. In the Manifesto, M a r x and Engels claimed that 
advances in technology and navigation allowed European merchants and bankers 
to accumulate wealth through colonial exploitation and thereby launch the capi
talist revolution. In the restless search for raw materials and markets for industrial 
goods, Western capitalists were bringing the globe together into a single world 
economy. Societies in the non-Western world would ultimately have to emulate and 
adopt the capitalist system or else perish in competition with it. In his essay, "The 
Future Results of British Rule in India" ( 1 8 5 3 ) , M a r x argued that imperialism would 
introduce the modern era into societies mired in backwardness and superstition. 
Imperialism's "double mission" would be to destroy the "old Asiatic society" and 
regenerate it by laying the material foundations for the industrial revolution. Even
tually, industrial revolutions followed by worldwide socialist revolution would 
achieve universal enlightenment and prosperity and liberate workers and colonized 
peoples from the capitalist ruling class. T h a t new world order would remake human
ity through the universal diffusion of advanced industry and socialism. 

M a r x broke with the economists by arguing for what we might see today as soci
ology of economic relations. M a r x tried to reveal in his posthumously published 
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, excerpted in this volume, that the 
cause of human conflict was material dispossession. M a r x argued that the founda
tion of society was humankind's joint involvement in free, productive, and creative 
work. However, for M a r x the history o f civilization revealed coerced labor, politi
cal domination, and the dispossession o f the product of labor from its producers. 
In modern times creative work had become wage labor, the motives for which did 
not speak to the creative capacity that is essential to what it means to be human. 
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Driven by greed and need, work under the conditions of the capitalist division of 
labor contradicted human nature. 

Capital ( 1 8 6 7 ) was Marx ' s monumental effort to lay out a systematic theory of 
the capitalist economy, its genesis and its tendency toward terminal crisis. In it, 
M a r x further elaborated the argument he had made in "Wage-Labour and Capital" 
( 1 8 4 9 ) , excerpted in this volume, to demonstrate that the root of all profit in cap
italism can be traced to the extraction o f surplus value from human labor. As com
petition increases, the owners of capital are compelled by falling profit margins to 
attempt to increase the exploitation o f workers and concentrate capital in ever-fewer 
hands. Capitalists oversupply the market with commodities for which there are 
insufficient buyers. A cycle of boom and bust results and industrial depressions 
become ever more frequent and destructive occurrences. The scale o f production 
increases and workers are herded together into factories and industrial cities where 
they begin to see themselves as members of the same social class with the same 
objective interests. In time, they reject their increasing misery, band together as a 
political force and overturn the capitalist system. In the place of private ownership, 
social ownership of capital is introduced. Gradually, the need for a coercive admini
stration of economy and society vanishes as solidarity and cooperation replace 
estrangement and competition. 

M a r x suggested that the capitalist system is so riddled with structural contra
dictions and contending interests, and the growing solidarity o f the working classes 
so increasingly evident, that a final crisis of capitalism and the great proletarian rev
olution was practically inevitable. M a r x envisioned the resulting social revolution 
as an opportunity to make the Enlightenment dream of "positive humanism" a 
reality. In the new world o f the future, human beings would become conscious pro
ducers and be free to engage in creative pursuits beyond the coercive dictates o f the 
labor market. And once the estrangement of humankind was eliminated, there 
would no longer be a need for a state whose real purpose was the enforcement of 
alienation. Marx ' s utopianism was thus meant not merely as a social scientific 
response to the irrationalities o f capitalist society, but also as a moral vision o f 
human emancipation and self-realization. 

Marx's Legacy 

Marx 's thought is grounded in material facts and inspired by the effort to apply sci
entific reason in the analysis of social life. It identifies social mechanisms that explain 
alienation, exploitation, and social transformation. In contrast to many social 
philosophies, Marx ' s theories yield testable propositions that allow rigorous evalua
tion and even falsification. Marx ' s influence can be clearly observed in a number 
of sociological traditions. M a x Weber, in particular, was impressed by Marx ' s 
thought and saw much of his own work as inspired by his effort to complement or 
repudiate it (see Part IV) . 

Despite his contribution to empirical social science, it is only by considering the 
ethical appeal o f Marx ' s thought that we can understand why it inspired not 
only a school of sociological and historical analysis, but also the modern socialist 
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movement. M a r x offered a way to understand society framed in a morally empow
ering language o f critique that savaged the half-hearted and incremental reforms 
that were endorsed by many in Western societies and unflinchingly took the side of 
the oppressed. Indeed, many theorists were inspired by both the analytical and 
ethical dimensions o f Marx ' s thought, including the Critical Theory of the Frank
furt School (see Part VI) and contemporary theorists such as jurgen Habermas , 
Anthony Giddens, Michel Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu (see the companion 
volume, Contemporary Sociological Theory). 

In both its brilliance and its menace Marx ' s thought represents a thorough indict
ment of capitalist modernity - the only theoretical system to offer such a complete 
repudiation of existing society and a radical call to arms. Over the century and a 
half since M a r x began his work, his radical critique of industrial capitalism and his 
indictment of exploitation have had enormous resonance, both for good and for ill. 
Workers, women, colonized peoples, and other marginalized and dispossessed 
groups have seen in Marx ' s theory a diagnosis of their oppression and a set of con
ceptual weapons in their struggles. At the same time, however, for much of the twen
tieth century Marx ' s thought was also used to promote dogmatism, intolerance, and 
a dangerous strain o f utopianism in which radical ends were thought to justify any 
ghastly means that might be used to achieve them. M a r x i s m became a rigid and 
confining ideology that at its worst justified the reign of tyrants and murder and 
incarceration on a mass scale against those deemed obstacles to the final triumph 
of the revolution. 

In contemporary social science Marx ' s concepts are of continuing relevance, even 
if many o f the specific propositions and predictions of M a r x and his followers have 
proven mistaken. Few today would argue that the capitalist system is so inherently 
flawed that it must collapse. Mos t would agree that profits are generated not only 
by extracting labor power, but also by innovation and investment in technology and 
human capital. In most successfully industrialized nations around the world working 
people are not worse off, as M a r x predicted, but substantially better off than they 
were before market economies were instituted. Rather than the working class 
growing ever larger and more militant, in most developed societies the industrial 
"proletariat" is an ever-smaller fraction of the workforce as the service sector grows 
and new information technology industries expand. Moreover, contrary to Marx ' s 
prediction, the ownership of capital, though unequal, remains relatively diffuse. As 
personal investment becomes common, the meaning of "ownership" o f productive 
means is no longer so clear. And although M a r x rejected the possibility of liberal 
reform, labor and civil rights movements did succeed in improving living standards 
and democratic rights in many societies without overturning the system. In those 
societies in which Marxis ts seized power and instituted socialist revolutions history 
has provided dramatic evidence of titanic cruelty, poverty, mismanagement, and 
political despotism rather than human welfare and emancipation. Marx i s t regimes 
in most instances proved corrupt and grossly inefficient in their exploitat ion of 
human and material resources. 

And yet Marx ' s ideas are not entirely discredited. Alienation is still felt, economic 
exploitation remains a fact, and democratic societies struggle with inequality and 
social conflict. Many workers would understand and agree with M a r x ' s comment 
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that in their work - which should be a satisfying and creative experience - they are 
often treated like expendable commodities. Contemporary experiences o f the strains 
of economic globalization, the outsized and unseemly role played by consumption 
in many societies, and the persistence of inequality and social conflict continue to 
provide fertile ground for Marx ian analysis. 
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Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 

Hitherto men have constantly made up for themselves false conceptions about them
selves, about what they are and what they ought to be. They have arranged their 
relationships according to their ideas of God, o f normal man, etc. The phantoms 
o f their brains have got out o f their hands. They, the creators, have bowed down 
before their creations. Let us liberate them from the chimeras, the ideas, dogmas, 
imaginary beings under the yoke of which they are pining away. Let us revolt against 
the rule of thoughts. Let us teach men, says one, to exchange these imaginations for 
thoughts which correspond to the essence of man; says the second, to take up a 
critical attitude to them; says the third, to knock them out of their heads; and -
existing reality will collapse. 

First Premises of Materialist Method 

The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real 
premises from which abstraction can only be made in the imagination. They are the 
real individuals, their activity and the material conditions under which they live, 
both those which they find already existing and those produced by their activity. 
These premises can thus be verified in a purely empirical way. 

The first premise of all human history is, of course, the existence of living human 
individuals. Thus the first fact to be established is the physical organisation o f these 
individuals and their consequent relation to the rest of nature. O f course, we cannot 
here go either into the actual physical nature of man, or into the natural conditions 
in which man finds himself - geological, oreohydrographical, climatic and so on. 
The writing of history must always set out from these natural bases and their modi
fication in the course of history through the action of men. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, "The German Ideology," pp. 41 , 42 , 4 6 - 7 , 6 4 - 6 from Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, Part I, edited by C. j . Arthur (New York: 
International Publishers, 1996). Translation of Part I, Copyright © by International 
Publishers Co., Inc., 1947; revised translation of Part I, selections from Part II and III, and 
Supplementary Texts © by Lawrence & Wishart, 1970; Introduction by C. j . Arthur, 1970. 
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Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything 
else you like. They themselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon 
as they begin to produce their means of subsistence, a step which is conditioned by 
their physical organisation. By producing their means of subsistence men are indi
rectly producing their actual material life. 

The way in which men produce their means of subsistence depends first of all on 
the nature of the actual means of subsistence they find in existence and have to 
reproduce. This mode of production must not be considered simply as being the 
production of the physical existence of the individuals. Rather it is a definite form 
of activity o f these individuals, a definite form of expressing their life, a definite 
mode of life on their part. As individuals express their life, so they are. Wha t they 
are, therefore, coincides with their production, both with what they produce and 
with how they produce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material con
ditions determining their production. 

The fact is, therefore, that definite individuals who are productively active in a 
definite way enter into these definite social and political relations. Empirical obser
vation must in each separate instance bring out empirically, and without any mys
tification and speculation, the connection of the social and political structure with 
production. The social structure and the State are continually evolving out of the 
life-process of definite individuals, but of individuals, not as they may appear in 
their own or other people's imagination, but as they really are; i.e. as they operate, 
produce materially, and hence as they work under definite material limits, presup
positions and conditions independent of their will. 

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly inter
woven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language 
of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage 
as the direct efflux o f their material behaviour. The same applies to mental 
production as expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, 
metaphysics, etc. of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, 
etc. - real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their 
productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest 
forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the 
existence o f men is their actual life-process. If in all ideology men and their 
circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises 
just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion o f objects on the retina 
does from their physical life-process. 

Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas 

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which 
is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. 
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The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control 
at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally 
speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject 
to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant 
material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence 
of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of 
its dominance. The individuals composing the ruling class possess among other 
things consciousness, and therefore think. Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class 
and determine the extent and compass of an epoch, it is self-evident that they do 
this in its whole range, hence among other things rule also as thinkers, as produc
ers o f ideas, and regulate the production and distribution of the ideas o f their age: 
thus their ideas are the ruling ideas o f the epoch. For instance, in an age and in a 
country where royal power, aristocracy, and bourgeoisie are contending for mastery 
and where, therefore, mastery is shared, the doctrine of the separation of powers 
proves to be the dominant idea and is expressed as an "eternal law". 

The division o f labour . . . as one of the chief forces of history up till now, 
manifests itself also in the ruling class as the division of mental and material labour, 
so that inside this class one part appears as the thinkers of the class (its active, con-
ceptive ideologists, who make the perfecting of the illusion o f the class about itself 
their chief source of livelihood), while the others' attitude to these ideas and illu
sions is more passive and receptive, because they are in reality the active members 
o f this class and have less time to make up illusions and ideas about themselves. 
Within this class this cleavage can even develop into a certain opposition and hos
tility between the two parts, which, however, in the case o f a practical collision, in 
which the class itself is endangered, automatically comes to nothing, in which case 
there also vanishes the semblance that the ruling ideas were not the ideas of the 
ruling class and had a power distinct from the power of this class. T h e existence of 
revolutionary ideas in a particular period presupposes the existence of a revolu
tionary class; about the premises for the latter sufficient has already been said . . . 

If now in considering the course of history we detach the ideas of the ruling class 
from the ruling class itself and attribute to them an independent existence, if we 
confine ourselves to saying that these or those ideas were dominant at a given time, 
without bothering ourselves about the conditions of production and the producers 
of these ideas, if we thus ignore the individuals and world conditions which are the 
source of the ideas, we can say, for instance, that during the time that the aristo
cracy was dominant, the concepts honour, loyalty, etc. were dominant, during the 
dominance of the bourgeoisie the concepts freedom, equality, etc. The ruling class 
itself on the whole imagines this to be so. This conception of history, which is 
common to all historians, particularly since the eighteenth century, will necessarily 
come up against the phenomenon that increasingly abstract ideas hold sway, i.e. 
ideas which increasingly take on the form of universality. For each new class which 
puts itself in the place of one ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to carry 
through its aim, to represent its interest as the common interest o f all the members 
of society, that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form o f uni
versality, and represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones. T h e class 
making a revolution appears from the very start, if only because it is opposed to a 
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class, not as a class but as the representative of the whole of society; it appears as 
the whole mass of society confronting the one ruling class. It can do this because, 
to start with, its interest really is more connected with the common interest of all 
other non-ruling classes, because under the pressure of hitherto existing conditions 
its interest has not yet been able to develop as the particular interest of a particu
lar class. Its victory, therefore, benefits also many individuals of the other classes 
which are not winning a dominant position, but only insofar as it now puts these 
individuals in a position to raise themselves into the ruling class. When the French 
bourgeoisie overthrew the power o f the aristocracy, it thereby made it possible for 
many proletarians to raise themselves above the proletariat, but only insofar as they 
become bourgeois. Every new class, therefore, achieves its hegemony only on a 
broader basis than that o f the class ruling previously, whereas the opposition of the 
non-ruling class against the new ruling class later develops all the more sharply and 
profoundly. Both these things determine the fact that the struggle to be waged 
against this new ruling class, in its turn, aims at a more decided and radical nega
tion o f the previous conditions o f society than could all previous classes which 
sought to rule. 

This whole semblance, that the rule of a certain class is only the rule of certain 
ideas, comes to a natural end, of course, as soon as class rule in general ceases 
to be the form in which society is organised, that is to say, as soon as it is no 
longer necessary to represent a particular interest as general or the "general 
interest" as ruling. 



Karl Marx 

We have proceeded from the premises of political economy. We have accepted its 
language and its laws. We presupposed private property, the separation of labour, 
capital and land, and of wages, profit of capital and rent o f land - likewise division 
of labour, competit ion, the concept of exchange-value, etc. On the basis of politi
cal economy itself, in its own words, we have shown that the worker sinks to the 
level of a commodity and becomes indeed the most wretched of commodit ies; that 
the wretchedness of the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and magni
tude of his production; that the necessary result of competition is the accumulation 
of capital in a few hands, and thus the restoration of monopoly in a more terrible 
form; and that finally the distinction between capitalist and land rentier, like that 
between the tiller o f the soil and the factory worker, disappears and that the whole 
of society must fall apart into the two classes - the property owners and the prop-
ertyless workers. 

Political economy starts with the fact of private property; it does not explain 
it to us. It expresses in general, abstract formulas the material process through 
which private property actually passes, and these formulas it then takes for laws. 
It does not comprehend these laws, i.e., it does not demonstrate how they 
arise from the very nature of private property. Political economy throws no 
light on the cause o f the division between labour and capital, and between 
capital and land. When, for example, it defines the relationship of wages to 
profit, it takes the interest of the capitalists to be the ultimate cause, i.e., it 
takes for granted what it is supposed to explain. Similarly, competi t ion comes 
in everywhere. It is explained from external circumstances. As to how far these 
external and apparently accidental circumstances are but the expression of a 
necessary course of development, political economy teaches us nothing. We 
have seen how exchange itself appears to it as an accidental fact. The only 
wheels which political economy sets in motion are greed and the war amongst the 
greedy - competition. 

Karl Marx, "Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844," pp. 2 7 0 - 8 2 from Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, Volume 3 (New York: International Publishers, 1975). 
Copyright © 1975 by International Publishers Co., Inc. 
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Precisely because political economy does not grasp the way the movement is con
nected, it was possible to oppose, for instance, the doctrine of competition to the 
doctrine of monopoly, the doctrine of the freedom of the crafts to the doctrine of 
the guild, the doctrine of the division of landed property to the doctrine o f the big 
estate - for competit ion, freedom of the crafts and the division of landed property 
were explained and comprehended only as accidental, premeditated and violent con
sequences of monopoly, o f the guild system, and of feudal property, not as their nec
essary, inevitable and natural consequences. 

Now, therefore, we have to grasp the intrinsic connection between private prop
erty, avarice, the separation of labour, capital and landed property; the connection 
of exchange and competition, of value and the devaluation o f men, of monopoly 
and competit ion, etc. - we have to grasp this whole estrangement connected with 
the money system. 

D o not let us go back to a fictitious primordial condition as the political econo
mist does, when he tries to explain. Such a primordial condition explains nothing; 
it merely pushes the question away into a grey nebulous distance. The economist 
assumes in the form of a fact, of an event, what he is supposed to deduce - namely, 
the necessary relationship between two things - between, for example, division of 
labour and exchange. Thus the theologian explains the origin of evil by the fall of 
man; that is, he assumes as a fact, in historical form, what has to be explained. 

We proceed from an actual economic fact. 
The worker becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces, the more his 

production increases in power and size. The worker becomes an ever cheaper com
modity the more commodities he creates. 'The devaluation of the world of men is 
in direct proportion to the increasing value of the world of things. Labour produces 
not only commodities: it produces itself and the worker as a commodity - and this 
at the same rate at which it produces commodities in general. 

This fact expresses merely that the object which labour produces - labour's 
product - confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer. 
The product o f labour is labour which has been embodied in an object, which has 
become material: it is the objectification of labour. Labour's realisation is its objec-
tification. Under these economic conditions this realisation of labour appears as loss 
of realisation for the workers; objectification as loss of the object and bondage to 
it; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation. 

So much does labour's realisation appear as loss of realisation that the worker 
loses realisation to the point o f starving to death. So much does objectification 
appear as loss o f the object that the worker is robbed of the objects most necessary 
not only for his life but for his work. Indeed, labour itself becomes an object which 
he can obtain only with the greatest effort and with the most irregular interrup
tions. So much does the appropriation of the object appear as estrangement that 
the more objects the worker produces the less he can possess and the more he falls 
under the sway of his product, capital. 

All these consequences are implied in the statement that the worker is related to 
the product of his labour as to an alien object. For on this premise it is clear that 
the more the worker spends himself, the more powerful becomes the alien world of 
objects which he creates over and against himself, the poorer he himself - his inner 
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world - becomes, the less belongs to him as his own. It is the same in religion. The 
more man puts into God , the less he retains in himself. The worker puts his life into 
the object; but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object. Hence, the 
greater this activity, the more the worker lacks objects. Whatever the product of his 
labour is, he is not. Therefore the greater this product, the less is he himself. The 
alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his labour becomes an 
object, an external existence, but that it exists outside bim, independently, as some
thing alien to him, and that it becomes a power on its own confronting him. It 
means that the life which he has conferred on the object confronts him as some
thing hostile and alien. 

Let us now look more closely at the obj edification, at the production of the 
worker; and in it at the estrangement, the loss of the object , o f his product. 

The worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous external 
world. It is the material on which his labour is realised, in which it is active, from 
which and by means of which it produces. 

But just as nature provides labour with [the] means of life in the sense that labour 
cannot live without objects on which to operate, on the other hand, it also provides 
the means of life in the more restricted sense, i.e., the means for the physical sub
sistence of the worker himself. 

Thus the more the worker by his labour appropriates the external world, sensu
ous nature, the more he deprives himself of means of life in two respects: first, in 
that the sensuous external world more and more ceases to be an object belonging 
to his labour - to be his labour's means of life; and secondly, in that it more and 
more ceases to be means of life in the immediate sense, means for the physical sub
sistence of the worker. 

In both respects, therefore, the worker becomes a servant of his object , first, in 
that he receives an object of labour, i.e., in that he receives work; and secondly, in 
that he receives means of subsistence. This enables him to exist, first, as a worker, 
and, second, as a physical subject. The height of this servitude is that it is only as 
a worker that he can maintain himself as a physical subject, and that it is only as 
a physical subject that he is a worker. 

(According to the economic laws the estrangement of the worker in his object is 
expressed thus: the more the worker produces, the less he has to consume; the more 
values he creates, the more valueless, the more unworthy he becomes; the better 
formed his product, the more deformed becomes the worker; the more civilised his 
object , the more barbarous becomes the worker; the more powerful labour becomes, 
the more powerless becomes the worker; the more ingenious labour becomes, the 
less ingenious becomes the worker and the more he becomes nature's servant.) 

Political economy conceals the estrangement inherent in the nature of labour by 
not considering the direct relationship between the worker (labour) and production. 
It is true that labour produces wonderful things for the rich - but for the worker it 
produces privation. It produces palaces - but for the worker, hovels. It produces 
beauty ~ but for the worker, deformity. It replaces labour by machines, but it throws 
one section o f the workers back to a barbarous type of labour, and it turns the other 
section into a machine. It produces intelligence - but for the worker, stupidity, 
cretinism. 
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The direct relationship of labour to its products is the relationship of the worker 
to the objects of his production. The relationship of the man o f means to the objects 
of production and to production itself is only a consequence of this first relation
ship - and confirms it. We shall consider this other aspect later. When we ask, then, 
what is the essential relationship of labour we are asking about the relationship of 
the worker to production. 

Till now we have been considering the estrangement; the alienation of the worker 
only in one of its aspects, i.e., the worker's relationship to the products of his labour. 
But the estrangement is manifested not only in the result but in the act of produc
tion, within the producing activity itself. How could the worker come to face the 
product of his activity as a stranger, were it not that in the very act of production 
he was estranging himself from himself? The product is after all but the summary 
of the activity, of production. If then the product of labour is alienation, produc
tion itself must be active alienation, the alienation of activity, the activity o f alien
ation. In the estrangement of the object of labour is merely summarised the 
estrangement, the alienation, in the activity of labour itself. 

What , then, constitutes the alienation of labour? 
First, the fact that labour is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his 

intrinsic nature; that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself but denies 
himself, does not feel content but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and 
mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker therefore only 
feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside himself. He feels at 
home when he is not working, and when he is working he does not feel at home. 
His labour is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labour. It is therefore 
not the satisfaction of a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it. Its 
alien character emerges clearly in the fact that as soon as no physical or other com
pulsion exists, labour is shunned like the plague. External labour, labour in which 
man alienates himself, is a labour of self-sacrifice, of mortification. Lastly, the exter
nal character of labour for the worker appears in the fact that it is not his own, but 
someone else's, that it does not belong to him, that in it he belongs, not to himself, 
but to another, jus t as in religion the spontaneous activity of the human imagina
tion, of the human brain and the human heart, operates on the individual inde
pendently of him - that is, operates as an alien, divine or diabolical activity - so is 
the worker's activity not his spontaneous activity. It belongs to another; it is the loss 
of his self. 

As a result, therefore, man (the worker) only feels himself freely active in his 
animal functions - eating, drinking, procreating, or at most in his dwelling and in 
dressing-up, etc.; and in his human functions he no longer feels himself to be any
thing but an animal. Wha t is animal becomes human and what is human becomes 
animal. 

Certainly eating, drinking, procreating, etc., are also genuinely human functions. 
But taken abstractly, separated from the sphere of all other human activity and 
turned into sole and ultimate ends, they are animal functions. 

We have considered the act of estranging practical human activity, labour, in two 
of its aspects. (1) The relation of the worker to the product of labour as an alien 
object exercising power over him. This relation is at the same time the relation to 
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the sensuous external world, to the objects of nature, as an alien world inimically 
opposed to him. (2) The relation of labour to the act of production within the labour 
process. This relation is the relation of the worker to his own activity as an alien 
activity not belonging to him; it is activity as suffering, strength as weakness, beget
ting as emasculating, the worker's own physical and mental energy, his personal life 
- for what is life but activity? - as an activity which is turned against him, inde
pendent of him and not belonging to him. Here we have self-estrangement as pre
viously we had the estrangement of the thing. 

We have still a third aspect of estranged labour to deduce from the two already 
considered. 

M a n is a species-being, not only because in practice and in theory he adopts the 
species (his own as well as those of other things) as his object , but - and this is only 
another way of expressing it - also because he treats himself as the actual, living 
species; because he treats himself as a universal and therefore a free being. 

The life of the species, both in man and in animals, consists physically in the fact 
that man (like the animal) lives on inorganic nature; and the more universal man 
(or the animal) is, the more universal is the sphere of inorganic nature on which he 
lives. Just as plants, animals, stones, air, light, etc. , constitute theoretically a part o f 
human consciousness, partly as objects of natural science, partly as objects o f art ~ 
his spiritual inorganic nature, spiritual nourishment which he must first prepare to 
make palatable and digestible - so also in the realm of practice they constitute a 
part of human life and human activity. Physically man lives only on these products 
of nature, whether they appear in the form of food, heating, clothes, a dwelling, 
etc. The universality of man appears in practice precisely in the universality which 
makes all nature his inorganic body - both inasmuch as nature is (1) his direct means 
of life, and (2) the material, the object, and the instrument o f his life activity. Nature 
is man's inorganic body - nature, that is, insofar as it is not itself human body. M a n 
lives on nature - means that nature is his body, with which he must remain in con
tinuous interchange if he is not to die. Tha t man's physical and spiritual life is linked 
to nature means simply that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature. 

In estranging from man (1) nature, and (2) himself, his own active functions, his 
life activity, estranged labour estranges the species from man. It changes for him the 
life of the species into a means of individual life. First it estranges the life o f the 
species and individual life, and secondly it makes individual life in its abstract form 
the purpose of the life o f the species, likewise in its abstract and estranged form. 

For labour, life activity, productive life itself, appears to man in the first place 
merely as a means of satisfying a need - the need to maintain physical existence. 
Yet the productive life is the life of the species. It is life-engendering life. The whole 
character o f a species - its species-character - is contained in the character o f its 
life activity; and free, conscious activity is man's species-character. Life itself appears 
only as a means to life. 

The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It does not distinguish itself 
from it. It is its life activity. M a n makes his life activity itself the object o f his will 
and of his consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination 
with which he directly merges. Conscious life activity distinguishes man immedi
ately from animal life activity. It is just because o f this that he is a species-being. O r 
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it is only because he is a species-being that he is a conscious being, i.e., that his own 
life is an object for him. Only because of that is his activity free activity. Estranged 
labour reverses this relationship, so that it is just because man is a conscious being 
that he makes his life activity, his essential being, a mere means to his existence. 

In creating a world of objects by his practical activity, in his work upon inor
ganic nature, man proves himself a conscious species-being, i.e., as a being that 
treats the species as its own essential being, or that treats itself as a species-being. 
Admittedly animals also produce. They build themselves nests, dwellings, like the 
bees, beavers, ants, etc. But an animal only produces what it.immediately needs for 
itself or its young. It produces one-sidedly, whilst man produces universally. It pro
duces only under the dominion of immediate physical need, whilst man produces 
even when he is free from physical need and only truly produces in freedom there
from. An animal produces only itself, whilst man reproduces the whole of nature. 
An animal's product belongs immediately to its physical body, whilst man freely 
confronts his product. An animal forms objects only in accordance with the stan
dard and the need of the species to which it belongs, whilst man knows how to 
produce in accordance with the standard of every species, and knows how to apply 
everywhere the inherent standard to the object. M a n therefore also forms objects 
in accordance with the laws o f beauty. 

It is just in his work upon the objective world, therefore, that man really proves 
himself to be a species-being. This production is his active species-life. Through this 
production, nature appears as bis work and his reality. The object of labour is, there
fore, the objectification of man's species-life; for he duplicates himself not only, as 
in consciousness, intellectually, but also actively, in reality, and therefore he sees 
himself in a world that he has created. In tearing away from man the object of his 
production, therefore, estranged labour tears from him his species-life, his real objec
tivity as a member of the species, and transforms his advantage over animals into 
the disadvantage that his inorganic body, nature, is taken away from him. 

Similarly, in degrading spontaneous, free activity to a means, estranged labour 
makes man's species-life a means to his physical existence. 

The consciousness which man has of his species is thus transformed by estrange
ment in such a way that species [-life} becomes for him a means. 

Estranged labour turns thus: 

(3) Man's species-being, both nature and his spiritual species-property, into a 
being alien to him, into a means for his individual existence. It estranges from man 
his own body, as well as external nature and his spiritual aspect, his human aspect. 

(4) An immediate consequence of the fact that man is estranged from the 
product of his labour, from his life activity, from his species-being is the estrange
ment of man from man. When man confronts himself, he confronts the other man. 
Wha t applies to a man's relation to his work, to the product of his labour and to 
himself, also holds of a man's relation to the other man, and to the other man's 
labour and object of labour. 

In fact, the proposition that man's species-nature is estranged from him means 
that one man is estranged from the other, as each of them is from man's essential 
nature. 
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The estrangement of man, and in fact every relationship in which man [stands] 
to himself, is realised and expressed only in the relationship in which a man stands 
to other men. 

Hence within the relationship of estranged labour each man views the other in 
accordance with the standard and the relationship in which he finds himself as a 
worker. 

We took our departure from a fact of political economy - the estrangement of 
the worker and his product. We have formulated this fact in conceptual terms as 
estranged, alienated labour. We have analysed this concept - hence analysing merely 
a fact of political economy. 

Let us now see, further, how the concept of estranged, alienated labour must 
express and present itself in real life. 

If the product o f labour is alien to me, if it confronts me as an alien power, to 
whom, then, does it belong? 

If my own activity does not belong to me, if it is an alien, a coerced activity, to 
whom, then, does it belong? 

To a being other than myself. 
W h o is this being? 
The gods} To be sure, in the earliest times the principal production {for example, 

the building of temples, etc., in Egypt, India and Mexico) appears to be in the service 
of the gods, and the product belongs to the gods. However, the gods on their own 
were never the lords of labour. No more was nature. And what a contradiction it 
would be if, the more man subjugated nature by his labour and the more miracles 
of the gods were rendered superfluous by the miracles o f industry, the more man 
were to renounce the joy of production and the enjoyment o f the product to please 
these powers. 

The alien being, to whom labour and the product of labour belongs, in whose 
service labour is done and for whose benefit the product of labour is provided, can 
only be man himself. 

If the product of labour does not belong to the worker, if it confronts him as an 
alien power, then this can only be because it belongs to some other man than the 
worker. If the worker 's activity is a torment to him, to another it must give satis
faction and pleasure. No t the gods, not nature, but only man himself can be this 
alien power over man. 

We must bear in mind the previous proposition that man's relation to himself 
only becomes for him objective and actual through his relation to the other man. 
Thus, if the product o f his labour, his labour objectified, is for him an alien, hostile 
powerful object independent of him, then his position towards it is such that 
someone else is master o f this object , someone who is alien, hostile, powerful and 
independent of him. If he treats his own activity as an unfree activity, then he treats 
it as an activity performed in the service, under the dominion, the coercion, and the 
yoke of another man. 

Every self-estrangement o f man, from himself and from nature, appears in the 
relation in which he places himself and nature to men other than and differentiated 
from himself. For this reason religious self-estrangement necessarily appears in the 
relationship o f the layman to the priest, or again to a mediator, etc. , since we are 
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here dealing with the intellectual world. In the real practical world self-estrangement 
can only become manifest through the real practical relationship to other men. The 
medium through which estrangement takes place is itself practical. Thus through 
estranged labour man not only creates his relationship to the object and to the act 
of production as to powers that are alien and hostile to him; he also creates the rela
tionship in which other men stand to his production and to his product, and the rela
tionship in which he stands to these other men. Just as he creates his own production 
as the loss of his reality, as his punishment; his own product as a loss, as a product 
not belonging to him; so he creates the domination of the.person who does not 
produce over production and over the product. Just as he estranges his own activ
ity from himself, so he confers upon the stranger an activity which is not his own. 

We have until now considered this relationship only from the standpoint of 
the worker and later we shall be considering it also from the standpoint of the 
non-worker. 

Through estranged, alienated labour, then, the worker produces the relationship 
to this labour of a man alien to labour and standing outside it. The relationship of 
the worker to labour creates the relation to it of the capitalist (or whatever one 
chooses to call the master of labour). Private property is thus the product, the result, 
the necessary consequence, of alienated labour, of the external relation of the worker 
to nature and to himself. 

Private property thus results by analysis from the concept of alienated labour, 
i.e., of alienated man, of estranged labour, of estranged life, of estranged man. 

True, it is as a result of the movement of private property that we have obtained 
the concept of alienated labour {of alienated life) in political economy. But analysis 
of this concept shows that though private property appears to be the reason, the 
cause of alienated labour, it is rather its consequence, just as the gods are originally 
not the cause but the effect of man's intellectual confusion. Later this relationship 
becomes reciprocal. 

Only at the culmination o f the development o f private property does this, its 
secret, appear again, namely, that on the one hand it is the product of alienated 
labour, and that on the other it is the means by which labour alienates itself, the 
realisation of this alienation. 

This exposition immediately sheds light on various hitherto unsolved conflicts. 

(1) Political economy starts from labour as the real soul of production; yet to 
labour it gives nothing, and to private property everything. Confronting this 
contradiction, Proudhon has decided in favour of labour against private property. 
We understand, however, that this apparent contradiction is the contradiction of 
estranged labour with itself, and that political economy has merely formulated the 
laws of estranged labour. 

We also understand, therefore, that wages and private property are identical. 
Indeed, where the product, as the object of labour, pays for labour itself, there 
the wage is but a necessary consequence of labour's estrangement. Likewise, in 
the wage of labour, labour does not appear as an end in itself but as the servant 
of the wage. We shall develop this point later, and meanwhile will only draw 
some conclusions. 
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An enforced increase of wages (disregarding all other difficulties, including the 
fact that it would only be by force, too, that such an increase, being an anomaly, 
could be maintained) would therefore be nothing but better payment for the slave, 
and would not win either for the worker or for labour their human status and 
dignity. 

Indeed, even the equality of wages, as demanded by Proudhon, only transforms 
the relationship of the present-day worker to his labour into the relationship o f all 
men to labour. Society is then conceived as an abstract capitalist. 

Wages are a direct consequence o f estranged labour, and estranged labour is the 
direct cause of private property. The downfall of the one must therefore involve the 
downfall of the other. 

(2) From the relationship of estranged labour to private property it follows 
further that the emancipation of society from private property, etc., from servitude, 
is expressed in the political form of the emancipation of the workers; not that their 
emancipation alone is at stake, but because the emancipation of the workers con
tains universal human emancipation - and it contains this, because the whole of 
human servitude is involved in the relation of the worker to production, and all 
relations o f servitude are but modifications and consequences o f this relation. 

Just as we have derived the concept o f private property from the concept of 
estranged, alienated labour by analysis, so we can develop every category of polit
ical economy with the help o f these two factors; and we shall find again in each cat
egory, e.g., trade, competition, capital, money, only a particular and developed 
expression of these first elements. 

Before considering this phenomenon, however, let us try to solve two other 
problems. 

(1) To define the general nature of private property, as it has arisen as a result 
of estranged labour, in its relation to truly human and social property. 

(2) We have accepted the estrangement of labour, its alienation, as a fact, and 
we have analysed this fact. How, we now ask, does man come to alienate, to 
estrange, his labour} H o w is this estrangement rooted in the nature of human devel
opment? We have already gone a long way to the solution o f this problem by trans
forming the question of the origin of private property into the question of the 
relation of alienated labour to the course of humanity's development. For when one 
speaks o f private property, one thinks of dealing with something external to man. 
When one speaks of labour, one is directly dealing with man himself. This new for
mulation of the question already contains its solution. 

As to (1): The general nature of private property and its relation to truly human 
property. 

Alienated labour has resolved itself for us into two components which depend 
on one another, or which are but different expressions o f one and the same rela
tionship. Appropriation appears as estrangement, as alienation; and alienation 
appears as appropriation, estrangement as truly becoming a citizen. 



Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 95 

We have considered the one side - alienated labour in relation to the worker 
himself, i.e., the relation of alienated labour to itself. The product, the necessary 
outcome o f this relationship, as we have seen, is the property relation of the non-
worker to the worker and to labour. Private property, as the material, summary 
expression of alienated labour, embraces both relations - the relation of the worker 
to labour and to the product of his labour and to the non-worker, and the relation 
of the non-worker to the worker and to the product of his labour. 

Having seen that in relation to the worker who appropriates nature by means of 
his labour, this appropriation appears as estrangement, his own spontaneous activ
ity as activity for another and as activity of another, vitality as a sacrifice o f life, 
production o f the object as loss of the object to an alien power, to an alien person 
- we shall now consider the relation to the worker, to labour and its object o f this 
person who is alien to labour and the worker. 

First it has to be noted that everything which appears in the worker as an activ
ity of alienation, of estrangement, appears in the non-worker as a state of alien
ation, of estrangement. 

Secondly, that the worker's real, practical attitude in production and to the 
product (as a state o f mind) appears in the non-worker confronting him as a theo
retical attitude. 

Thirdly, the non-worker does everything against the worker which the worker 
does against himself; but he does not do against himself what he does against the 
worker. 

Let us look more closely at these three relations."" 

At this point the first manuscript breaks off unfinished. - Ed. 
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A spectre is haunting Europe - the spectre of Communism. Al! the Powers of old 
Europe have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise this spectre: Pope and Czar, 
Metternich and Guizot, French Radicals and German police-spies. 

Where is the party in opposition that has not been decried as Communist ic by 
its opponents in power? Where the Opposition that has not hurled back the brand
ing reproach of Communism, against the more advanced opposition parties, as well 
as against its reactionary adversaries? 

Two things result from this fact: 
I. Communism is already acknowledged by all European Powers to be itself a 

Power. 
II. It is high time that Communists should openly, in the fact of the whole world, 

publish their views, their aims, their tendencies, and meet this nursery tale of the 
Spectre of Communism with a Manifesto of the party itself. 

To this end, Communists of various nationalities have assembled in London, and 
sketched the following Manifesto, to be published in the English, French, German, 
Italian, Flemish and Danish languages. 

Bourgeois and Proletarians 1 

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. 
Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and jour

neyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one 

1 By bourgeoisie is meant the class of modern Capitalists, owners of the means of sociai 
production and employers of wage-labour. By proletariat, the class of modern wage-labourers 
who, having no means of production of their own, are reduced to selling their labour-power 
in order to live. [Note by Engels to the English edition of 1888.] 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, "Manifesto of the Communist Party," pp. 4 8 1 - 2 , 4 8 5 - 5 0 6 
from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, Volume 6 (New York: International 
Publishers, 1975). Copyright © 1975 by International Publishers Co., Inc. 
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another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each 
time ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution of society at large, or in the 
common ruin of the contending classes. 

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrange
ment of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient 
Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal 
lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these 
classes, again, subordinate gradations. 

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society 
has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new 
conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones. 

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinctive 
feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more 
splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each 
other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat. 

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the chartered burghers of the earliest 
towns. From these burgesses the first elements of the bourgeoisie were developed. 

The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh ground for 
the rising bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the colonisation of 
America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in com
modities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, to industry, an impulse never 
before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary element in the tottering feudal 
society, a rapid development. 

The feudal system of industry, under which industrial production was monopo
lised by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing wants o f the new 
markets. The manufacturing system took its place. The guild-masters were pushed 
on one side by the manufacturing middle class; division of labour between the 
different corporate guilds vanished in the face of division of labour in each single 
workshop. 

Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. Even manu
facture no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolutionised indus
trial production. The place of manufacture was taken by the giant, Modern Industry, 
the place of the industrial middle class, by industrial millionaires, the leaders of 
whole industrial armies, the modern bourgeois. 

Modern industry has established the world market, for which the discovery of 
America paved the way. This market has given an immense development to com
merce, to navigation, to communication by land. This development has, in its turn, 
reacted on the extension of industry; and in proportion as industry, commerce, nav
igation, railways extended, in the same proportion the bourgeoisie developed, 
increased its capital, and pushed into the background every class handed down from 
the Middle Ages. 

We see, therefore, how the modern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a long 
course of development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of production and 
o f exchange. 

Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a 
corresponding political advance of that class. An oppressed class under the sway 
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of the feudal nobility, an armed and self-governing association in the medieval 
commune; 2 here independent urban republic (as in Italy and Germany), there taxable 
"third estate" of the monarchy (as in France), afterwards, in the period of manu
facture proper, serving either the semi-feudal or the absolute monarchy as a coun
terpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, cornerstone of the great monarchies in 
general, the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment o f Modern Industry and 
of the world market, conquered for itself, in the modern representative State, exclu
sive political sway. The executive of the modern State is but a committee for man
aging the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie. 

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part. 
The bourgeoisie, wherever it has not the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, 

patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that 
bound man to his "natural superiors", and has left remaining no other nexus 
between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous "cash payment". It has 
drowned the most heavenly ecstasies o f religious fervour, o f chivalrous enthusiasm, 
of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved 
personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible 
chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom - Free Trade. 
In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has sub
stituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation. 

The bourgeoisie has stripped o f its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and 
looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, 
the poet, the man o f science, into its paid wage-labourers. 

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has 
reduced the family relation to a mere money relation. 

The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came to pass that the brutal display of 
vigour in the Middle Ages, which Reactionists so much admire, found its fitting 
complement in the most slothful indolence. It has been the first to show what man's 
activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders for surpassing Egyptian pyra
mids, R o m a n aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that 
put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades. 

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments 
of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole 
relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form, 
was, on the contrary, the first condition o f existence for all earlier industrial classes. 
Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance o f all social con
ditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from 
all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train o f ancient and ven
erable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become anti
quated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is 
profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions 
of life, and his relations with his kind. 

1 This was the name given their urban communities by the townsmen of Italy and France, 
after they had purchased or wrested their initial rights of self-government from their feudal 
lords. [Note by Engels to the German edition of 1890.] 
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The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bour
geoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle every
where, establish connexions everywhere. 

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cos
mopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great 
chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national 
ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been 
destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose 
introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by indus
tries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from 
the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but 
in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the productions 
of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of 
distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-
sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of 
nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual cre
ations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and 
narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous 
national and local literatures, there arises a world literature. 

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvements of all instruments of production, by 
the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most bar
barian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices o f its commodities are the heavy 
artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the bar
barians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, 
on pain o f extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them 
to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois 
themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image. 

The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created 
enormous cities, has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the 
rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part o f the population from the idiocy 
of rural life, j u s t as it has made the country dependent on the towns, so it has made 
barbarian and semi-barbarian countries dependent on the civilised ones, nations of 
peasants on nations o f bourgeois, the East on the West. 

The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away with the scattered state of the 
population, of the means of production, and of property. It has agglomerated 
population, centralised means o f production, and has concentrated property in 
a few hands. The necessary consequence of this was political centralisation. 
Independent, or but loosely connected provinces with separate interests, laws, 
governments and systems of taxation, become lumped together into one nation, with 
one government, one code of laws, one national class-interest, one frontier and one 
customs-tariff. 

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more 
massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations 
together. Subjection of Nature's forces to man, machinery, application of chemistry 
to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing 
of whole continents for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole populations 
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conjured out of the ground - what earlier century had even a presentiment that such 
productive forces slumbered in the lap of social labour? 

We see then: the means of production and of exchange, on whose foundation the 
bourgeoisie built itself up, were generated in feudal society. At a certain stage in 
the development o f these means of production and of exchange, the conditions 
under which feudal society produced and exchanged, the feudal organisation of 
agriculture and manufacturing industry, in one word, the feudal relations of 
property became no longer compatible with the already developed productive 
forces; they became so many fetters. They had to be burst asunder; they were burst 
asunder. 

Into their place stepped free competit ion, accompanied by a social and political 
constitution adapted to it, and by the economical and political sway o f the bour
geois class. 

A similar movement is going on before our own eyes. Modern bourgeois society 
with its relations o f production, of exchange and of property, a society that has con
jured up such gigantic means o f production and of exchange, is like the sorcerer, 
who is no longer able to control the powers o f the nether world whom he has called 
up by his spells. For many a decade past the history of industry and commerce is 
but the history of the revolt of modern productive forces against modern conditions 
of production, against the property relations that are the conditions for the exis
tence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule. It is enough to mention the commercial 
crises that by their periodical return put on its trial, each time more threateningly, 
the existence of the entire bourgeois society. In these crises a great part not only of 
the existing products, but also of the previously created productive forces, are peri
odically destroyed. In these crises there breaks out an epidemic that, in all earlier 
epochs, would have seemed an absurdity - the epidemic of over-production. Society 
suddenly finds itself put back into a state of momentary barbarism; it appears as if 
a famine, a universal war o f devastation had cut off the supply o f every means of 
subsistence; industry and commerce seem to be destroyed; and why? Because there 
is too much civilisation, too much means of subsistence, too much industry, too 
much commerce. The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer tend to 
further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property; on the contrary, 
they have become too powerful for these conditions, by which they are fettered, and 
so soon as they overcome these fetters, they bring disorder into the whole of bour
geois society, endanger the existence of bourgeois property. T h e conditions of bour
geois society are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them. And how does 
the bourgeoisie get over these crises? On the one hand by enforced destruction of 
a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by 
the more thorough exploitation of the old ones. Tha t is to say, by paving the way 
for more extensive and more destructive crises, and by diminishing the means 
whereby crises are prevented. 

The weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled feudalism to the ground are now 
turned against the bourgeoisie itself. 

But not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to itself; 
it has also called into existence the men who are to wield those weapons - the 
modern working class - the proletarians. 
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In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the same propor
tion is the proletariat, the modern working class, developed - a class of labourers, 
who live only so long as they find work, and who find work only so long as their 
labour increases capital. These labourers, who must sell themselves piecemeal, are 
a commodity, like every other article of commerce, and are consequently exposed 
to all the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the market. 

Owing to the extensive use of machinery and to division of labour, the work of 
the proletarians has lost all individual character, and, consequently, all charm for 
the workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine, and it is only the most 
simple, most monotonous, and most easily acquired knack, that is required of him. 
Hence, the cost of production o f a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to the 
means of subsistence that he requires for his maintenance, and for the propagation 
of his race. But the price of a commodity, and therefore also of labour, is equal to 
its cost of production. In proportion, therefore, as the repulsiveness of the work 
increases, the wage decreases. Nay more, in proportion as the use of machinery and 
division of labour increases, in the same proportion the burden of toil also increases, 
whether by prolongation of the working hours, by increase of the work exacted in 
a given time or by increased speed of the machinery, etc. 

Modern industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal master into 
the great factory of the industrial capitalist. Masses of labourers, crowded into the 
factory, are organised like soldiers. As privates of the industrial army they are placed 
under the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and sergeants. Not only are 
they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois State; they are daily and 
hourly enslaved by the machine, by the overlooker, and, above all, by the individ
ual bourgeois manufacturer himself. The more openly this despotism proclaims gain 
to be its end and aim, the more petty, the more hateful and the more embitter
ing it is. 

The less the skill and exertion of strength implied in manual labour, in other 
words, the more modern industry becomes developed, the more is the labour of men 
superseded by that of women. Differences of age and sex have no longer any dis
tinctive social validity for the working class. All are instruments of labour, more or 
less expensive to use, according to their age and sex. 

No sooner is the exploitation of the labourer by the manufacturer, so far, at an 
end, and he receives his wages in cash, than he is set upon by the other portions of 
the bourgeoisie, the landlord, the shopkeeper, the pawnbroker, etc. 

The lower strata o f the middle class - the small tradespeople, shopkeepers, and 
retired tradesmen generally, the handicraftsmen and peasants - all these sink grad
ually into the proletariat, partly because their diminutive capital does not suffice for 
the scale on which Modern Industry is carried on, and is swamped in the competi
tion with the large capitalists, partly because their specialised skill is rendered worth
less by new methods of production. Thus the proletariat is recruited from all classes 
of the population. 

The proletariat goes through various stages of development. With its birth begins 
its struggle with the bourgeoisie. At first the contest is carried on by individual 
labourers, then by the workpeople of a factory, then by the operatives of one trade, 
in one locality, against the individual bourgeois who directly exploits them. They 
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direct then' attacks not against the bourgeois conditions of production, but against 
the instruments of production themselves, they destroy imported wares that compete 
with their labour, they smash to pieces machinery, they set factories ablaze, they 
seek to restore by force the vanished status of the workman o f the Middle Ages. 

At this stage the labourers still form an incoherent mass scattered over the whole 
country, and broken up by their mutual competition. If anywhere they unite to form 
more compact bodies, this is not yet the consequence of their own active union, but 
of the union of the bourgeoisie, which class, in order to attain its own political ends, 
is compelled to set the whole proletariat in motion, and is moreover yet, for a t ime, 
able to do so. At this stage, therefore, the proletarians do not fight their enemies, 
but the enemies o f their enemies, the remnants o f absolute monarchy, the landown
ers, the non-industrial bourgeois, the petty bourgeoisie. Thus the whole historical 
movement is concentrated in the hands of the bourgeoisie; every victory so obtained 
is a victory for the bourgeoisie. 

But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in 
number; it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels 
that strength more. The various interests and conditions of life within the ranks o f 
the proletariat are more and more equalised, in proportion as machinery obliterates 
all distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces wages to the same low 
level. The growing competit ion among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial 
crises, make the wages o f the workers ever more fluctuating. The unceasing improve
ment of machinery, ever more rapidy developing, makes their livelihood more and 
more precarious; the collisions between individual workmen and individual bour
geois take more and more the character of collisions between two classes. There
upon the workers begin to form combinations (Trades' Unions) against the 
bourgeois; they club together in order to keep up the rate of wages; they found per
manent associations in order to make provision beforehand for these occasional 
revolts. Here and there the contest breaks out into riots. 

Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of 
their battles lies, not in the immediate result, but in the ever-expanding union of the 
workers. This union is helped on by the improved means of communicat ion that are 
created by modern industry and that place the workers of different localities in 
contact with one another. It was just this contact that was needed to centralise the 
numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national struggle between 
classes. But every class struggle is a political struggle. And that union, to attain which 
the burghers of the Middle Ages, with their miserable highways, required centuries, 
the modern proletarians, thanks to railways, achieve in a few years. 

This organisation o f the proletarians into a class, and consequently into a politi
cal party, is continually being upset again by the competition between the workers 
themselves. But it ever rises up again, stronger, firmer, mightier. It compels legislative 
recognition of particular interests of the workers, by taking advantage of the divi
sions among the bourgeoisie itself. Thus the ten-hours' bill in England was carried. 

Altogether collisions between the classes o f the old society further, in many ways, 
the course of development o f the proletariat. The bourgeoisie finds itself involved 
in a constant battle. At first with the aristocracy; later on, with those portions o f 
the bourgeoisie itself, whose interests have become antagonistic to the progress of 
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industry; at all times, with the bourgeoisie of foreign countries. In all these battles 
it sees itself compelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for its help, and thus, to 
drag it into the political arena. The bourgeoisie itself, therefore, supplies the prole
tariat with its own elements of political and general education, m other words, it 
furnishes the proletariat with weapons for fighting the bourgeoisie. 

Further, as we have already seen, entire sections of the ruling classes are, by the 
advance of industry, precipitated into the proletariat, or are at least threatened in 
their conditions of existence. These also supply the proletariat with fresh elements 
of enlightenment and progress. 

Finally, in times when the class struggle nears the decisive hour, the process of 
dissolution going on within the ruling class, in fact within the whole range of old 
society, assumes such a violent, glaring character, that a small section of the ruling 
class cuts itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary class, the class that holds the 
future in its hands, jus t as, therefore, at an earlier period, a section of the nobility 
went over to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the 
proletariat, and in particular, a portion of the bourgeois ideologists, who have raised 
themselves to the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as 
a whole. 

O f all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the prole
tariat alone is a really revolutionary class. The other classes decay and finally dis
appear in the fact of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its special and essential 
product. 

The lower middle class, the small manufacturer, the shopkeeper, the artisan, the 
peasant, all these fight against the bourgeoisie, to save from extinction their exis
tence as fractions of the middle class. They are therefore not revolutionary, but con
servative. Nay more, they are reactionary, for they try to roll back the wheel of 
history. If by chance they are revolutionary, they are so only in view o f their impend
ing transfer into the proletariat, they thus defend not their present, but their future 
interests, they desert their own standpoint to place themselves at that of the 
proletariat. 

The "dangerous class" , the social scum, that passively rotting mass thrown off 
by the lowest layers of old society may, here and there, be swept into the movement 
by a proletarian revolution; its conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for 
the part of a bribed tool o f reactionary intrigue. 

In the conditions of the proletariat, those of old society at large are already vir
tually swamped. The proletarian is without property; his relation to his wife and 
children has no longer anything in common with the bourgeois family relations; 
modern industrial labour, modern subjection to capital, the same in England as in 
France, in America as in Germany, has stripped him of every trace of national char
acter. Law, morality, religion, are to him so many bourgeois prejudices, behind 
which lurk in ambush just as many bourgeois interests. 

All the preceding classes that got the upper hand, sought to fortify their already 
acquired status by subjecting society at large to their conditions o f appropriation. 
The proletarians cannot become masters of the productive forces of society, except 
by abolishing their own previous mode of appropriation, and thereby also every 
other previous mode of appropriation. They have nothing of their own to secure 
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and to fortify; their mission is to destroy all previous securities for, and insurances 
of, individual property. 

All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the inter
est of minorities. The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent move
ment of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority. The proletariat, 
the lowest stratum of our present society, cannot stir, cannot raise itself up, without 
the whole superincumbent strata of official society being sprung into the air. 

Though not in substance, yet in form, the struggle of the proletariat with the 
bourgeoisie is at first a national struggle. The proletariat of each country must, of 
course, first of all settle matters with its own bourgeoisie. 

In depicting the most general phases o f the development of the proletariat, we 
traced the more or less veiled civil war, raging within existing society, up to the point 
where that war breaks out into open revolution, and where the violent overthrow 
of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the sway of the proletariat. 

Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, on the 
antagonism of oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to oppress a class, 
certain conditions must be assured to it under which it can, at least, continue its 
slavish existence. T h e serf, in the period o f serfdom, raised himself to membership 
in the commune, just as the petty bourgeois, under the yoke o f feudal absolutism, 
managed to develop into a bourgeois. The modern labourer, on the contrary, instead 
of rising with the progress of industry, sinks deeper and deeper below the condi
tions of existence o f his own class. He becomes a pauper, and pauperism develops 
more rapidly than population and wealth. And here it becomes evident, that the 
bourgeoisie is unfit any longer to be the ruling class in society, and to impose its 
conditions of existence upon society as an over-riding law. It is unfit to rule because 
it is incompetent to assure an existence to its slave within his slavery, because it 
cannot help letting him sink into such a state, that it has to feed him, instead of 
being fed by him. Society can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other words, 
its existence is no longer compatible with society. 

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the bourgeois class, 
is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital is wage-
labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition between the labourers. The 
advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the 
isolation o f the labourers, due to competit ion, by their revolutionary combinat ion, 
due to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under 
its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates 
products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its own grave-
diggers. Its fall and victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable. 

I! 
Proletarians and Communists 

In what relation do the Communists stand to the proletarians as a whole? 
The Communists do not form a separate party opposed to other working-class 

parties. 
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They have no interests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as a 
whole. 

They do not set up any sectarian principles of their own, by which to shape and 
mould the proletarian movement. 

The Communists are distinguished form the other working-class parties by this 
only: I. In the national struggles of the proletarians of the different countries, they 
point out and bring to the front the common interests of the entire proletariat, inde
pendently of all nationality. 2 . In the various stages of development which the strug
gle o f the working class against the bourgeoisie has to pass through, they always 
and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a whole. 

The Communists, therefore, are on the one hand, practically, the most advanced 
and resolute section of the working-class parties of every country, that section which 
pushes forward ail others; on the other hand, theoretically, they have over the great 
mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding the line of march, 
the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement. 

The immediate aim of the Communists is the same as that of all the other pro
letarian parties: formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bour
geois supremacy, conquest of political power by the proletariat. 

The theoretical conclusions o f the Communists are in no way based on ideas or 
principles that have been invented, or discovered by this or that would-be univer
sal reformer. 

They merely express, in general terms, actual relations springing from an 
existing class struggle, from a historical movement going on under our very eyes. 
The abolition o f existing property relations is not at all a distinctive feature o f 
Communism. 

All property relations in the past have continually been subject to historical 
change consequent upon the change in historical conditions. 

The French Revolution, for example, abolished feudal property in favour o f bour
geois property. 

The distinguishing feature of Communism is not the abolition o f property gen
erally, but the abolition of bourgeois property. But modern bourgeois private prop
erty is the final and most complete expression of the system of producing and 
appropriating products, that is based on class antagonisms, on the exploitation o f 
the many by the few. 

In this sense, the theory of the Communists may be summed up in the single sen
tence: Abolition of private property. 

We Communists have been reproached with the desire o f abolishing the right o f 
personally acquiring property as the fruit of a man's own labour, which property is 
alleged to be the groundwork of all personal freedom, activity and independence. 

Hard-won, self-acquired, self-earned property! D o you mean the property of the 
petty artisan and of the small peasant, a form of property that preceded the bour
geois form? There is no need to abolish that; the development o f industry has to a 
great extent already destroyed it, and is still destroying it daily. 

O r do you mean modern bourgeois private property? 
But does wage-labour create any property for the labourer? Not a bit. It creates 

capital, i.e., that kind of property which exploits wage-labour, and which cannot 
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increase except upon condition of begetting a new supply of wage-labour for fresh 
exploitation. Property, in its present form, is based on the antagonism o f capital 
and wage-labour. Let us examine both sides of this antagonism. 

To be a capitalist is to have not only a purely personal, but a social status in pro
duction. Capital is a collective product, and only by the united action o f many 
members, nay, in the last resort, only by the united action o f all members of society, 
can it be set in motion. 

Capital is, therefore, not a personal, it is a social power. 
When, therefore, capital is converted into common property, into the property 

of all members of society, personal property is not thereby transformed into social 
property. It is only the social character o f the property that is changed. It loses its 
class character. 

Let us now take wage-labour. 
The average price of wage-labour is the minimum wage, i.e., that quantum 

of the means of subsistence, which is absolutely requisite to keep the labourer 
in bare existence as a labourer. What , therefore, the wage-labourer appropriates 
by means of his labour, merely suffices to prolong and reproduce a bare 
existence. We by no means intend to abolish this personal appropriation of 
the products of labour, an appropriation that is made for the maintenance and 
reproduction of human life, and that leaves no surplus wherewith to command 
the labour of others. All that we want to do away with is the miserable 
character of this appropriation, under which the labourer lives merely to increase 
capital, and is allowed to live only in so far as the interest o f the ruling class 
requires it. 

In bourgeois society, living labour is but.a means to increase accumulated labour. 
In Communist society, accumulated labour is but a means to widen, to enrich, to 
promote the existence of the labourer. 

In bourgeois society, therefore, the past dominates the present; in Communis t 
society, the present dominates the past. In bourgeois society capital is independent 
and has individuality, while the living person is dependent and has no 
individuality. 

And the abolition of this state of things is called by the bourgeois, aboli t ion of 
individuality and freedom! And rightly so. The abolition of bourgeois individuality, 
bourgeois independence, and bourgeois freedom is undoubtedly aimed at. 

By freedom is meant, under the present bourgeois conditions of production, free 
trade, free selling and buying. 

But if selling and buying disappears, free selling and buying disappears also. This 
talk about free selling and buying, and all the other "brave words" o f our bour
geoisie about freedom in general, have a meaning, if any, only in contrast with 
restricted selling and buying, with the fettered traders of the Middle Ages, but have 
no meaning when opposed to the Communistic abolition of buying and selling, o f 
the bourgeois conditions of production, and of the bourgeoisie itself. 

You are horrified at our intending to do away with private property. But in your 
existing society, private property is already done away with for nine-tenths o f the 
population; its existence for the few is solely due to its non-existence in the hands 
of those nine-tenths. You reproach us, therefore, with intending to do away with a 
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form of property, the necessary condition for whose existence is the non-existence 
of any property for the immense majority of society. 

In one word, you reproach us with intending to do away with your property. 
Precisely so; that is just what we intend. 

From the moment when labour can no longer be converted into capital, money, 
or rent, into a social power capable of being monopolised, i.e., from the moment 
when individual property can no longer be transformed into bourgeois property, 
into capital, from that moment, you say, individuality vanishes. 

You must, therefore, confess that by "individual" you mean no other person than 
the bourgeois, than the middle-class owner o f property. This person must, indeed, 
be swept out of the way, and made impossible. 

Communism deprives no man of the power to appropriate the products of 
society; all that it does is to deprive him o f the power to subjugate the labour of 
others by means of such appropriation. 

It has been objected that upon the abolition of private property all work will 
cease, and universal laziness will overtake us. 

According to this, bourgeois society ought long ago to have gone to the dogs 
through sheer idleness; for those of its members who work, acquire nothing, and 
those who acquire anything, do not work. The whole of this objection is but another 
expression of the tautology: that there can no longer be any wage-labour when there 
is no longer any capital. 

All objections urged against the Communistic mode of producing and appropri
ating material products, have, in the same way, been urged against the Communis
tic modes of producing and appropriating intellectual products. Just as, to the 
bourgeois, the disappearance of class property is the disappearance of production 
itself, so the disappearance of class culture is to him identical with the disappear
ance of all culture. 

Tha t culture, the loss of which he laments, is, for the enormous majority, a mere 
training to act as a machine. 

But don't wrangle with us so long as you apply, to our intended abolition of 
bourgeois property, the standard of your bourgeois notions of freedom, culture, law, 
& c . Your very ideas are but the outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois pro
duction and bourgeois property, just as your jurisprudence is but the will of your 
class made into a law for all, a will, whose essential character and direction are 
determined by the economical conditions of existence of your class. 

The selfish misconception that induces you to transform into eternal laws o f 
nature and of reason, the social forms springing from your present mode of pro
duction and form o f property - historical relations that rise and disappear in the 
progress of production - this misconception you share with every ruling class that 
has preceded you. Wha t you see clearly in the case of ancient property, what you 
admit in the case o f feudal property, you are of course forbidden to admit in the 
case of your own bourgeois form of property. 

Abolition of the family! Even the most radical flare up at this infamous proposal 
of the Communists. 

On what foundation is the present family, the bourgeois family, based? On 
capital, on private gain. In its completely developed form this family exists only 
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among the bourgeoisie. But this state of things finds its complement in the practi
cal absence of the family among the proletarians, and in public prostitution. 

The bourgeois family will vanish as a matter o f course when its complement van
ishes, and both will vanish with the vanishing of capital. 

D o you charge us with wanting to stop the exploitation of children by their 
parents? To this crime we plead guilty. 

But, you will say, we destroy the most hallowed of relations, when we replace 
home education by social. 

And your education! Is not that also social, and determined by the social condi
tions under which you educate, by the intervention, direct or indirect, of society, by 
means of schools, 8cc.? The Communists have not invented the intervention of 
society in education; they do but seek to alter the character o f that intervention, 
and to rescue education from the influence of the ruling class. 

The bourgeois clap-trap about the family and education, about the hallowed co-
relation of parent and child, becomes all the more disgusting, the more, by the action 
o f Modern Industry, all family ties among the .proletarians are torn asunder, and 
their children transformed into simple articles of commerce and instruments of 
labour. 

But you Communists would introduce community of women, screams the whole 
bourgeoisie in chorus. 

The bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instrument of production. He hears that 
the instruments of production are to be exploited in common, and, naturally, can 
come to no other conclusion than that the lot o f being c o m m o n to all will likewise 
fall to the women. 

He has not even a suspicion that the real point aimed at is to do away with the 
status o f women as mere instruments of production. 

For the rest, nothing is more ridiculous than the virtuous indignation o f our bour
geois at the community o f women which, they pretend, is to be openly and offi
cially established by the Communists . The Communists have no need to introduce 
community o f women; it has existed almost from time immemorial . 

Our bourgeois, not content with having the wives and daughters o f their prole
tarians at their disposal, not to speak of common prostitutes, take the greatest plea
sure in seducing each other's wives. 

Bourgeois marriage is in reality a system o f wives in common and thus, at the 
most, what the Communists might possibly be reproached with, is that they desire 
to introduce, in substitution for a hypocritically concealed, an openly legalised 
community of women. For the rest, it is self-evident that the abolit ion of the present 
system of production must bring with it the abolition o f the community o f 
ail women springing from that system, i.e., of prostitution both public and 
private. 

The Communists are further reproached with desiring to abolish countries and 
nationality. 

The working men have no country. "We cannot take from them what they have 
not got. Since the proletariat must first o f all acquire political supremacy, must rise 
to be the leading class o f the nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is, so far, 
itself national, though not in the bourgeois sense o f word. 
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National differences and antagonism between peoples are daily more and more 
vanishing, owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce, 
to the world market, to uniformity in the mode of production and in the conditions 
of life corresponding thereto. 

The supremacy of the proletariat will cause them to vanish still faster. United 
action, o f the leading civilised countries at least, is one of the first conditions for 
the emancipation o f the proletariat. 

In proportion as the exploitation of one individual by another is put an end to, 
the exploitation of one nation by another will also be put an end to. In proportion 
as the antagonism between classes within the nation vanishes, the hostility o f one 
nation to another will come to an end. 

The charges against communism made from a religious, a philosophical, and, 
generally, from an idealogical standpoint, are not deserving of serious examination. 

Does it require deep intuition to comprehend that man's ideas, views and con
ceptions, in one word, man's consciousness, changes with every change in the con
ditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his social life? 

Wha t else does the history of ideas prove, than that intellectual production 
changes its character in proportion as material production is changed? The ruling 
ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class. 

When people speak of ideas that revolutionise society, they do but express the 
fact, that within the old society, the elements of a new one have been created, and 
that the dissolution o f the old ideas keeps even pace with the dissolution o f the old 
conditions of existence. 

When the ancient world was in its last throes, the ancient religions were over
come by Christianity. When Christian ideas succumbed in the 18th century to ratio
nalist ideas, feudal society fought its death battle with the then revolutionary 
bourgeoisie. The ideas of religious liberty and freedom of conscience merely gave 
expression to the sway of free competition within the domain of knowledge. 

"Undoubtedly," it will be said, "religious, moral, philosophical and juridical 
ideas have been modified in the course o f historical development. But religion, 
morality, philosophy, political science, and law, constantly survived this change. 

"There are, besides, eternal truths, such as Freedom, Justice, etc., that are 
common to all states of society. But communism abolishes eternal truths, it abol
ishes all religion and all morality, instead o f constituting them on a new basis; it 
therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical experience." 

Wha t does this accusation reduce itself to? The history of all past society has 
consisted in the development of class antagonisms, antagonisms that assumed dif
ferent forms at different epochs. 

But whatever form they may have taken, one fact is common to all past ages, 
viz., the exploitation of one part of society by the other. No wonder, then, that the 
social consciousness o f past ages, despite all the multiplicity and variety it displays, 
moves within certain common forms, or general ideas, which cannot completely 
vanish except with the total disappearance of class antagonisms. 

The Communist revolution is the most radical rupture with traditional property 
relations; no wonder that its development involves the most radical rupture with 
traditional ideas. 
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But let us have done with the bourgeois objections to Communism. 
We have seen above, that the first step in the revolution by the working class is 

to raise the proletariat to the position of ruling class, to win the battle of 
democracy. 

The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital 
from the bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the 
State, i.e., of the proletariat organised as the ruling class; and to increase the total 
of productive forces as rapidly as possible. 

O f course, in the beginning, this cannot be effected except by means of despotic 
inroads on the rights o f property, and on the conditions of bourgeois production; 
by means of measures, therefore, which appear economically insufficient and unten
able, but which, in the course of the movement, outstrip themselves, necessitate 
further inroads upon the old social order, and are unavoidable as a means of entirely 
revolutionising the mode o f production. 

These measures will of course be different in different countries. 
Nevertheless in the most advanced countries, the following will be pretty gener

ally applicable: 

1 Abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public 
purposes. 

2 A heavy progressive or graduated income tax . 
3 Abolition o f all right of inheritance. 
4 Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels. 
5 Centralisation o f credit in the hands of the State, by means of a national bank 

with State capital and an exclusive monopoly. 
6 Centralisation of the means of communication and transport in the hands of 

the State. 
7 Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the State; the 

bringing into cultivation of waste-lands, and the improvement o f the soil gen
erally in accordance with a common plan. 

8 Equal liability o f all to labour. Establishment of industrial armies, especially 
for agriculture. 

9 Combinat ion of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition 
o f the distinction between town and country, by a more equable distribution 
o f the population over the country. 

10 Free education for all children in public schools. Abolit ion of children's factory 
labour in its present form. Combination of education with industrial 
production. & c , & c . 

When, in the course o f development, class distinctions have disappeared, and all 
production has been concentrated in the hands o f a vast association o f the whole 
nation, the public power will lose its political character. Political power, properly 
so called, is merely the organised power o f one class for oppressing another. I f the 
proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by the force of 
circumstances, to organise itself as a class, if, by means o f a revolution, it makes 
itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions of 
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production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away the condi
tions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby 
have abolished its own supremacy as a class. 

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we 
shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition 
for the free development of all. 



Karl Marx 

Hegel remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of great importance in world 
history occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second 
as farce. Caussidiere for Danton, Louis Blanc for Robespierre, the Montagne of 
1 8 4 8 to 1 8 5 1 for the Montagne o f 1 7 9 3 to 1 7 9 5 , the Nephew for the Uncle. And 
the same caricature occurs in the circumstances attending the second edition o f the 
eighteenth Brumaire! 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they 
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances 
directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the 
dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain o f the living. And just when 
they seem engaged in revolutionising themselves and things, in creating something 
that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anx
iously conjure up the spirits o f the past to their service and bor row from them 
names, battle-cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history 
in this time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language. Thus Luther donned 
the mask of the Apostle Paul, the revolution of 1 7 8 9 to 1 8 1 4 draped itself alter
nately as the R o m a n Republic and the Roman Empire, and the revolution of 1 8 4 8 
knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1 7 8 9 , now the revolutionary tra
dition o f 1 7 9 3 to 1 7 9 5 . In like manner a beginner who has learnt a new language 
always translates it back into his mother tongue, but he has assimilated the spirit 
of the new language and can freely express himself in it only when he finds his way 
in it without recalling the old and forgets his native tongue in the use of the new. 

Consideration of this world-historical necromancy reveals at once a salient dif
ference. Camille Desmoulins, Danton, Robespierre, Saint-Just, Napoleon, the heroes 

Karl Marx, "The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte," pp. 103-12 , 194-7 from Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, Volume 11 (New York: International Publish
ers, 1975). Copyright © 1975 by International Publishers Co., Inc. 
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as well as the parties and the masses of the old French Revolution, performed the 
task of their time in Roman costume and with Roman phrases, the task of unchain
ing and setting up modern bourgeois society. The first ones knocked the feudal basis 
to pieces and mowed off the feudal heads which had grown on it. The other created 
inside France the conditions under which free competition could first be developed, 
the parcelled landed property exploited and the unchained industrial productive 
forces o f the nation employed; and beyond the French borders he everywhere swept 
the feudal institutions away, so far as was necessary to furnish bourgeois society in 
France with a suitable up-to-date environment on the European Continent. The new 
social formation once established, the antediluvian Colossi disappeared and with 
them resurrected Romanity - the Brutuses, Gracchi, Publicolas, the tribunes, the 
senators, and Caesar himself. Bourgeois society in its sober reality had begotten its 
true interpreters and mouthpieces in the Says, Cousins, Royer-Collards, Benjamin 
Constants and Guizots; its real commanders sat behind the counter, and the hog-
headed Louis X V I I I was its political chief. Wholly absorbed in the production of 
wealth and in peaceful competitive struggle, it no longer comprehended that ghosts 
from the days of Rome had watched over its cradle. But unheroic as bourgeois 
society is, it nevertheless took heroism, sacrifice, terror, civil war and battles of 
peoples to bring it into being. And in the classically austere traditions of the Roman 
Republic its gladiators found the ideals and the art forms, the self-deceptions that 
they needed in order to conceal from themselves the bourgeois limitations of the 
content of their struggles and to maintain their passion on the high plane o f great 
historical tragedy. Similarly, at another stage of development, a century earlier, 
Cromwell and the English people had borrowed speech, passions and illusions from 
the Old Testament for their bourgeois revolution. When the real aim had been 
achieved, when the bourgeois transformation of English society had been accom
plished, Locke supplanted Habakkuk. 

Thus the resurrection o f the dead in those revolutions served the purpose of glori
fying the new struggles, not of parodying the old; of magnifying the given task in 
imagination, not of feeling from its solution in reality; of finding once more the 
spirit of revolution, not of making its ghost walk about again. 

From 1 8 4 8 to 1 8 5 1 only the ghost of the old revolution walked about, from 
Marrast , the republicain en gants jaunes* who disguised himself as the old Bailly, 
down to the adventurer who hides his commonplace repulsive features under the 
iron death mask of Napoleon. An entire people, which had imagined that by means 
of a revolution it had imparted to itself an accelerated power o f motion, suddenly 
finds itself set back into a defunct epoch and, in order that no doubt as to the relapse 
may be possible, the old dates arise again, the old chronology, the old names, the 
old edicts, which had long become a subject of antiquarian erudition, and the old 
myrmidons o f the law, who had seemed long decayed. The nation feels like that 
mad Englishman In Bedlam who fancies that he lives in the times o f the ancient 
Pharoahs and daily bemoans the hard labour that he must perform in the Ethiopian 
mines as a gold digger, immured in this subterranean prison, a dimly burning lamp 
fastened to his head, the overseer of the slaves behind him with a long whip, and 

a Republican in yellow gloves. [Original footnote) 
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at the exits a confused welter of barbarian mercenaries, who understand neither the 
forced labourers in the mines nor one another, since they speak no common lan
guage. "And all this is expected of me ," sighs the mad Englishman, " o f me, a free-
born Briton, in order to make gold for the old Pharaohs." "In order to pay the debts 
of the Bonaparte family," sighs the French nation. The Englishman, so long as he 
was in his right mind, could not get rid of the fixed idea of making gold. The French, 
so long as they were engaged in revolution, could not get rid of the memory of 
Napoleon, as the election of December 1 0 proved. They hankered to return from 
the perils of revolution to the fleshpots of Egypt, and December 2 , 1 8 5 1 was the 
answer. They have not only a caricature of the old Napoleon, they have the old 
Napoleon himself, caricatured as he must appear in the middle o f the nineteenth 
century. 

The social revolution o f the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from the 
past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped off 
all superstition about the past. Earlier revolutions required recollections o f past 
world history in order to dull themselves to their own content. In order to arrive 
at its own content, the revolution of the nineteenth century must let the dead bury 
their dead.1 1 There the words went beyond the content; here the content goes beyond 
the words. 

The February revolution was a surprise attack, a taking of the old society 
unawares, and the people proclaimed this unexpected coup de main as a deed of 
historic importance, ushering in the new epoch. On December 2 the February rev
olution is conjured away by a cardsharper's trick, and what seems overthrown is 
no longer the monarchy but the liberal concessions that were wrung from it by cen
turies of struggle. Instead of society having conquered a new content for itself, it 
seems that the state only returned to its oldest form, to the shamelessly simple dom
ination of the sabre and the cowl. This is the answer to the coup de main of Feb
ruary 1 8 4 8 , given by the coup de teteb of December 1 8 5 1 . Easy come, easy go. 
Meanwhile the intervening time has not passed by unused. During the years 1 8 4 8 
to 1 8 5 1 French society made up, and that by an abbreviated because revolutionary 
method, for the studies and experiences which, in a regular, so to speak, t ex tbook 
course of development, would have had to precede the February revolution, if it 
was to be more than a ruffling of the surface. Society now seems to have fallen back 
behind its point of departure; it has in truth first to create for itself the revolution
ary point of departure, the situation, the relations, the conditions under which alone 
modern revolution becomes serious. 

Bourgeois revolutions, like those of the eighteenth century, storm swiftly from 
success to success, their dramatic effects outdo each other, men and things seem set 
in sparkling brilliants, ecstasy is the everyday spirit, but they are short-lived, soon 
they have attained their zenith, and a long crapulent depression seizes society before 
it learns soberly to assimilate the results of its storm-and-stress period. O n the other 
hand, proletarian revolutions, like those of the nineteenth century, criticise them
selves constantly, interrupt themselves continually in their own course, come back to 

a Cf. Matthew 8:22. [Original footnote] 
b Rash act. [Original footnote] 
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the apparently accomplished in order to begin it afresh, deride with unmerciful thor
oughness the inadequacies, weaknesses and paltrinesses of their first attempts, seem 
to throw down their adversary only in order that he may draw new strength from 
the earth and rise again, more gigantic, before them, and recoil again and again from 
the indefinite prodigiousness of their own aims, until a situation has been created 
which makes all turning back impossible, and the conditions themselves cry out: 

Hie Rhodus, hie salta! 
Here is the rose, here dance! 

For the rest, every fairly competent observer, even if he had not followed the 
course of French development step by step, must have had a presentiment that an 
unheard-of fiasco was in store for the revolution. It was enough to hear the self-
complacent howl of victory with which Messieurs the Democrats congratulated each 
other on the beneficial consequences of the second Sunday in M a y 1 8 5 2 . In their 
minds the second Sunday in May 1 8 5 2 had become a fixed idea, a dogma, like 
the day on which Christ should reappear and the millennium begin, in the minds 
of the Chiliasts. As ever, weakness had taken refuge in a belief in miracles, fancied 
the enemy overcome when it had only conjured him away in imagination, and lost 
all understanding of the present in a passive glorification of the future in store for 
it and of the deeds it had in petto* but which it merely did not want as yet to make 
public. Those heroes who seek to disprove their proven incapacity by offering each 
other their sympathy and getting together in a crowd had tied up their bundles, col
lected their laurel wreaths in advance and were just then engaged in discounting on 
the exchange market the republics in partibush for which they had already provi
dently organised the government personnel with all the calm o f their unassuming 
disposition. December 2 struck them like a thunderbolt from a clear sky, and the 
peoples that in periods of pusillanimous depression gladly let their inward appre
hension be drowned out by the loudest bawlers will have perhaps convinced them
selves that the times are past when the cackle of geese could save the Capitol. 

The Constitution, the National Assembly, the dynastic parties, the blue and the 
red republicans, the heroes of Africa, the thunder from the platform, the sheet light
ning of the daily press, the entire literature, the political names and the intellectual 
reputations, the civil law and the penal code, the liberie, egalite, fraternite and the 
second Sunday in M a y 1 8 5 2 - all has vanished like a phantasmagoria before the 
spell of a man whom even his enemies do not make out to be a magician. Univer
sal suffrage seems to have survived only for a moment, in order that with its own 
hand it may make its last will and testament before the eyes of all the world and 
declare in the name o f the people itself: "All that comes to birth is fit for overthrow, 
as nothing worth ." c 

a In reserve. [Original footnote) 
b In partibus infidelium - literally: in parts inhabited by infidels. The words are added to 
the title of Roman Catholic bishops holding purely nominal dioceses in non-Christian coun
tries. In the figurative sense they mean: "not really existing". [Original footnote] 
c Goethe, Faust, Erster Teil, "Studierzimmer". [Original footnote] 



116 Karl Marx 

It is not enough to say, as the French do, that their nation was taken unawares. 
A nation and a woman are not forgiven the unguarded hour in which the first adven
turer that came along could violate them. The riddle is not solved by such turns of 
speech, but merely formulated differently. It remains to be explained how a nation 
of thirty-six million can be surprised and delivered unresisting into captivity by three 
swindlers. 

Let us recapitulate in general outline the phases that the French Revolution went 
through from February 2 4 , 1 8 4 8 to December 1 8 5 1 . 

Three main periods are unmistakable: the February period; M a y 4 , 1 8 4 8 to M a y 
2 8 , 1 8 4 9 : the period of the constitution of the republic or of the Constituent 
National Assembly, M a y 2 8 , 1 8 4 9 to December 2 , 1 8 5 1 : the period of the consti
tutional republic or of the Legislative National Assembly. 

The first period, from February 2 4 , or the overthrow of Louis Philippe, to M a y 
4 , 1 8 4 8 , the meeting of the Constituent Assembly, the February period proper, may 
be described as the prologue to the revolution. Its character was officially expressed 
in the fact that the government improvised by it declared itself that it was 
provisional and, like the government, everything that was mooted, attempted or 
enunciated during this period proclaimed itself to be only provisional. Nothing and 
nobody ventured to lay claim to the right of existence and of real action. All the 
elements that had prepared or determined the revolution, the dynastic opposit ion, 
the republican bourgeoisie, the democratic-republican petty bourgeoisie and 
the Social-Democratic workers, provisionally found their place in the February 
government. 

It could not be otherwise. The February days originally aimed at an electoral 
reform, by which the circle o f the politically privileged among the possessing class 
itself was to be widened and the exclusive domination o f the finance aristocracy 
overthrown. When it came to the actual conflict, however, when the people mounted 
the barricades, the National Guard maintained a passive attitude, the army offered 
no serious resistance and the monarchy ran away, the republic appeared to be a 
matter of course. Every party construed it in its own way. Having secured it arms 
in hand, the proletariat impressed its stamp upon it and proclaimed it to be a social 
republic. There was thus indicated the general content of the contradiction to every
thing that, with the material available, with the degree of education attained by the 
masses, under the given circumstances and relations, could be immediately realised 
in practice. O n the other hand, the claims of all the remaining elements that had 
collaborated in the February revolution were recognised by the lion's share that they 
obtained in the government. In no period do we, therefore, find a more confused 
mixture of high-flown phrases and actual uncertainty and clumsiness, of more 
enthusiastic striving for innovation and more thorough domination of the old 
routine, o f more apparent harmony of the whole of society and more profound 
estrangement of its elements. While the Paris proletariat still revelled in the vision 
o f the wide prospects that had opened before it and indulged in earnest discussions 
on social problems, the old forces of society had grouped themselves, rallied, 
reflected and found unexpected support in the mass o f the nation, the peasants and 
petty bourgeois, who all at once stormed on to the political stage, after the barri
ers of the July monarchy had fallen. 
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The second period, from May 4 , 1 8 4 8 to the end of May 1 8 4 9 , is the period of 
the constitution, the foundation, of the bourgeois republic. Directly after the Feb
ruary days not only had the dynastic opposition been surprised by the republicans 
and the republicans by the Socialists, but all France by Paris. The National Assem
bly, which met on May 4 , 1 8 4 8 , had emerged from the national elections and rep
resented the nation. It was a living protest against the aspirations of the February-
days and was to reduce the results of the revolution to the bourgeois scale. In vain 
the Paris proletariat, which immediately grasped the character of this National 
Assembly, attempted on May 1 5 , a few days after it met, forcibly to negate its exis
tence, to dissolve it, to disintegrate again into its constituent parts the organic form 
in which the proletariat was threatened by the reacting spirit of the nation. As is 
known, May 15 had no other result save that of removing Blanqui and his com
rades, that is, the real leaders o f the proletarian party, from the public stage for the 
entire duration of the cycle we are considering. 

The bourgeois monarchy o f Louis Philippe can be followed only by a bourgeois 
republic, that is to say, whereas a limited section of the bourgeoisie ruled in the 
name of the king, the whole of the bourgeoisie will now rule on behalf of the people. 
The demands of the Paris proletariat are Utopian nonsense, to which an end must 
be put. To this declaration of the Constituent National Assembly the Paris prole
tariat replied with the June insurrection, the most colossal event in the history of 
European civil wars. The bourgeois republic triumphed. On its side stood the finance 
aristocracy, the industrial bourgeoisie, the middle class, the petty bourgeois, the 
army, the lumpenproletariat organised as the Mobi le Guard, the intellectuals, the 
clergy and the rural population. On the side of the Paris proletariat stood none but 
itself. More than 3 , 0 0 0 insurgents were butchered after the victory, and 1 5 , 0 0 0 were 
deported without trial. With this defeat the proletariat recedes into the background 
of the revolutionary stage. It attempts to press forward again on every occasion, as 
soon as the movement appears to make a fresh start, but with ever decreased expen
diture o f strength and always slighter results. As soon as one of the social strata sit
uated above it gets into revolutionary ferment, the proletariat enters into an alliance 
with it and so shares all the defeats that the different parties suffer, one after another. 
But these subsequent blows become the weaker, the greater the surface of society 
over which they are distributed. The more important leaders of the proletariat in 
the Assembly and in the press successively fall victim to the courts, and ever more 
equivocal figures come to head it. In part it throws itself into doctrinaire experi
ments, exchange banks and workers' associations, hence into a movement in which 
it renounces the revolutionising of the old world by means of the latter's oivn great, 
combined resources, and seeks, rather, to achieve its salvation behind society's 
back, in private fashion, within its limited conditions of existence, and hence nec
essarily suffers shipwreck. It seems to be unable either to rediscover revolutionary 
greatness in itself or to win new energy from the connections newly entered 
into, until all classes with which it contended in June themselves lie prostrate 
beside it. But at least it succumbs with the honours of the great, world-historic 
struggle; not only France, but all Europe trembles at the June earthquake, while 
the ensuing defeats o f the upper classes are so cheaply bought that they 
require barefaced exaggeration by the victorious party to be able to pass for 
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events at all, and become the more ignominious the further the defeated party is 
from the proletarian party. 

The defeat of the June insurgents, to be sure, had indeed prepared and levelled 
the ground on which the bourgeois republic could be founded and built up, but it 
had shown at the same time that in Europe the questions at issue are other than 
that of "republic or monarchy" . It had revealed that here bourgeois republic signi
fies the unlimited despotism of one class over other classes. It had proved that in 
countries with an old civilisation, with a developed formation of classes, with 
modern conditions of production and with an intellectual consciousness in which 
all traditional ideas have been dissolved by the work o f centuries, the republic sig
nifies in general only the political form of the revolutionising of bourgeois society 
and not its conservative form of life, as, for example, in the United States of Nor th 
America, where, though classes already exist, they have not yet become fixed, but 
continually change and interchange their component elements in constant flux, 
where the modern means of production, instead of coinciding with a stagnant 
surplus population, rather compensate for the relative deficiency o f heads and hands, 
and where, finally, the feverish, youthful movement o f material production, which 
has to make a new world its own, has left neither time nor opportunity for abol
ishing the old spirit world. 

During the June days all classes and parties had united in the Party of Order 
against the proletarian class as the Party of Anarchy, o f socialism, o f communism. 
They had "saved" society from "the enemies of society". They had given out the 
watch-words o f the old society, "property, family, religion, order", to their army as 
passwords and had proclaimed to the counter-revolutionary crusaders: " B y this sign 
thou shaft conquer!" From this moment, as soon as one of the numerous parties 
which had gathered under this sign against the June insurgents seeks to hold the 
revolutionary battlefield in its own class interest, it goes down before the cry: "prop
erty, family, religion, order." Society is saved just as often as the circle o f its rulers 
contracts, as a more exclusive interest is maintained against a wider one. Every 
demand o f the simplest bourgeois financial reform, o f the most ordinary liberalism, 
of the most formal republicanism, o f the most shallow democracy, is simultaneously 
castigated as an "attempt on society" and stigmatised as "socia l i sm". And, finally, 
the high priests of "religion and order" themselves are driven with kicks from their 
Pythian tripods, hauled out of their beds in the darkness of night, put in prison-
vans, thrown into dungeons or sent into exile; their temple is razed to the ground, 
their mouths are sealed, their pens broken, their law torn to pieces in the name of 
religion, of property, of the family, of order. Bourgeois fanatics for order are shot 
down on their balconies by mobs of drunken soldiers, their domestic sanctuaries 
profaned, their houses bombarded for amusement - in the name o f property, of the 
family, of religion and of order. Finally, the scum of bourgeois society forms the 
holy phalanx of order and the hero Krapiilinski 3 installs himself in the Tuileries as 
the "saviour of society". . . . 

3 Krapulinski ~ one of the main characters in Heine's poem "Zwei Fitter" (Romanzero). 
Here Marx alludes to Louis Bonaparte. [Original footnote) 
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As the executive authority which has made itself an independent power, Bona
parte feels it to he his mission to safeguard "bourgeois order". But the strength of 
this bourgeois order lies in the middle class. He looks on himself, therefore, as the 
representative of the middle class and issues decrees in this sense. Nevertheless, he 
is somebody solely due to the fact that he has broken the political power of this 
middle class and daily breaks it anew. Consequently, he looks on himself as the 
adversary of the political and literary power of the middle class. But by protecting 
its material power, he generates its political power anew. The cause must accord
ingly be kept alive; but the effect, where it manifests itself, must be done away with. 
But this cannot pass off without slight confusions of cause and effect, since in their 
interaction both lose their distinguishing features. New decrees that obliterate the 
border line. As against the bourgeoisie, Bonaparte looks on himself, at the same 
time, as the representative of the peasants and of the people in general, who wants 
to make the lower classes of the people happy within the framework o f bourgeois 
society. New decrees that cheat the "true Socialists" of their statecraft in advance. 
But, above all, Bonaparte looks on himself as the chief of the Society of December 
1 0 , as the representative o f the lumpenproletariat, to which he himself, his 
entourage, his government and his army belong, and whose price consideration is 
to benefit itself and draw California lottery prizes from the state treasury. And he 
vindicates his position as chief of the Society of December 1 0 with decrees, without 
decrees and despite decrees. 

This contradictory task of the man explains the contradictions of his government, 
the confused, blind to-ing and fro-ing which seeks now to win, now to humiliate 
first one class and then another and arrays all of them uniformly against him, 
whose practical uncertainty forms a highly comical contrast to the imperious, 
categorical style of the government decrees, a style which is faithfully copied from 
the uncle. 

Industry and trade, hence the business affairs of the middle class, are to prosper 
in hothouse fashion under the strong government. The grant of innumerable railway 
concessions. But the Bonapartist lumpenproletariat is to enrich itself. The initiated 
play tripotage" on the bourse with the railway concessions. But no capital is forth
coming for the railways. Obligation of the Bank to make advances on railway 
shares. But, at the same time, the Bank is to be exploited for personal ends and 
therefore must be cajoled. Release of the Bank from the obligation to publish its 
report weekly. Leonine agreement of the Bank with the government. The people are 
to be given employment. Initiation of public works. But the public works increase 
the obligations o f the people in respect of taxes. Hence reduction of the taxes by 
an onslaught on the rentiers, by conversion of the five per cent bonds to four-and-
a-half per cent. But, once more the middle class must receive a douceur} Therefore 
doubling of the wine tax for the people, who buy it en detail^ and halving of the 
wine tax for the middle class, who drink ir en gros.d Dissolution of the actual 

s Hanky-panky. [Original footnote] 
b Sop. [Original footnote] 
c Retail. [Original footnote] 
6 Wholesale. [Original footnote] 
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workers ' associations, but promises of miracles of association in the future. T h e 
peasants are to be helped. Mortgage banks that expedite their getting into debt and 
accelerate the concentration of property. But these banks are to be used to make 
money out of the confiscated estates of the House of Orleans. N o capitalist wants 
to agree to this condition, which is not in the decree, and the mortgage bank remains 
a mere decree, etc., etc. 

Bonapart would like to appear as the patriarchal benefactor of all classes. But 
he cannot give to one class without taking from another. Just as at the time of the 
Fronde it was said of the Duke of Guise that he was the most obligeant man in 
France because he had turned all his estates into his partisans' obligations to him, 
so Bonaparte would fain be the most obligeant man in France and turn all the prop
erty, all the labour o f France into a personal obligation to himself. He would like 
to steal the whole of France in order to be able to make a present of her to France 
or, rather, in order to be able to buy France anew with French money, for as the 
chief o f the Society of December 10 he must needs buy what ought to belong to 
him. And all the state institutions, the Senate, the Council of State, the legislative 
body, the Legion of Honour, the soldiers' medals, the wash-houses, the public works , 
the railways, the etat-major^ of the National guard excluding privates, and the con
fiscated estates of the House of Orleans - all become parts of the institution of pur
chase. Every place in the army and in the government machine becomes a means o f 
purchase. But the most important feature of this process, whereby France is taken 
in order to be given back, is the percentages that find their way into the pockets o f 
the head and the members of the Society of December 1 0 during the transaction. 
The witticism with which Countess L . , b the mistress of M . de Morny, characterised 
the confiscation o f the Orleans estates: "C'est le premier vol* de l'aigle"c is applic
able to every flight o f this eagle, which is more like a raven. He himself and his 
adherents call out to one another daily like that Italian Carthusian admonishing the 
miser who, with boastful display, counted up the goods on which he could yet live 
for years to come: "Tu fai conto sopra i beni, bisogna prima far il conto sopra gli 
anni."** Lest they make a mistake in the years, they count the minutes. A gang of 
shady characters push their way forward to the court, into the ministries, to the 
head of the administration and the army, a crowd o f the best of whom it must be 
said that no one knows whence he comes, a noisy, disreputable, rapacious boheme 
that crawls into braided coast with the same grotesque dignity as the high digni
taries of Soulouque. One can visualise clearly this upper stratum o f the Society o f 
December 1 0 , if one reflects that Veron-Crevel* * * is its preacher o f morals and 

a General Staff. [Original footnote] 
Vol means flight and theft. 

"Thou contest thy goods, thou shouldst first count thy years." 
*** In this novel Cousine Bette, Biazac delineates rhe thoroughly dissolute Parisian philis-
tine in Crevel, a character based on Dr Veron, owner of the ConstitutionneL 

h Lehon. {Original footnote) 
c "It is the first flight (theft) of the eagle." [Original footnote] 
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Granier de Cassagnac its thinker. When Guizot, at the time of his ministry, utilised 
this Granier on a hole-and-corner newspaper against the dynastic opposition, he 
used to boast of him with the quip: "C'est le roi des droles," "he is the king of buf
foons." 3 One would do wrong to recall the Regency or Louis X V in connection with 
Louis Bonaparte's court and clique. For "often already, France has experienced a 
government of hommes entretenus."*b 

Driven by the contradictory demands of his situation and being at the same time, 
like a conjurer, under the necessity of keeping the public gaze fixed on himself, as 
Napoleon's substitute, by springing constant surprises, that is to say, under the 
necessity of executing a coup d'etat en miniature every day, Bonaparte throws the 
entire bourgeois economy into confusion, violates everything that seemed inviolable 
to the revolution of 1 8 4 8 , makes some tolerant of revolution, others desirous of 
revolution, and produces actual anarchy in the name of order, while at the same 
time stripping its halo from the entire state machine, profanes it and makes it at 
once loathsome and ridiculous. The cult of the Holy Coat o f Trier he duplicates in 
Paris with the cult of the Napoleonic imperial mantle. But when the imperial mantle 
finally falls on the shoulders of Louis Bonaparte, the Bronze statue of Napoleon will 
crash from the top of the Vendome Column. 

* The words quoted are those of Madame Girardin. 

J Quoted in the article by Dupont "Chronique de llnterieur", Voix du Proscrit, No. 8. 
December 15, 1850. [Original footnote] 
h Hommes entretenus: kept men. The 1852 edition further has: "and Cato, who took his 
life to be able to associate with heroes in the Elysian Fields! Poor Cato!" [Original footnote] 
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. . . Wha t are wages? H o w are they determined? 
If workers were asked: 'How much are your wages? ' one would reply: T get a 

mark a day from my employer'; another, ' I get two marks, ' and so on. According 
to the different trades to which they belong, they would mention different sums of 
money which they receive from their respective employers for the performance of a 
particular piece of work, for example, weaving a yard of linen or type-setting a 
printed sheet. In spite o f the variety of their statements, they would all agree on one 
point: wages are the sum of money paid by the capitalist for a particular labour 
time or for a particular output o f labour. 

The capitalist, it seems, therefore, buys their labour with money. They sell him 
their labour for money. For the same sum with which the capitalist has bought their 
labour, for example, two marks, he could have bought two pounds o f sugar or a 
definite amount of any other commodity. The two marks, which he bought two 
pounds o f sugar, are the price o f the two pounds o f sugar. The two marks, with 
which he bought twelve hours' use o f labour, are the price o f twelve hours ' labour. 
Labour, therefore, is a commodity, neither more nor less than sugar. The former is 
measured by the clock, the latter by the scales. 

The workers exchange their commodity, labour, for the commodity of the capi
talist, for money, and this exchange takes place in a definite rat io. So much money 
for so much labour. For twelve hours ' weaving, two marks. And do not the two 
marks represent all the other commodities which I can buy for two marks? In fact, 
therefore, the worker has exchanged his commodity, labour, for other commodities 
o f all kinds and that in a definite ratio. By giving him two marks, the capitalist has 
given him so much meat, so much clothing, so much fuel, light, etc., in exchange 
for his day's labour. Accordingly, the two marks express the ratio in which labour 
is exchanged for other commodities, the exchange value of his labour. T h e exchange 

Karl Marx, "Wage-Labour and Capital," pp. 2 4 9 - 5 0 , 2 5 1 - 2 , 255 , 2 5 7 - 8 , 2 5 8 - 9 , 2 6 1 - 2 , 
263 , 264 , 2 6 5 - 6 , 267 -8 from David McLellan (ed.), Karl Marx: Selected Writings {Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977). Introduction and compilation © David McLellan 1977. 
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value of a commodity, reckoned in money, is what is called its price. Wages are only 
a special name for the price of labour, for the price of this peculiar commodity which 
has no other repository than human flesh and blood. 

Let us take any worker, say, a weaver. The capitalist supplies him with the loom 
and yarn. The weaver sets to work and the yarn is converted into linen. The capi
talist takes possession of the linen and sells it, say, for twenty marks. N o w are the 
wages of the weaver a share in the linen, in the twenty marks, in the product of his 
labour? By no means. Long before the linen is sold, perhaps long before its weaving 
is finished, the weaver has received his wages. The capitalist, therefore, does not 
pay these wages with the money which he will obtain from the linen, but with money 
already in reserve, j u s t as the loom and the yarn are not the product o f the weaver 
to whom they are supplied by his employer, so likewise with the commodities which 
the weaver receives in exchange for his commodity, labour. It was possible that his 
employer found no purchaser at all for his linen. It was possible that he did not get 
even the amount of the wages by its sale. It is possible that he sells it very profitably 
in comparison with the weaver's wages. All that has nothing to do with the weaver. 
The capitalist buys the labour of the weaver with a part of his available wealth, of 
his capital, just as he has bought the raw material - the yarn - and the instrument 
of labour - the loom - with another part of his wealth. After he has made these 
purchases, and these purchases include the labour necessary for the production of 
linen, he produces only with the raw materials and instruments of labour belong
ing to him. For the latter include now, true enough, our good weaver as well, who 
has as little share in the product or the price of the product as the loom has. 

Wages are, therefore, not the worker's share in the commodity produced by him. 
Wages are the part o f already existing commodities with which the capitalist buys 
for himself a definite amount of productive labour. 

Labour is, therefore, a commodity which its possessor, the wage-worker, sells to 
capital. Why does he sell it? In order to live. 

Wages, as we have seen, are the price of a definite commodity, o f labour. Wages 
are, therefore, determined by the same laws that determine the price o f every 
other commodity. The question, therefore, is, how is the price of a commodity 
determined? 

By competition between buyers and sellers, by the relation of inquiry to delivery, 
o f demand to supply. Competit ion, by which the price of a commodity is deter
mined, is three-sided. 

The same commodity is offered by various sellers. With goods of the same quality, 
the one who sells most cheaply is certain o f driving the others out of the field and 
securing the greatest sale for himself. Thus, the sellers mutually contend among 
themselves for sales, for the market. Each of them desires to sell, to sell as much as 
possible and, if possible, to sell alone, to the exclusion of the other sellers. Hence, 
one sells cheaper than another. Consequently, competition takes place among the 
sellers, which depresses the price of the commodities offered by them. 

But competition also takes place among the buyers, which in its turn causes the 
commodities offered to rise in price. 
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Finally competition occurs between buyers and sellers; the former desire to buy 
as cheaply as possible, the latter to sell as dearly as possible. The result of this com
petition between buyers and sellers will depend upon how the two above-mentioned 
sides of the competition are related, that is, whether the competit ion is stronger in 
the army of buyers or in the army of sellers. Industry leads two armies into the field 
against each other, each of which again carries on a battle within its own ranks, 
among its own troops. The army whose troops beat each other up the least gains 
the victory over the opposing host. 

Now, the same general laws that regulate the price of commodities in general of 
course also regulate wages, the price o f labour. 

Wages will rise and fall according to the relation of supply and demand, accord
ing to the turn taken by the competition between the buyers o f labour, the capital
ists, and the sellers of labour, the workers. The fluctuations in wages correspond in 
general to the fluctuations in prices o f commodities. Within these fluctuations, 
however, the price of labour will be determined by the cost of production, by the 
labour time necessary to produce this commodity - labour power. 

What , then, is the cost of production o f labour? 
It is the cost required for maintaining the worker as a worker and of developing 

him into a worker. 
The less the period of training, therefore, that any work requires the smaller is 

the cost of production o f the worker and the lower is the price o f his labour, his 
wages. In those branches of industry in which hardly any period o f apprenticeship 
is required and where the mere bodily existence of the worker suffices, the cost 
necessary for his production is almost confined to the commodit ies necessary for 
keeping him alive and capable of working. The price o f his labour will, therefore, 
be determined by the price of the necessary means of subsistence. 

Another consideration, however, also comes in. The manufacturer in calculating 
his cost of production and, accordingly, the price of the products takes into account 
the wear and tear of the instruments of labour. If, for example, a machine costs him 
1 ,000 marks and wears out in ten years, he adds 1 0 0 marks annually to the price 
of the commodities so as to be able to replace the worn-out machine by a new one 
at the end of ten years. In the same way, in calculating the cost of production o f 
simple labour, there must be included the cost of reproduction, whereby the race of 
workers is enabled to multiply and to replace worn-out workers by new ones. Thus 
the depreciation o f the worker is taken into account in the same way as the depre
ciation of the machine. 

The cost of production of simple labour, therefore, amounts to the cost of 
existence and reproduction o f the worker. The price o f this cost of existence and 
reproduction constitutes wages. Wages so determined are called the wage minimum. 
This wage minimum, like the determination of the price of commodit ies by the cost 
of production in general, does not hold good for the single individual but for the 
species. Individual workers , millions o f workers, do not get enough to be able to 
exist and reproduce themselves; but the wages of the whole working class level 
down, within their fluctuations, to this minimum. 
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What takes place in the exchange between capitalist and wage-worker? 
The worker receives means of subsistence in exchange for his labour, but the 

capitalist receives in exchange for his means of subsistence labour, the productive 
activity of the worker, the creative power whereby the worker not only replaces what 
he consumes but gives to the accumulated labour a greater value than it previously 
possessed. The worker receives a part of the available means of subsistence from the 
capitalist. For what purpose do these means of subsistence serve him? For immedi
ate consumption. As soon, however, as I consume the means of subsistence, they are 
irretrievably lost to me unless I use the time during which I am kept alive by them 
in order to produce new means of subsistence, in order during consumption to create 
by my labour new values in place of the values which perish in being consumed. But 
it is just this noble reproductive power that the worker surrenders to the capitalist 
in exchange for means of subsistence received. He has, therefore, lost it for himself. 

Does a worker in a cotton factory produce merely cotton textiles? N o , he pro
duces capital. He produces values which serve afresh to command his labour and 
by means of it to create new values. 

Capital can only increase by exchanging itself for labour power, by calling wage 
labour to life. The labour of the wage-worker can only be exchanged for capital by 
increasing capital, by strengthening the power whose slave it is. Hence, increase of 
capital is increase of the proletariat, that is, of the working class. 

The interests o f the capitalist and those of the worker are, therefore, one and the 
same, assert the bourgeois and their economists. Indeed! The worker perishes if 
capital does not employ him. Capital perishes if it does not exploit labour, and in 
order to exploit it, it must buy it. The faster capital intended for production, pro
ductive capital, increases, the more, therefore, industry prospers, the more the bour
geoisie enriches itself and the better business is, the more workers does the capitalist 
need, the more dearly does the worker sell himself. 

The indispensable condition for a tolerable situation of the worker is, therefore, 
the fastest possible growth of productive capital. 

But what is the growth of productive capital? Growth of the power of accumu
lated labour over living labour. Growth of the domination of the bourgeoisie over 
the working class. If wage labour produces the wealth of others that rules over it, 
the power that is hostile to it, capital, then the means of employment, that is, the 
means of subsistence, flow back to it from this hostile power, on condition that it 
makes itself afresh into a part o f capital, into the lever which hurls capital anew 
into an accelerated movement o f growth. 

To say that the interests of capital and those of the workers are one and the same 
is only to say that capital and wage labour are two sides of one and the same 
relation. The one conditions the other, just as usurer and squanderer condition 
each other. 

As long as the wage-worker is a wage-worker his lot depends upon capital. That 
is the much-vaunted community of interests between worker and capitalist. 
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In addition, we recall that, in spite of the fluctuations in prices of commodities, 
the average price of every commodity, the ratio in which it is exchanged for other 
commodities, is determined by its cost of production. Hence the overreachings 
within the capitalist class necessarily balance one another. The improvement of 
machinery, new application of natural forces in the service of production, enable a 
larger amount of products to be created in a given period o f time with the same 
amount of labour and capital, but not by any means a larger amount of exchange 
values. If, by the use of the spinning jenny, I can turn out twice as much yarn in an 
hour as before its invention, say, one hundred pounds instead of fifty, then in the 
long run I will receive for these hundred pounds no more commodities in exchange 
than formerly for the fifty pounds, because the cost of production has fallen by one-
half, or because I can deliver double the product at the same cost. 

Finally, in whatever proportion the capitalist class, the bourgeoisie, whether 
of one country or of the whole world market, shares the net profit of production 
within itself, the total amount of this net profit always consists only of the amount 
by which, on the whole, accumulated labour has been increased by direct 
labour. This total amount grows, therefore, in the proportion in which labour 
augments capital, that is, in the proportion in which profit rises in comparison 
with wages. 

We see, therefore, that even if we remain within the relation of capital and wage 
labour, the interests of capital and the interests of wage labour are diametrically 
opposed. 

A rapid increase of capital is equivalent to a rapid increase of profit. Profit can 
only increase rapidly if the exchange value o f labour, if relative wages, decrease just 
as rapidly. Relative wages can fall although real wages rise simultaneously with 
nominal wages, with the money value of labour, if they do not rise, however, in the 
same proportion as profit. If, for instance, in times when business is good, wages 
rise by five per cent, profit on the other hand by thirty per cent, then the com
parative, the relative wages, have not increased but decreased. 

Thus if the income of the worker increases with the rapid growth of capital, the 
social gulf that separates the worker from the capitalist increases at the same time, 
and the power of capital over labour, the dependence of labour on capital, likewise 
increases at the same time. 

To say that the worker has an interest in the rapid growth of capital is only to 
say that the more rapidly the worker increases the wealth of others, the richer will 
be the crumbs that fall to him, the greater is the number o f workers that can be 
employed and called into existence, the more can the mass of slaves dependent on 
capital be increased. 

We have thus seen that: 
Even the most favourable situation for the working class, the most rapid pos

sible growth o f capital, however much it may improve the material existence o f 
the worker, does not remove the antagonism between his interests and the interests 
of the bourgeoisie, the interests of the capitalists. Profit and wages remain as before 
in inverse proportion. 

If capital is growing rapidly, wages may rise; the profit o f capital rises incom
parably more rapidly. The material position o f the worker has improved, but at the 
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cost of his social position. The social gulf that divides him from the capitalist has 
widened. 

Finally: 
To say that the most favourable condition for wage labour is the most rapid pos

sible growth of productive capital is only to say that the more rapidly the working 
class increases and enlarges the power that is hostile to it, the wealth that does not 
belong to it and that rules over it, the more favourable will be the conditions under 
which it is allowed to labour anew at increasing bourgeois wealth, at enlarging the 
power of capital, content with forging for itself the golden chains by which the bour
geoisie drags it in its train. 

If, on the whole, the productive capital of bourgeois society grows, a more man
ifold accumulation of labour takes place. The capitals increase in number and 
extent. The numerical increase of the capitals increases the competition between the 
capitalists. The increasing extent of the capitals provides the means for bringing 
more powerful labour armies with more gigantic instruments of war into the indus
trial battlefield. 

One capitalist can drive another from the fieid and capture his capital only 
by selling more cheaply. In order to be able to sell more cheaply without 
ruining himself, he must produce more cheaply, that is, raise the productive 
power o f labour as much as possible. But the productive power of labour is 
raised, above all, by a greater division o f labour, by a more universal introduction 
and continual improvement o f machinery. The greater the labour army among 
whom labour is divided, the more gigantic the scale on which machinery is 
introduced, the more does the cost of production proportionately decrease, the 
more fruitful is labour. Hence, a general rivalry arises among the capitalists to 
increase the division o f labour and machinery and to exploit them on the greatest 
possible scale. 

However, the privileged position of our capitalist is not of long duration; other 
competing capitalists introduce the same machines, the same division of labour, 
introduce them on the same or on a larger scale, and this introduction will become 
so general that the price o f linen is reduced not only below its old, but below its 
new cost of production. 

The capitalists find themselves, therefore, in the same position relative to 
one another as before the introduction of the new means of production, and if 
they are able to supply by these means double the production at the same 
price, they are now forced to supply the double product below the old price. On 
the basis of this new cost of production, the same game begins again. M o r e divi
sion of labour, more machinery, enlarged scale of exploitation of machinery and 
division of labour. And again competition brings the same counteraction against 
this result. 
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We see how in this way the mode of production and the means of production are 
continually transformed, revolutionized, how the division of labour is necessarily 
followed by greater division of labour, the application of machinery by still greater 
application of machinery, work on a large scale by work on a still larger scale. 

I f now we picture to ourselves this feverish simultaneous agitation on the whole 
world market, it will be comprehensible how the growth, accumulation, and con
centration of capital results in an uninterrupted division of labour, and in the appli
cation of new and the perfecting of old machinery precipitately and on an ever more 
gigantic scale. 

But how do these circumstances, which are inseparable from the growth of pro
ductive capital, affect the determination of wages? 

The greater division of labour enables one worker to do the work of five, ten, or 
twenty; it therefore multiplies competit ion among the workers fivefold, tenfold, or 
twentyfold. The workers do not only compete by one selling himself cheaper than 
another; they compete by one doing the work o f five, ten, twenty; and the division 
of labour, introduced by capital and continually increased, compels the workers to 
compete among themselves in this way. 

Further, as the division of labour increases, labour is simplified. The special skill 
o f the worker becomes worthless. He becomes transformed into a simple, monoto
nous productive force that does not have to use intense bodily or intellectual fac
ulties. His labour becomes a labour that anyone can perform. Hence, competitors 
crowd upon him on all sides, and besides we remind the reader that the more simple 
and easily learned the labour is, the lower the cost of production needed to master 
it, the lower do wages sink, for, like the price o f every other commodity, they are 
determined for by the cost o f production. 

Let us sum up: The more productive capital grows, the more the division of 
labour and the application of machinery expands. The more the division of labour 
and the application of machinery expands, the more competit ion among the workers 
expands and the more their wages contract . 

In addition, the working class gains recruits from the higher strata o f society also; 
a mass of petty industrialists and small rentiers are hurled down into its ranks and 
have nothing better to do than urgently stretch out their arms alongside those of 
the workers. Thus the forest o f uplifted arms demanding work becomes ever thicker, 
while the arms themselves become ever thinner. 

Tha t the small industrialist cannot survive in a contest one of the first conditions 
of which is to produce on an ever greater scale, that is, precisely to be a large and 
not a small industrialist, is self-evident. 

Tha t the interest on capital decreases in the same measure as the mass and 
number of capitals increase, as capital grows; that, therefore, the small rentier can 
no longer live on his interest but must throw himself into industry, and, conse
quently, help to swell the ranks o f the small industrialists and thereby of candidates 
for the proletariat - ail this surely requires no further explanation. 
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Finally, as the capitalists are compelled, by the movement described above, to 
exploit the already existing gigantic means of production on a larger scale and to 
set in motion all the mainsprings of credit to this end, there is a corresponding 
increase in industrial earthquakes, in which the trading world can only maintain 
itself by sacrificing a part of wealth, of products and even of productive forces to 
the gods of the nether world - in a word, crises increase. They become more fre
quent and more violent, if only because, as the mass of production, and consequently 
the need for extended markets, grows, the world market becomes more and more 
contracted, fewer and fewer hew markets remain available for exploitation, since 
every preceding crisis has subjected to worid trade a market hitherto unconquered 
or only superficially exploited. But capital does not live only on labour. A lord, at 
once aristocratic and barbarous, it drags with it into the grave the corpses of its 
slaves, whole hecatombs of workers who perish in the crises. Thus we see: if capital 
grows rapidly, competit ion among the workers grows incomparably more rapidly, 
that is, the means of employment, the means of subsistence, o f the working class 
decrease proportionately so much the more, and, nevertheless, the rapid growth of 
capital is the most favourable condition for wage labour. 



Karl Marx 

The owners merely of labour power, owners of capital, and land-owners, whose 
respective sources o f income are wages, profit and ground rent, in other words, 
wage labourers, capitalists and landowners, constitute then three big classes of 
modern society based upon the capitalist mode o f production. 

In England, modern society is indisputably most highly and classically developed 
in economic structure. Nevertheless, even here the stratification of classes does not 
appear in its pure form. Middle and intermediate strata even here obliterate lines 
of demarcation everywhere (although incomparably less in rural districts than in 
the cities). However, this is immaterial for our analysis. We have seen that the con
tinual tendency and law o f development o f the capitalist mode o f production is more 
and more to divorce the means of production from labour, and more and more to 
concentrate the scattered means of production into targe groups, thereby trans
forming labour into wage labour and the means o f production into capital. And to 
this tendency, on the other hand, corresponds the independent separation o f landed 
property from capital and labour, or the transformation o f all landed property into 
the form o f landed property corresponding to the capitalist mode o f production. 

The first question to be answered is this: Wha t constitutes a class? - and the reply 
to this follows naturally from the reply to another question, namely: Wha t makes 
wage labourers, capitalists and landlords constitute the three great social classes? 

At first glance - the identity of revenues and sources of revenue. There are three great social 
groups whose members, the individuals forming them, live on wages, profit and ground rent 
respectively, on the realisation of their labour power, their capital, and their landed property. 

However, from this standpoint, physicians and officials, e.g., would also constitute 
two classes, for they belong to two distinct social groups, the members of each of these 
groups receiving their revenue from one and the same source. The same would also be 
true of the infinite fragmentation of interest and rank into which the division of social 
labour splits labourers as well as capitalists and landlords - the latter, e.g., into owners 
of vineyards, farm owners, owners of forests, mine owners and owners of fisheries. 

[Here the manuscript breaks off.) 

Karl Marx, "Classes," pp. 870-1 from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, Volume 37 
(New York: International Publishers, 1975). Copyright © 1975 by International Publishers Co., Inc. 



Part III 

The Sociological Theory of Emile Ourkheim 





Along with Karl M a r x and M a x Weber, Emile Durkheim ( 1 8 5 8 - 1 9 1 7 ) is one of the 
key classical theorists in sociology. O f the three, Durkheim was the only one to actu
ally hold a chair in the discipline, and he was the author of some of the most 
programmatic statements about what sociology was and how it should be done. 
Durkheim's key theoretical contribution lies in his claim that social phenomena are 
sui generis realities that can only be explained by other social facts. 

Durkheim's modern legacy is somewhat odd in the sense that his work is now 
considered central to sociologists of very different theoretical inclinations. Although 
Durkheim has recently come to be associated with positivism in sociology, his work 
also addresses important philosophical and cultural questions. Durkheim's theoret
ical writings have had wide-ranging influence on social anthropology, criminology, 
and studies of education, religion, and social movements. To some degree, 
Durkheim's reputation suffered due to the reaction against functionalism (see Part 
VII in this volume), with which Durkheim's name has come to be associated in the 
English-speaking world. The recent renewal of "neofunctionalism" and analysis has 
brought interested readers again to Durkheim's work. 

Durkheim's Life and Intellectual Context 

Durkheim was born in sp ina l , France in 1 8 5 8 and grew up in a traditional Jewish 
family, which was part o f the iong-established Jewish community of Alsace-
Lorraine. His father was the rabbi of the town and, in fact, Durkheim's family had 
a long rabbinical tradition. In keeping with this tradition, Durkheim was expected 
to devote himself to religious studies. In general, Durkheim and his siblings were 
brought up in an austere atmosphere, with a strong sense o f duty and moral 
discipline. 

Durkheim's early education began at a rabbinical school. However, he soon 
decided against this course of study and switched to the local school. Durkheim was 
a serious student, and decided at an early age that he wanted to pursue higher edu
cation. After graduation, he moved to Paris in order to prepare for the entrance 
exam for the Fxole Normale Superieure, the most distinguished college in France. 
After two failed attempts, he was admitted to the Ecole in 1 8 7 9 . He experienced 
intense anxiety about the academic competition there and he feared failure. At the 
same time, however, the Fxole provided a setting for exhilarating intellectual 
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discussions, and Durkheim thrived on these. In the course of his studies at the Itcole, 
Durkheim became critical of its educational approach, which he found to be " too 
humanistic and literary, and too hostile to scientific attitudes" (Lukes, 1 9 7 2 : 5 2 - 3 ) . 
Initially interested in psychology and philosophy, he soon turned his attention to 
the study of morality and society, and finally to sociology. 

At the £co!e , Durkheim's intellectual development was shaped by the ideas of 
two neo-Kantian scholars, Renouvier and Boutroux. In particular, Durkheim was 
persuaded by Renouvier's commitment to rationalism, his central concern with the 
scientific study o f morality, his anti-utilitarianism, and his advocacy of secular edu
cation. From Boutroux, Durkheim derived the principle that each science is irre
ducible to that of the preceding one, a principle that was to shape Durkheim's own 
conceptualization of the distinctive subject matter and methodology o f sociology. 
Under Boutroux's guidance, he also engaged in a close reading o f Auguste Comte , 
the inventor o f the term "sociology." Methodologically, Durkheim was influenced 
by the historian Fustel de Coulanges, an advocate o f the scientific method and a 
believer in the importance of religion in social life. 

Following graduation, Durkheim taught philosophy at several provincial schools 
from 1 8 8 2 to 1 8 8 7 . By this time, he had also settled on a topic for his doctoral 
thesis: the relation between individualism and socialism. He later recast the idea as 
the relation between the individual and society, and, finally, between individual per
sonality and social solidarity. Although still quite abstract and philosophical, these 
ideas eventually spawned The Division of Labor in Society. By the time he com
pleted the first draft of this work in 1 8 8 6 , Durkheim had committed himself to the 
establishment of the new science of sociology. 

In this intellectual commitment, Durkheim was indebted to Comte's advocacy of 
scientific methods for the study o f society. Although profound, this debt was not 
received uncritically by Durkheim. He believed that while Comte correctly identi
fied "the socia l" as the object of sociology, Comte's work still amounted more to 
philosophical contemplation of humanity in general rather than the study of any 
specific society. Although Comte coined the term "sociology" in 1 8 2 2 , the disci
pline itself was just becoming established in Durkheim's lifetime, and it was still 
struggling for recognition in the academic world. In his search for examples of soci
ology at work, Durkheim turned his attention to Germany. He spent the academic 
year 1 8 8 5 - 6 visiting several German universities, where he became impressed with 
the German contribution to the emerging science o f sociology. 

In this respect, he found Herbert Spencer's earlier application of an organic 
analogy to societies a more satisfactory explanatory tool. The idea had become 
current in the work of many prominent German social thinkers. Organicism is based 
on the premise that the laws governing the functioning and evolution of animal 
organisms provide a model for a natural science o f society. Durkheim was also 
impressed with the scientific study of morality that he encountered in Germany, for 
instance the work o f social economists such as Wagner and Schmoller. Flowever, it 
was the work of Wilhelm Wundt that Durkheim considered to be the greatest con
tribution to the sociological treatment of morality. Durkheim's articles on German 
social science and philosophy attracted public attention, and in 1 8 8 7 he was 
appointed to teach the first university course in social science at the University of 
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Bordeaux. At that time, the appointment of a social scientist to the predominantly 
humanist Faculty of Letters was in itself quite a significant event. 

Durkheim's fifteen years at Bordeaux were extremely productive. In addition to 
numerous reviews and articles, he published The Division of Labor as well as The 
Rules of Sociological Method and Suicide. Durkheim's lectures on sociological sub
jects further staked the claim for sociology as a discipline. In addition, Durkheim 
founded the L'Annee Sociologique ( 1 8 9 8 - 1 9 1 3 ) , the first social science journal in 
France. These intellectual projects brought upon Durkheim charges of "sociologi
cal imperialism" (see Lukes, 1 9 7 2 : 1 0 3 ) . While he was largely able to overcome 
opposition from his colleagues in Bordeaux, for a time these charges kept him from 
a professorship in Paris, something to which he had aspired. 

Although Durkheim held a strong antipathy for politics, he made two exceptions: 
the Dreyfus Affair and the First World War. It was Durkheim's involvement in the 
Dreyfus Affair that eventually brought Durkheim an appointment in Paris. In 1 8 9 4 , 
a Jewish staff officer named Captain Alfred Dreyfus was court-martialed for selling 
secrets to the German Embassy in Paris. When a later review of the case under a 
new chief of counter-intelligence found Dreyfus to be innocent, it became a public 
scandal. It was in the course o f the public debate following this controversy that 
Durkheim published his only study addressing contemporary politics. The article, 
"Individualism and Intellectuals," published in 1 8 9 8 , responded to those who 
accused the intellectuals supporting Dreyfus's case of provoking individualism and 
anarchy. Durkheim argued in this article for a concept he called "moral individu
alism." Properly understood, individualism was not the same thing as pure egotism, 
Durkheim argued. 

Following the Dreyfus Affair, Durkheim's continued involvement in public 
debates led to his appointment in Paris. In 1 9 0 2 , he was appointed to a position in 
education at the Sorbonne. Although he became a full professor in 1 9 0 6 , it was not 
until 1 9 1 3 that he was named Chair in "Education and Sociology." Durkheim's 
intellectual interests during his Paris years were the sociology of morality, knowl
edge, and religion. Following the outbreak of the First World War, Durkheim 
immersed himself in the war effort. By this time, his health had begun to decline, 
and he suffered a further blow with the death of his son in the war. Durkheim died 
in 1 9 1 7 at the age o f 5 9 . 

Durkheim's Work 

O f the large body o f work that Durkheim produced, the most influential are the 
four major books that were published during his lifetime: The Division of Labor, 
The Rules of Sociological Method, Suicide, and The Elementary Forms of the Reli
gious Life. In these books, Durkheim developed some of his principal intellectual 
ideas. One project that he committed himself to was the establishment of sociology 
as a discipline. His goal was to provide a firm definition of the field and a scientific 
basis for its study. A second concern of Durkheim's was the issue of social integra
tion in society. Durkheim wondered about the sources and nature o f moral author
ity as an integrating force in society, as well as the rise of individualism. Finally, 
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Durkheim held a strong interest in the practical implications of social scientific 
knowledge. 

Durkheim intended The Rules as a programmatic statement about the cause of 
sociology as a discipline, which must have its own distinctive subject matter and 
methodology. Substantively, the domain of sociology must necessarily be "social 
facts" that are "external to individuals." Methodologically, sociologists must strive 
for objectivity by studying "social facts as things," that is, through empirical inves
tigation. In demarcating the explanatory method of sociology from that of psy
chology, Durkheim proposed that sociology must focus on macro-level causal 
analysis, relating social causes to social effects. In addition to a causal analysis, he 
suggested that sociology must undertake a functional explanation of a social fact in 
terms of the needs of a social "organism." 

Durkheim intended his book Suicide to be an example o f his method. Durkheim 
took the suicide rate as an example of a social fact, and attempted to explain the 
variations in that rate scientifically. The suicide rate Is an interesting example for 
several reasons. First, it is "external to individuals." Durkheim did not attempt to 
explain the inner feelings of someone contemplating suicide, nor even the causes o f 
individual suicides. Instead, he examined variations in the suicide rate. W h a t caused 
these variations? He argued that under different social conditions, different causes 
produced patterns o f suicides. In modern societies, the most important cause was a 
disconnection o f people from social bonds - resulting either from isolation or from 
disorienting changes in society at large. 

In The Division of Labor, Durkheim confronted the basic question of what holds 
modern society together. Using an evolutionary approach, his central thesis in the 
book was that the increasing division of labor in modern societies was taking the 
place of the conscience collective - the moral consensus or collective conscience -
that marked traditional societies. Despite this, social cohesion still operates, but in 
a different way. Durkheim characterizes the social integration that results from the 
division o f labor in modern societies as "organic solidarity," a solidarity born out 
of mutual need. This was quickly replacing the "mechanical solidarity" typical of 
simpler societies. The term "organic" referred to the functional interconnectedness 
of elements in society, similar to the way that the parts o f an organism are func
tionally connected. In modern societies, we may not feel morally or culturally con
nected to those around us. But as the division of labor increases, we are more than 
ever functionally connected by our mutual needs. 

The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life marked an explicitly cultural turn 
in Durkheim's work. It was ostensibly a study of Totemism, a "primitive and simple 
religion" of the aboriginal people of Australia. Durkheim picked this example 
because he believed that the simplest religions offered the purest examples o f the 
essential elements of religious life. M o r e broadly, Durkheim contributed in this work 
to a general theory of religion and the sociology of knowledge. The Elementary 
Forms can be seen as the study of collective representations, a concept that increas
ingly came to replace that o f the conscience collective in Durkheim's work. In this 
direction, Durkheim traced the social origins and the social functions of religious 
beliefs. As the embodiment of collective ideals, religion is reinforced through cere
monials and rituals. Durkheim also advanced a sociological theory of knowledge 
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that addresses old philosophical question, such as the origin of categories of thought 
and action. 

In doing so, he wanted to unite two philosophical claims that seemed to be 
opposed to one another. On the one hand, there was the claim that categories are 
constructed out of human experience. On the other hand, there was the claim that 
categories are logically prior to experience. Durkheim suggested that categories are 
collective representations; that is, categories are the product of society. To the extent 
people collectively constitute society, our categories of knowledge can be said to be 
human creations. But because society is a sui generis phenomenon, they are prior 
to the experience of any particular person. 

Durkheim's Legacy 

By the turn of the century, Durkheim's hard work had paid off. Sociology had gained 
considerable popularity in Europe and the United States, and in France, Durkheim's 
vision of the discipline was well entrenched. Many of his students pursued his intel
lectual ideas in their own work. His nephew and collaborator Marce l Mauss studied 
reciprocity in the form of gift giving, and the notion of the person or "self"; Holb-
wachs did research on working-class consumption and collective memory; Bougie 
studied caste. 

Ironically, in recent decades Durkheim's methodology has been far more influ
ential in America and Britain than in France. The British anthropologist Alfred 
Radcliffe-Brown first introduced Durkheim's ideas to the English-speaking world. 
Radcliffe-Brown also helped stimulate interest in Durkheim's writings in the United 
States. However, this interest became more widespread in the United States through 
the work of Talcott Parsons and Rober t Merton. 

Nevertheless, Durkheim's ideas influenced several major theoretical movements 
in the twentieth century. They were strongly present in the emergence o f "struc
turalism" through the work of Jean Piaget and Claude Levi-Strauss. Alexander 
( 1 9 8 8 } points to the often-unacknowledged debt that the recent cultural revival in 
social theory owes to the ideas of Durkheim, for instance, in the work of Ferdinand 
de Saussure, Michel Foucault (see Part IV of Contemporary Sociological Theory), 
and Clifford Geertz, as well as Peter Berger, Robert Bellah, and others. 
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Emile Durkheim 

The proposition which states that social facts must be treated as things - the propo
sition which is at the very basis of our method - is among those which have stirred 
up the most opposition. It was deemed paradoxical and scandalous for us to assim
ilate to the realities of the external world those of the social world. This was sin
gularly to misunderstand the meaning and effect of this assimilation, the object of 
which was not to reduce the higher forms of being to the level of lower ones but, 
on the contrary, to claim for the former a degree o f reality at least equal to that 
which everyone accords to the latter. Indeed, we do not say chat social facts are 
material things, but that they are things just as are material things, although in a 
different way. 

W h a t indeed is a thing? The thing stands in opposition to the idea, just as what 
is known from the outside stands in opposition to what is known from the inside. 
A thing is any object of knowledge which is not naturally penetrable by the under
standing. It is all that which we cannot conceptualise adequately as an idea by the 
simple process o f intellectual analysis. It is all that which the mind cannot under
stand without going outside itself, proceeding progressively by way of observation 
and experimentation from those features which are the most external and the most 
immediately accessible to those which are the least visible and the most profound. 
To treat facts of a certain order as things is therefore not to place them in this or 
that category of reality; it is to observe towards them a certain attitude of mind. It 
is to embark upon the study of them by adopting the principle that one is entirely 
ignorant of what they are, that their characteristic properties, like the unknown 
causes upon which they depend, cannot be discovered by even the most careful form 
of introspection. 

The terms being so defined, our proposition, far from being a paradox, might 
almost pass for a truism if it were not too often still unrecognised in those sciences 

Emile Durkheim, "The Rules of Sociological Method," pp. 3 5 - 8 , 5 0 - 9 , 119 -25 , 127-32 , 
134-5 from Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method, edited by Steven Lukes, 
translated by W. D. Halls (New York: Macmillan Publishers, The Free Press, 1982}. Copy
right © 1982 by Steven Lukes. Translation, Copyright © 1982 by Macmillan Publishers, 
Ltd. Reprinted and edited with the permission of The Free Press, a division of Simon & 
Schuster, Inc. 



140 Emile Durkheim 

which deal with man, and above all in sociology. Indeed, in this sense it may be 
said that any object of knowledge is a thing, except perhaps for mathematical 
objects. Regarding the latter, since we construct them ourselves, from the most 
simple to the most complex, it is enough to look within ourselves and to analyse 
internally the mental process from which they arise, in order to know what they 
are. But as soon as we consider facts per se, when we undertake to make a science 
of them, they are of necessity unknowns for us, things of which we are ignorant, 
for the representations that we have been able to make o f them in the course of our 
lives, since they have been made without method and uncritically, lack any scien
tific value and must be discarded. The facts of individual psychology themselves are 
of this nature and must be considered in this light. Indeed, although by definition 
they are internal to ourselves, the consciousness that we have o f them reveals to us 
neither their inmost character nor their origin. Consciousness allows us to know 
them well up to a certain point, but only in the same way as our senses make us 
aware o f heat or light, sound or electricity. It gives us muddled impressions of them, 
fleeting and subjective, but provides no clear, distinct notions or explanatory con
cepts. This is precisely why during this century an objective psychology has been 
founded whose fundamental rule is to study mental facts from the outside, namely 
as things. This should be even more the case for social facts, for consciousness 
cannot be more capable of knowing them than o f knowing its own existence. 1 It 
will be objected that, since they have been wrought by us, we have only to become 
conscious o f ourselves to know what we have put into them and how we shaped 
them. Firstly, however, most social institutions have been handed down to us already 
fashioned by previous generations; we have had no part in their shaping; conse
quently it is not by searching within ourselves that we can uncover the causes which 
have given rise to them. Furthermore, even if we have played a part in producing 
them, we can hardly glimpse, save in the most confused and often even the most 
imprecise way, the real reasons which have impelled us to act, or the nature o f our 
action. Already, even regarding merely the steps we have taken personally, we know 
very inaccurately the relatively simple motives that govern us. We believe ourselves 
disinterested, whereas our actions are egoistic; we think that we are commanded by 
hatred whereas we are giving way to love, that we are obedient to reason whereas 
we are the slaves of irrational prejudices, etc. H o w therefore could we possess the 
ability to discern more clearly the causes, o f a different order o f complexity, which 
inspire the measures taken by the collectivity? For at the very least each individual 
shares in only an infinitesimally small part o f them; we have a host o f fellow-
fashioners, and what is occurring in their different consciousnesses eludes us. 

Thus our rule implies no metaphysical conception, no speculation about the 
innermost depth o f being. W h a t it demands is that the sociologist should assume 
the state of mind of physicists, chemists and physiologists when they venture into 
an as yet unexplored area o f their scientific field. As the sociologist penetrates into 
the social world he should be conscious that he is penetrating into the unknown. 
He must feel himself in the presence of facts governed by laws as unsuspected as 
those o f life before the science of biology was evolved. He must hold himself ready 
to make discoveries which will surprise and disconcert him. Yet sociology is far from 
having arrived at this degree of intellectual maturity. While the scientist who studies 
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physical nature feels very keenly the resistances that it proffers, ones which he has 
great difficulty in overcoming, it really seems as if the sociologist operates among 
things immediately clear to the mind, so great is the ease with which he seems to 
resolve the most obscure questions. In the present state of the discipline, we do not 
really know the nature of the principal social institutions, such as the state or the 
family, property rights or contract, punishment and responsibility. We are virtually 
ignorant of the causes upon which they depend, the functions they fulfil, and their 
laws of evolution. It is as if, on certain points, we are only just beginning to per
ceive a few glimmers of light. Yet it suffices to glance through works of sociology 
to see how rare is any awareness of this ignorance and these difficulties. Not only 
is it deemed mandatory to dogmatise about every kind of problem at once, but it 
is believed that one is capable, in a few pages or sentences, of penetrating to the 
inmost essence o f the most complex phenomena. This means that such theories 
express, not the facts, which could not be so swiftly fathomed, but the preconcep
tions of the author before he began his research. Doubtless the idea that we form 
of collective practices, of what they are, or what they should be, is a factor in their 
development. But this idea itself is a fact which, in order to be properly established, 
needs to be studied from the outside. For it is important to know not the way in 
which a particular thinker individually represents a particular institution, but the 
conception that the group has o f it. This conception is indeed the only socially effec
tive one. But it cannot be known through mere inner observation, since it is not 
wholly and entirely within any one of us; one must therefore find some external 
signs which make it apparent. Furthermore, it did not arise from nothing: it is itself 
the result of external causes which must be known in order to be able to appreci
ate its future role. Thus, no matter what one does, it is always to the same method 
that one must r e t u r n . . . . 

What is a Social Fact? 

Before beginning the search for the method appropriate to the study of social facts 
it is important to know what are the facts termed 'social ' . 

The question is all the more necessary because the term is used without much 
precision. It is commonly used to designate almost all the phenomena that occur 
within society, however little social interest of some generality they present. Yet 
under this heading there is, so to speak, no human occurrence that cannot be called 
social. Every individual drinks, sleeps, eats, or employs his reason, and society has 
every interest in seeing that these functions are regularly exercised. I f therefore these 
facts were social ones, sociology would possess no subject matter peculiarly its own, 
and its domain would be confused with that of biology and psychology. 

However, in reality there is in every society a clearly determined group of phe
nomena separable, because o f their distinct characteristics, from those that form the 
subject matter of other sciences o f nature. 

When I perform my duties as a brother, a husband or a citizen and carry out the 
commitments I have entered into, I fulfil obligations which are defined in law and 
custom and which are external to myself and my actions. Even when they conform 
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to my own sentiments and when I feel their reality within me, that reality does not 
cease to be objective, for it is not 1 who have prescribed these duties; I have received 
them through education. Moreover, how often does it happen that we are ignorant 
of the details of the obligations that we must assume, and that, to know them, we 
must consult the legal code and its authorised interpreters! Similarly the believer 
has discovered from birth, ready fashioned, the beliefs and practices o f his religious 
life; if they existed before he did, it follows that they exist outside him. The system 
of signs that I employ to express my thoughts, the monetary system I use to pay my 
debts, the credit instruments I utilise in my commercial relationships, the practices 
I follow in my profession, etc., all function independently o f the use 1 make of them. 
Considering in turn each member of society, the foregoing remarks can be repeated 
for each single one of them. Thus there are ways o f acting, thinking and feeling 
which possess the remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness o f the 
individual. 

Not only are these types of behaviour and thinking external to the individual, 
but they are endued with a compelling and coercive power by virtue o f which, 
whether he wishes it or not, they impose themselves upon him. Undoubtedly when 
I conform to them o f my own free will, this coercion is not felt hardly at all, since 
it is unnecessary. None the less it is intrinsically a characteristic of these facts; the 
proof of this is that it asserts itself as soon as I try to resist. If I attempt to violate 
the rules of law they react against me so as to forestall my action, if there is still 
time. Alternatively, they annul it or make my action conform to the norm if it is 
already accomplished but capable o f being reversed; or they cause me to pay the 
penalty for it if it is irreparable. If purely moral rules are at stake, the public con
science restricts any act which infringes them by the surveillance it exercises over 
the conduct of citizens and by the special punishments it has at its disposal. In other 
cases the constraint is less violent; nevertheless, it does not cease to exist. If I do 
not conform to ordinary conventions, if in my mode o f dress I pay no heed to what 
is customary in my country and in my social class, the laughter I provoke, the social 
distance at which I am kept, produce, although in a more mitigated form, the same 
results as any real penalty. In other cases, although it may be indirect, constraint is 
no less effective. I am not forced to speak French with my compatriots, nor to use 
the legal currency, but it is impossible for me to do otherwise. I f I tried to escape 
the necessity, my attempt would fail miserably. As an industrialist nothing prevents 
me from working with the processes and methods o f the previous century, but if I 
do I will most certainly ruin myself. Even when in fact I can struggle free from these 
rules and successfully break them, it is never without being forced to fight against 
them. Even if in the end they are overcome, they make their constraining power 
sufficently felt in the resistance that they afford. There is no innovator, even a 
fortunate one, whose ventures do not encounter opposition of this kind. 

Here, then, is a category o f facts which present very special characteristics: they 
consist o f manners of acting, thinking and feeling external to the individual, which 
are invested with a coercive power by virtue o f which they exercise control over 
him. Consequently, since they consist of representations and actions, they cannot 
be confused with organic phenomena, nor with psychical phenomena, which have 
no existence save in and through the individual consciousness. Thus they constitute 
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a new species and to them must be exclusively assigned the term social. It is appro
priate, since it is clear that, not having the individual as their substratum, they can 
have none other than society, either political society in its entirety or one of the 
partial groups that it includes - religious denominations, political and literary 
schools, occupational corporations, etc. Moreover, it is for such as these alone that 
the term is fitting, for the word 'social ' has the sole meaning of designating those 
phenomena which fall into none of the categories of facts already constituted and 
labelled. They are consequently the proper field of sociology. It is true that this word 
'constraint ' , in terms of which we define them, is in danger of infuriating those who 
zealously uphold out-and-out individualism. Since they maintain that the individ
ual is completely autonomous, it seems to them that he is diminished every time he 
is made aware that he is not dependent on himself alone. Yet since it is indisputable 
today that most of our ideas and tendencies are not developed by ourselves, but 
come to us from outside, they can only penetrate us by imposing themselves upon 
us. This is all that our definition implies. Moreover, we know that all social con
straints do not necessarily exclude the individual personality. 2 

Yet since the examples just cited (legal and moral rules, religious dogmas, finan
cial systems, etc.) consist wholly of beliefs and practices already well established, in 
view o f what has been said it might be maintained that no social fact can exist 
except where there is a well defined social organisation. But there are other facts 
which do not present themselves in this already crystallised form but which also 
possess the same objectivity and ascendancy over the individual. These are what are 
called social 'currents ' . Thus in a public gathering the great waves of enthusiasm, 
indignation and pity that are produced have their seat in no one individual con
sciousness. They come to each one of us from outside and can sweep us along in 
spite o f ourselves. If perhaps I abandon myself to them I may not be conscious of 
the pressure that they are exerting upon me, but that pressure makes its presence 
felt immediately I attempt to struggle against them. If an individual tries to pit 
himself against one of these collective manifestations, the sentiments that he is reject
ing will be turned against him. N o w if this external coercive power asserts itself so 
acutely in cases o f resistance, it must be because it exists in the other instances cited 
above without our being conscious of it. Hence we are the victims of an illusion 
which leads us to believe we have ourselves produced what has been imposed upon 
us externally. But if the willingness with which we let ourselves be carried along dis
guises the pressure we have undergone, it does not eradicate it. Thus air does not 
cease to have weight, although we no longer feel that weight. Even when we have 
individually and spontaneously shared in the common emotion, the impression we 
have experienced is utterly different from what we would have felt if we had been 
alone. Once the assembly has broken up and these social influences have ceased to 
act upon us, and we are once more on our own, the emotions we have felt seem an 
alien phenomenon, one in which we no longer recognise ourselves. It is then we per
ceive that we have undergone the emotions much more than generated them. These 
emotions may even perhaps fill us with horror, so much do they go against the grain. 
Thus individuals who are normally perfectly harmless may, when gathered together 
in a crowd, let themselves be drawn into acts of atrocity. And what we assert about 
these transitory outbreaks likewise applies to those more lasting movements of 
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opinion which relate to religious, political, literary and artistic matters, etc., and 
which are constantly being produced around us, whether throughout society or in 
a more limited sphere. 

Moreover, this definition of a social fact can be verified by examining an expe
rience that is characteristic. It is sufficient to observe how children are brought up. 
If one views the facts as they are and indeed as they have always been, it is patently 
obvious that all education consists of a continual effort to impose upon the child 
ways of seeing, thinking and acting which he himself would not have arrived at 
spontaneously. F rom his earliest years we oblige him to eat, drink and sleep at 
regular hours, and to observe cleanliness, calm and obedience; later we force him 
to learn how to be mindful o f others, to respect customs and conventions, and to 
work, etc. If this constraint in time ceases to be felt it is because it gradually gives 
rise to habits, to inner tendencies which render it superfluous; but they supplant the 
constraint only because they are derived from it. It is true that, in Spencer's view, a 
rational education should shun such means and allow the child complete freedom 
to do what he will. Yet as this educational theory has never been put into practice 
among any known people, it can only be the personal expression o f a desideratum 
and not a fact which can be established in contradiction to the other facts given 
above. Wha t renders these latter facts particularly illuminating is that education sets 
out precisely with the object o f creating a social being. Thus there can be seen, as 
in an abbreviated form, how the social being has been fashioned historically. The 
pressure to which the child is subjected unremittingly is the same pressure o f the 
social environment which seeks to shape him in its own image, and in which parents 
and teachers are only the representatives and intermediaries. 

Thus it is not the fact that they are general which can serve to characterise soci
ological phenomena. Thoughts to be found in the consciousness of each individual 
and movements which are repeated by all individuals are not for this reason social 
facts. If some have been content with using this characteristic in order to define 
them it is because they have been confused, wrongly, with what might be termed 
their individual incarnations. W h a t constitutes social facts are the beliefs, tenden
cies and practices o f the group taken collectively. But the forms that these collec
tive states may assume when they are 'refracted' through individuals are things of 
a different kind. W h a t irrefutably demonstrates this duality of kind is that these two 
categories of facts frequently are manifested dissociated from each other. Indeed 
some o f these ways o f acting or thinking acquire, by dint of repetition, a sort of 
consistency which, so to speak, separates them out, isolating them from the partic
ular events which reflect them. Thus they assume a shape, a tangible form peculiar 
to them and constitute a reality sui generis vastly distinct from the individual facts 
which manifest that reality. Collective custom does not exist only in a state of imma
nence in the successive actions which it determines, but, by a privilege without 
example in the biological kingdom, expresses itself once and for all in a formula 
repeated by word of mouth, transmitted by education and even enshrined in 
the written word. Such are the origins and nature o f legal and moral rules, 
aphorisms and popular sayings, articles o f faith in which religious or political 
sects epitomise their beliefs, and standards of taste drawn up by literary schools, 
etc. None of these modes o f acting and thinking are to be found wholly in the 
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application made of them by individuals, since they can even exist without being 
applied at the time. 

Undoubtedly this state of dissociation does not always present itself with equal 
distinctiveness. It is sufficient for dissociation to exist unquestionably in the numer
ous important instances cited, for us to prove that the social fact exists separately 
from its individual effects. Moreover, even when the dissociation is not immediately 
observable, it can often be made so with the help o f certain methodological devices. 
Indeed it is essential to embark on such procedures if one wishes to refine out the 
social fact from any amalgam and so observe it in its pure state. Thus certain cur
rents of opinion, whose intensity varies according to the time and country in which 
they occur, impel us, for example, towards marriage or suicide, towards higher or 
lower birth-rates, etc. Such currents are plainly social facts. At first sight they seem 
inseparable from the forms they assume in individual cases. But statistics afford us 
a means of isolating them. They are indeed not inaccurately represented by rates of 
births, marriages and suicides, that is, by the result obtained after dividing the 
average annual total of marriages, births, and voluntary homicides by the number 
o f persons of an age to marry, produce children, or commit suicide. 3 Since each one 
of these statistics includes without distinction all individual cases, the individual cir
cumstances which may have played some part in producing the phenomenon cancel 
each other out and consequently do not contribute to determining the nature of the 
phenomenon. What it expresses is a certain state of the collective mind. 

Tha t is what social phenomena are when stripped of all extraneous elements. As 
regards their private manifestations, these do indeed having something social about 
them, since in part they reproduce the collective model. But to a large extent each 
one depends also upon the psychical and organic constitution of the individual, and 
on the particular circumstances in which he is placed. Therefore they are not phe
nomena which are in the strict sense sociological. They depend on both domains at 
the same time, and could be termed socio-psychical. They are of interest to the soci
ologist without constituting the immediate content of sociology. The same charac
teristic is to be found in the organisms of those mixed phenomena of nature studied 
in the combined sciences such as biochemistry. 

It may be objected that a phenomenon can only be collective if it is common to 
all the members of society, or at the very least to a majority, and consequently, if it 
is general. This is doubtless the case, but if it is general it is because it is collective 
(that is, more or less obligatory); but it is very far from being collective because it 
is general. It is a condition of the group repeated in individuals because it imposes 
itself upon them. It is in each part because it is in the whole, but far from being in 
the whole because it is in the parts. This is supremely evident in those beliefs and 
practices which are handed down to us ready fashioned by previous generations. 
We accept and adopt them because, since they are the work of the collectivity and 
one that is centuries old, they are invested with a special authority that our educa
tion has taught us to recognise and respect. It is worthy of note that the vast major
ity of social phenomena come to us in this way. But even when the social fact is 
partly due to our direct co-operation, it is no different in nature. An outburst of 
collective emotion in a gathering does not merely express the sum total o f what 
individual feelings share in common, but is something of a very different order, as 
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we have demonstrated. It is a product of shared existence, of actions and reactions 
called into play between the consciousnesses of individuals. If it is echoed in each 
one of them it is precisely by virtue of the special energy derived from its collective 
origins. If all hearts beat in unison, this is not as a consequence of a spontaneous, 
pre-established harmony; it is because one and the same force is propelling them in 
the same direction. Each one is borne along by the rest. 

We have therefore succeeded in delineating for ourselves the exact field of soci
ology. It embraces one single, well defined group of phenomena. A social fact is 
identifiable through the power of external coercion which it exerts or is capable o f 
exerting upon individuals. The presence of this power is in turn recognisable because 
of the existence of some pre-determined sanction, or through the resistance that the 
fact opposes to any individual action that may threaten it. However, it can also be 
defined by ascertaining how widespread it is within the group, provided that, as 
noted above, one is careful to add a second essential characteristic; this is, that it 
exists independently of the particular forms that it may assume in the process of 
spreading itself within the group. In certain cases this latter criterion can even be 
more easily applied than the former one. The presence of constraint is easily ascer
tainable when it is manifested externally through some direct reaction of society, as 
in the case o f law, morality, beliefs, customs and even fashions. But when constraint 
is merely indirect, as with that exerted by an economic organisation, it is not always 
so clearly discernible. Generality combined with objectivity may then be easier to 
establish. Moreover, this second definition is simply another formulation of the first 
one: if a mode of behaviour existing outside the consciousnesses of individuals 
becomes general, it can only do so by exerting pressure upon them. 4 

However, one may well ask whether this definition is complete. Indeed the facts 
which have provided us with its basis are all ways of functioning: they are 'physi
ological ' in nature. But there are also collective ways of being, namely, social facts 
of an 'anatomical ' or morphological nature. Sociology cannot dissociate itself from 
what concerns the substratum of collective life. Yet the number and nature o f the 
elementary parts which constitute society, the way in which they are articulated, 
the degree of coalescence they have attained, the distribution o f population over the 
earth's surface, the extent and nature of the network of communicat ions, the design 
of dwellings, etc., do not at first sight seem relatable to ways o f acting, feeling or 
thinking. 

Yet, first and foremost, these various phenomena present the same characteristic 
which has served us in defining the others. These ways of being impose themselves 
upon the individual just as do the ways of acting we have dealt with. In fact, when 
we wish to learn how a society is divided up politically, in what its divisions consist 
and the degree of solidarity that exists between them, it is not through physical 
inspection and geographical observation that we may come to find this out: such 
divisions are social, although they may have some physical basis. It is only through 
public law that we can study such political organisation, because this law is what 
determines its nature, just as it determines our domestic and civic relationships. The 
organisation is no less a form of compulsion. I f the population clusters together in 
our cities instead of being scattered over the rural areas, it is because there exists 
a trend of opinion, a collective drive which imposes this concentration upon 
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individuals. We can no more choose the design of our houses than the cut of our 
clothes - at least, the one is as much obligatory as the other. The communication 
network forcibly prescribes the direction of internal migrations or commercial 
exchanges, etc., and even their intensity. Consequently, at the most there are grounds 
for adding one further category to the list of phenomena already enumerated as 
bearing the distinctive stamp o f a social fact. But as that enumeration was in no 
wise strictly exhaustive, this addition would not be indispensable. 

Moreover, it does not even serve a purpose, for these ways of being are only ways 
of acting that have been consolidated. A society's political structure is only the way 
in which its various component segments have become accustomed to living with 
each other. If relationships between them are traditionally close, the segments tend 
to merge together; if the contrary, they tend to remain distinct. The type of dwelling 
imposed upon us is merely the way in which everyone around us and, in part, pre
vious generations, have customarily built their houses. The communication network 
is only the channel which has been cut by the regular current o f commerce and 
migrations, etc., flowing in the same direction. Doubtless if phenomena of a mor
phological kind were the only ones that displayed this rigidity, it might be thought 
that they constituted a separate species. But a legal rule is no less permanent an 
arrangement than an architectural style, and yet it is a 'physiological' fact. A simple 
moral maxim is certainly more malleable, yet it is cast in forms much more rigid 
than a mere professional custom or fashion. Thus there exists a whole range of gra
dations which, without any break in continuity, join the most clearly delineated 
structural facts to those free currents of social life which are not yet caught in any 
definite mould. This therefore signifies that the differences between them concern 
only the degree to which they have become consolidated. Both are forms o f life at 
varying stages o f crystallisation. It would undoubtedly be advantageous to reserve 
the term 'morphological ' for those social facts which relate to the social substra
tum, but only on condition that one is aware that they are of the same nature as 
the others. Our definition will therefore subsume all that has to be defined if it states: 

A social fact is any way of acting, whether fixed or not, capable of exerting over the 
individual an external constraint; 

or: 

which is general over the whole of a given society whilst having an existence of its 
own, independent of its individual manifestation.5 

Rules for the Explanation of Social Facts 

M o s t sociologists believe they have accounted for phenomena once they have 
demonstrated the purpose they serve and the role they play. They reason as if phe
nomena existed solely for this role and had no determining cause save a clear or 
vague sense of the services they are called upon to render. This is why it is thought 
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that all that is needful has been said to make them intelligible when it has been 
established that these services are real and that the social need they satisfy has been 
demonstrated. Thus Comte relates all the drive for progress o f the human species 
to this basic tendency, 'which directly impels man continually to improve his con
dition in all respects' , whereas Spencer relates it to the need for greater happiness. 
It is by virtue of this principle that Spencer explains the formation of society as a 
function of the advantages which flow from co-operation, the institution of gov
ernment by the utility which springs from regulating military co-operat ion, and the 
transformations which the family has undergone from the need for a more perfect 
reconciliation of the interests of parents, children and society. 

But this method confuses two very different questions. To demonstrate the utility 
o f a fact does not explain its origins, nor how it is what it is. T h e uses which it 
serves presume the specific properties characteristic of it, but do not create it. Our 
need for things cannot cause them to be of a particular nature; consequently, that 
need cannot produce them out of nothing, conferring in this way existence upon 
them. They spring from causes of another kind. The feeling we have regarding their 
utility can stimulate us to set these causes in motion and draw upon the effects they 
bring in their train, but it cannot conjure up these results out of nothing. This propo
sition is self-evident so long as only material or even psychological phenomena are 
being considered. It would also not be disputed in sociology i f the social facts, 
because of their total lack o f material substance, did not appear - wrongly, more
over - bereft o f intrinsic reality. Since we view them as purely mental configura
tions, provided they are found to be useful, as soon as the idea of them occurs to 
us they seem to be self-generating. But since each fact is a force which prevails over 
the force of the individual and possesses its own nature, to bring a fact into exis
tence it cannot suffice to have merely the desire or the will to engender it. Prior 
forces must exist, capable of producing this firmly established force, as well as 
natures capable o f producing this special nature. Only under these conditions can 
facts be created. T o revive the family spirit where it has grown weak, it is not enough 
for everybody to realise its advantages; we must set directly in operation those causes 
which alone can engender it. To endow a government with the authority it requires, 
it is not enough to feel the need for this. We must address ourselves to the sole 
sources from which all authority is derived: the establishment of traditions, a 
common spirit, etc. For this we must retrace our steps farther back along the chain 
of cause and effect until we find a point at which human action can effectively 
intervene. 

Wha t clearly demonstrates the duality of these two avenues of research is that a 
fact can exist without serving any purpose, either because it has never been used to 
further any vital goat or because, having once been o f use, it has lost all utility but 
continues to exist merely through force of custom. There are even more instances 
of such survivals in society than in the human organism. There are even cases where 
a practice or a social institution changes its functions without for this reason chang
ing its nature. The rule of is pater est quern justae nuptiae declarant has remained 
substantially the same in our legal code as it was in ancient R o m a n law. But while 
its purpose was to safeguard the property rights of the father over children born of 
his legitimate wife, it is much more the rights o f the children that it protects today. 
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The swearing of an oath began by being a kind of judicial ordeal before it became 
simply a solemn and impressive form of attestation. The religious dogmas of Chris
tianity have not changed for centuries, but the role they play in our modern soci
eties is no longer the same as in the Middle Ages. Thus words serve to express new 
ideas without their contexture changing. Moreover, it is a proposition true in soci
ology as in biology, that the organ is independent o f its function, i.e. while staying 
the same it can serve different ends. Thus the causes which give rise to its existence 
are independent of the ends it serves. 

Yet we do not mean that the tendencies, needs and desires of men never actively 
intervene in social evolution. On the contrary, it is certain that, according to the 
way they make an impact upon the conditions on which a fact depends, they can 
hasten or retard development. Yet, apart from the fact that they can never create 
something out o f nothing, their intervention itself, regardless of its effects, can only 
occur by virtue o f efficient causes. Indeed, a tendency cannot, even to this limited 
extent, contribute to the production of a new phenomenon unless it is itself new, 
whether constituted absolutely or arising from some transformation of a previous 
tendency. For unless we postulate a truly providential harmony established before
hand, we could not admit that from his origins man carried within him in poten
tial all the tendencies whose opportuneness would be felt as evolution progressed, 
each one ready to be awakened when the circumstances called for it. Furthermore, 
a tendency is also a thing; thus it cannot arise or be modified for the sole reason 
that we deem it useful. It is a force possessing its own nature. For that nature to 
come into existence or be changed, it is not enough for us to find advantage in this 
occurring. To effect such changes causes must come into play which require them 
physically. 

For example, we have explained the constant development of the social division 
of labour by showing that it is necessary in order for man to sustain himself in the 
new conditions o f existence in which he is placed as he advances in history. We have 
therefore attributed to the tendency which is somewhat improperly termed the 
instinct of self-preservation an important role in our explanation. But in the first 
place the tendency alone could not account for even the most rudimentary form of 
specialisation. It can accomplish nothing if the conditions on which this phenome
non depends are not already realised, that is, if individual differences have not suf
ficiently increased through the progressive state of indetermination o f the common 
consciousness and hereditary influences. The division of labour must even have 
begun already to occur for its utility to be perceived and its need to be felt. The 
mere development of individual differences, implying a greater diversity of tastes 
and abilities, had necessarily to bring about this first consequence. Moreover, the 
instinct of self-preservation did not come by itself and without cause to fertilise this 
first germ of specialisation. If it directed first itself and then us into this new path, 
it is because the course it followed and caused us to follow beforehand was as if 
blocked. This was because the greater intensity of the struggle for existence brought 
about by the greater concentration o f societies rendered increasingly difficult the 
survival o f those individuals who continued to devote themselves to more unspe-
cialised tasks. Thus a change o f direction was necessary. On the other hand if 
it turned itself, and for preference turned our activity, towards an ever increasing 
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division of labour, it was also because it was the path of least resistance. The other 
possible solutions were emigration, suicide or crime. Now, on average, the ties that 
bind us to our country, to life and to feeling for our fellows are stronger and more 
resistant sentiments than the habits which can deter us from narrower specialisa
tion. Thus these habits had inevitably to give ground as every advance occurred. 
Thus , since we are ready to allow for human needs in sociological explanations, we 
need not revert, even partially, to teleology. For these needs can have no influence 
over social evolution unless they themselves evolve, and the changes through which 
they pass can only be explained by causes which are in no way final. 

Wha t is even more convincing than the foregoing argument is the study o f how 
social facts work out in practice. Where teleology rules, there rules also a fair margin 
of contingency, for there are no ends - and even fewer means - which necessarily 
influence all men, even supposing they are placed in the same circumstances. Given 
the same environment, each individual, according to his temperament, adapts 
himself to it in the way he pleases and which he prefers to all others. The one will 
seek to change it so that it better suits his needs; the other will prefer to change 
himself and to moderate his desires. Thus to arrive at the same goal, many differ
ent routes can be, and in reality are, followed. If then it were true that historical 
development occurred because of ends felt either clearly or obscurely, social facts 
would have to present an infinite diversity and all comparison would almost be 
impossible. But the opposite is true. Undoubtedly external events, the links between 
which constitute the superficial part of social life, vary from one people to another. 
Yet in this way each individual has his own history, although the bases o f physical 
and social organisation remain the same for all. If, in fact, one comes even a little 
into contact with social phenomena, one is on the contrary surprised at the out
standing regularity with which they recur in similar circumstances. Even the most 
trivial and apparently most puerile practices are repeated with the most astonish
ing uniformity. A marriage ceremony, seemingly purely symbolic, such as the abduc
tion of the bride-to-be, is found to be identical everywhere that a certain type of 
family exists, which itself is lined to a whole political organisation. The most bizarre 
customs, such as the 'couvade' , the levirate, exogamy, etc. are to be observed in the 
most diverse peoples and are symptomatic of a certain social state. The right to 
make a will appears at a specific phase of history and, according to the severity of 
the restrictions which limit it, we can tell at what stage of social evolution we have 
arrived. It would be easy to multiply such examples. But the widespread character 
of collective forms would be inexplicable if final causes held in sociology the pre
ponderance attributed to them. 

Therefore when one undertakes to explain a social phenomenon the efficient 
cause which produces it and the function it fulfils must be investigated separately. 
We use the word 'function' in preference to 'end' or 'goal ' precisely because 
social phenomena generally do not exist for the usefulness o f the results 
they produce. We must determine whether there is a correspondence between 
the fact being considered and the general needs of the social organism, and in 
what this correspondence consists, without seeking to know whether it was 
intentional or not. All such questions of intention are, moreover, too subjective 
to be dealt with scientifically. 
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Not only must these two kinds of problems be dissociated from each other, but 
it is generally appropriate to deal with the first kind before the second. This order 
of precedence corresponds to that of the facts. It is natural to seek the cause o f a 
phenomenon before attempting to determine its effects. This method is all the more 
logical because the first question, once resolved, will often help to answer the second. 
Indeed, the solid link which joins cause to effect is of a reciprocal character which 
has not been sufficiently recognised. Undoubtedly the effect cannot exist without its 
cause, but the latter, in turn, requires its effect. It is from the cause that the effect 
derives its energy, but on occasion it also restores energy to the cause and conse
quently cannot disappear without the cause being affected. 6 For example, the social 
reaction which constitutes punishment is due to the intensity of the collective sen
timents that crime offends. O n the other hand it serves the useful function of main
taining those sentiments at the same level of intensity, for they could not fail to 
weaken if the offences committed against them remained unpunished. Likewise, as 
the social environment becomes more complex and unstable, traditions and accepted 
beliefs are shaken and take on a more indeterminate and flexible character, whilst 
faculties of reflection develop. These same faculties are indispensable for societies 
and individuals to adapt themselves to a more mobile and complex environment. 
As men are obliged to work more intensively, the products of their labour become 
more numerous and better in quality; but this increase in abundance and quality of 
the products is necessary to compensate for the effort that this more considerable 
labour entails. Thus, far from the cause of social phenomena consisting of a mental 
anticipation o f the function they are called upon to fulfil, this function consists on 
the contrary, in a number of cases at least, in maintaining the pre-existent cause 
from which the phenomena derive. We will therefore discover more easily the func
tion if the cause is already known. 

If we must proceed only at a second stage to the determination of the function, 
it is none the less necessary for the complete explanation of the phenomenon. Indeed, 
if the utility of a fact is not what causes its existence, it must generally be useful to 
continue to survive. If it lacks utility, that very reason suffices to make it harmful, 
since in that case it requires effort but brings in no return. Thus if the general run 
of social phenomena had this parasitic character, the economy of the organism would 
be in deficit, and social life would be impossible. Consequently, to provide a satis
factory explanation of social life we need to show how the phenomena which are its 
substance come together to place society in harmony with itself and with the outside 
world. Undoubtedly the present formula which defines life as a correspondence 
between the internal and the external environments is only approximate. Yet in 
general it remains true; thus to explain a fact which is vital, it is not enough to show 
the cause on which it depends. We must also - at least in most cases - discover the 
part that it plays in the establishment of that general harmony. 

Having distinguished between these two questions, we must determine the method 
whereby they must be resolved. 

At the same time as being teleological, the method of explanation generally fol
lowed by sociologists is essentially psychological. The two tendencies are closely 
linked. Indeed, if society is only a system of means set up by men to achieve certain 
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ends, these ends can only be individual, for before society existed there could only 
exist individuals. It is therefore from the individual that emanate the ideas and needs 
which have determined the formation of societies. If it is from him that everything 
comes, it is necessarily through him that everything must be explained. Moreover, 
in society there is nothing save individual consciousnesses, and it is consequently in 
these that is to be found the source o f all social evolution. Thus sociological laws 
can only be a corollary of the more general laws of psychology. The ultimate expla
nation of collective life will consist in demonstrating how it derives from human 
nature in general, either by direct deduction from it without any preliminary obser
vation, or by establishing links after having observed human nature. . . . 

But such a method is not applicable to sociological phenomena unless one dis
torts their nature. For proof o f this we need only refer to the definition we have 
given. Since their essential characteristic is the power they possess to exert outside 
pressure on individual consciousnesses, this shows that they do not derive from these 
consciousnesses and that consequently sociology is not a corollary o f psychology. 
This constraining power attests to the fact that they express a nature different from 
our own, since they only penetrate into us by force or at the very least by bearing 
down more or less heavily upon us. I f social life were no more than an extension 
o f the individual, we would not see it return to its origin and invade the individual 
consciousness so precipitately. The authority to which the individual bows when he 
acts, thinks or feels socially dominates him to such a degree because it is a product 
of forces which transcend him and for which he consequently cannot account. It is 
not from within himself that can come the external pressure which he undergoes; 
it is therefore not what is happening within himself which can explain it. It is true 
that we are not incapable of placing constraints upon ourselves; we can restrain our 
tendencies, our habits, even our instincts, and halt their development by an act o f 
inhibition. But inhibitive movements must not be confused with those which make 
up social constraint. The process of inhibitive movements is centrifugal; but the 
latter are centripetal. The former are worked out in the individual consciousness 
and then tend to manifest themselves externally; the latter are at first external to 
the individual, whom they tend afterwards to shape from the outside in their own 
image. Inhibition is, if one likes, the means by which social constraint produces its 
psychical effects, but is not itself that constraint. 

Now, once the individual is ruled out, only society remains. It is therefore in the 
nature of society itself that we must seek the explanation of social life. We can con
ceive that, since it transcends infinitely the indivdual both in time and space, it is 
capable o f imposing upon him the ways o f acting and thinking that it has conse
crated by its authority. This pressure, which is the distinctive sign o f social facts, is 
that which all exert upon each individual. 

But it will be argued that since the sole elements of which society is composed 
are individuals, the primary origin of sociological phenomena cannot be other than 
psychological. Reasoning in this way, we can just as easily establish that biological 
phenomena are explained analytically by inorganic phenomena. It is indeed certain 
that in the living cell there are only molecules of crude matter. But they are in asso
ciation, and it is this association which is the cause of the new phenomena which 
characterise life, even the germ o f which it is impossible to find in a single one of 
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these associated elements. This is because the whole does not equal the sum of its 
parts; it is something different, whose properties differ from those displayed by the 
parts from which it is formed. Association is not, as has sometimes been believed, 
a phenomenon infertile in itself, which consists merely in juxtaposing externally 
facts already given and properties already constituted. On the contrary, is it not the 
source of all the successive innovations that have occurred in the course of the 
general evolution of things? Wha t differences exist between the lower organisms 
and others, between the organised living creature and the mere protoplasm, between 
the latter and the inorganic molecules of which it is composed, if it is not differ
ences in association? All these beings, in the last analysis, split up into elements of 
the same nature; but these elements are in one place juxtaposed, in another associ
ated. Here they are associated in one way, there in another. We are even justified in 
wondering whether this law does not even extend to the mineral world, and whether 
the differences which separate inorganic bodies do not have the same origin. 

By virtue o f this principle, society is not the mere sum of individuals, but the 
system formed by their association represents a specific reality which has its own 
characteristics. Undoubtedly no collective entity can be produced if there are no 
individual consciousnesses: this is a necessary but not a sufficient condition. In addi
tion, these consciousnesses must be associated and combined, but combined in a 
certain way. It is from this combination that social life arises and consequently it is 
this combinat ion which explains it. By aggregating together, by interpenetrating, by 
fusing together, individuals give birth to a being, psychical if you will, but one which 
constitutes a psychical individuality of a new kind. 7 Thus it is in the nature o f that 
individuality and not in that of its component elements that we must search for the 
proximate and determining causes of the facts produced in it. The group thinks, 
feels and acts entirely differently from the way its members would if they were iso
lated. If therefore we begin by studying these members separately, we will under
stand nothing about what is taking place in the group. In a word, there is between 
psychology and sociology the same break in continuity as there is between biology 
and the physical and chemical sciences. Consequently every time a social phenom
enon is directly explained by a psychological phenomenon, we may rest assured that 
the explanation is false. 

Some will perhaps argue that, although society, once formed, is the proximate 
cause of social phenomena, the causes which have determined its formation are o f 
a psychological nature. They may concede that, when individuals are associated 
together, their association may give rise to a new life, but claim that this can only 
take place for individual reasons. But in reality, as far as one can go back in history, 
the fact of association is the most obligatory of all, because it is the origin o f all 
other obligations. By reason of my birth, I am obligatorily attached to a given 
people. It may be said that later, once I am an adult, I acquiesce in this obligation 
by the mere fact that I continue to live in my own country. But what does that 
matter? Such acquiescence does not remove its imperative character. Pressure 
accepted and undergone with good grace does not cease to be pressure. Moreover, 
how far does such acceptance go? Firstly, it is forced, for in the immense majority 
of cases it is materially and morally impossible for us to shed our nationality; such 
a rejection is even generally declared to be apostasy. Next, the acceptance cannot 
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relate to the past, when 3 was in no position to accept, but which nevertheless deter
mines the present. I did not seek the education I received; yet this above all else 
roots me to my native soil. Lastly, the acceptance can have no moral value for the 
future, in so far as this is unknown. I do not even know all the duties which one 
day may be incumbent upon me in my capacity as a citizen. H o w then could I acqui
esce in them in advance? Now, as we have shown, all that is obligatory has its origins 
outside the individual. Thus, provided one does not place oneself outside history, 
the fact of association is of the same character as the others and is consequently 
explicable in the same way. Furthermore, as all societies are born of other societies, 
with no break in continuity, we may be assured that in the whole course of social 
evolution there has not been a single time when individuals have really had to 
consult together to decide whether they would enter into collective life together, and 
into one sort of collective life rather than another. Such a question is only possible 
when we go back to the first origins of any society. But the solutions, always 
dubious, which can be brought to such problems could not in any case affect the 
method whereby the facts given in history must be treated. We have therefore no 
need to discuss them. 

Yet our thought would be singularly misinterpreted if the conclusion was drawn 
from the previous remarks that sociology, in our view, should not even take into 
account man and his faculties. On the contrary, it is clear that the general charac
teristics of human nature play their part in the work of elaboration from which 
social life results. But it is not these which produce it or give it its special form: they 
only make it possible. Collective representations, emotions and tendencies have not 
as their causes certain states of consciousness in individuals, but the conditions 
under which the body social as a whole exists. Doubtless these can be realised only 
if individual natures are not opposed to them. But these are simply the indetermi
nate matter which the social factor fashions and transforms. Their contribution is 
made up exclusively of very general states, vague and thus malleable predispositions 
which of themselves could not assume the definite and complex forms which char
acterise social phenomena, if other agents did not intervene. 

What a gulf, for example, between the feelings that man experiences when con
fronted with forces superior to his own and the institution of religion with its beliefs 
and practices, so multifarious and complicated, and its material and moral organi
sation! Wha t an abyss between the psychical conditions o f sympathy which two 
people of the same blood feel for each other, and that hotchpotch of legal and moral 
rules which determine the structure of the family, personal relationships, and the 
relationship of things to persons, etc.! We have seen that even when society is 
reduced to an unorganised crowd, the collective sentiments which arise within it 
can not only be totally unlike, but even opposed to, the average sentiments of the 
individuals in it. H o w much greater still must be the gap when the pressure exerted 
upon the individual comes from a normal society, where, to the influence exerted 
by his contemporaries, is added that o f previous generations and of tradition! A 
purely psychological explanation of social facts cannot therefore fail to miss com
pletely all that is specific, i.e. social, about them. 

What has blinkered the vision of many sociologists to the insufficiency of this 
method is the fact that, taking the effect for the cause, they have very often high-
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lighted as causal conditions for social phenomena certain psychical states, relatively 
well defined and specific, but which in reality are the consequence of the phenom
ena. Thus it has been held that a certain religiosity is innate in man, as is a certain 
minimum of sexual jealousy, filial piety of fatherly affection, etc., and it is in these 
that explanations have been sought for religion, marriage and the family. But history 
shows that these inclinations, far from being inherent in human nature, are either 
completely absent under certain social conditions or vary so much from one society 
to another that the residue left after eliminating all these differences, and which 
alone can be considered o f psychological origin, is reduced to something vague and 
schematic, infinitely removed from the facts which have to be explained. Thus these 
sentiments result from the collective organisation and are far from being at the basis 
of it. It has not even been proved at all that the tendency to sociability was origi
nally a congenital instinct of the human race. It is much more natural to see in it a 
product of social life which has slowly become organised in us, because it is an 
observable fact that animals are sociable or otherwise, depending on whether their 
environmental conditions force them to live in common or cause them to shun such 
a life. And even then we must add that a considerable gap remains between these 
well determined tendencies and social reality. . . . 

Hence we arrive at the following rule: The determining cause of a social fact must 
be sought among antecedent social facts and not among the states of the individual 
consciousness. Moreover, we can easily conceive that all that has been stated above 
applies to the determination of the function as well as the cause of a social fact. Its 
function can only be social, which means that it consists in the production of socially 
useful effects. Undoubtedly it can and indeed does happen that it has repercussions 
which also serve the individual. But this happy result is not the immediate rationale 
for its existence. Thus we can complement the preceding proposition by stating: The 
function of a social fact must always be sought in the relationship that it bears to 
some social end. 

It is because sociologists have often failed to acknowledge this rule and have con
sidered sociological phenomena from too psychological a viewpoint that their the
ories appear to many minds too vague, too ethereal and too remote from the 
distinctive nature of the things which sociologists believe they are explaining. The 
historian, in particular, who has a close contact with social reality cannot fail to feel 
strongly how these too general interpretations are incapable of being linked to the 
facts. In part, this has undoubtedly produced the mistrust that history has often 
manifested towards sociology. Assuredly this does not mean that the study o f psy
chological facts is not indispensable to the sociologist. If collective life does not 
derive from individual life, the two are none the less closely related. I f the latter 
cannot explain the former, it can at least render its explanation easier. Firstly, as we 
have shown, it is undeniably true that social facts are produced by an elaboration 
sui generis of psychological facts. But in addition this action is itself not dissimilar 
to that which occurs in each individual consciousness and which progressively trans
forms the primary elements (sensations, reflexes, instincts) of which the conscious
ness was originally made up. No t unreasonably has the claim been made that 
the ego is itself a society, just as is the organism, although in a different way. For a 
long time psychologists have demonstrated the absolute importance of the factor of 
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association in the explanation of mental activity. Thus a psychological education, 
even more than a biological one, constitutes a necessary preparation for the sociol
ogist. But it can only be of service to him if, once he has acquired it, he frees himself 
from it, going beyond it by adding a specifically sociological education. He must 
give up making psychology in some way the focal point o f his operations, the point 
of departure to which he must always return after his adventurous incursions into 
the social world. He must establish himself at the very heart o f social facts in order 
to observe and confront them totally, without any mediating factor, while calling 
upon the science o f the individual only for a general preparation and, if needs be, 
for useful suggestions. 8 

NOTES 

1 ft can be seen that to concede this proposition it is unnecessary to maintain that social 
life is made up of anything save representations. It is sufficient to posit that representa
tions, whether individual or collective, cannot be studied scientifically unless they are 
studied objectively. 

2 Moreover, this is not to say that all constraint is normal. 
3 Suicides do not occur at any age, nor do they occur at all ages of life with the same 

frequency. 
4 It can be seen how far removed this definition of the social fact is from that which serves 

as the basis for the ingenious system of Tarde. We must first state that our research has 
nowhere led us to corroboration of the preponderant influence that Tarde attributes to 
imitation in the genesis of collective facts. Moreover, from this definition, which is not a 
theory but a mere resume of the immediate data observed, it seems clearly to follow that 
imitation does not always express, indeed never expresses, what is essential and charac
teristic in the social fact. Doubtless every social fact is imitated and has, as we have just 
shown, a tendency to become generalised, but this is because it is social, i.e. obligatory. 
Its capacity for expansion is not the cause but the consequence of its sociological char
acter. If social facts were unique in bringing about this effect, imitation might serve, if 
not to explain them, at least to define them. But an individual state which impacts on 
others none the less remains individual. Moreover, one may speculate whether the term 
'imitation' is indeed appropriate to designate a proliferation which occurs through some 
coercive influence. In such a single term very different phenomena, which need to be dis
tinguished, are confused. 

5 This close affinity of life and structure, organ and function, can be readily established in 
sociology because there exists between these two extremes a whole series of intermediate 
stages, immediately observable, which reveal the link between them. Biology lacks this 
methodological resource. But one may believe legitimately that sociological inductions on 
this subject are applicable to biology and chat, in organisms as in societies, between these 
two categories of facts only differences in degree exist. 

6 We would not wish to raise questions of general philosophy which would be inappro
priate here. However, we note that, if more closely studied, this reciprocity of cause and 
effect could provide a means of reconciling scientific mechanism with the teleology implied 
by the existence and, above all, the persistence of life. 

7 In this sense and for these reasons we can and must speak of a collective consciousness 
distinct from individual consciousnesses. To justify this distinction there is no need to 
hypostatise the collective consciousness; it is something special and must be designated 
by a special term, simply because the states which constitute it differ specifically from 
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chose which make up individual consciousnesses. This specificity arises because they are 
not formed from the same elements. Individual consciousnesses result from the nature of 
the organic and psychical being taken in isolation, collective consciousnesses from a plu
rality of beings of this kind. The results cannot therefore fail to be different, since the 
component parts differ to this extent. Our definition of the social fact, moreover, did no 
more than highlight, in a different way, this demarcation line. 
Psychical phenomena can only have social consequences when they are so closely linked 
to social phenomena that the actions of both are necessarily intermingled. This is the case 
for certain socio-psychical phenomena. Thus a public official is a social force, but at the 
same time he is an individual. The result is that he can employ the social force he com
mands in a way determined by his individual nature and thereby exert an influence on 
the constitution of society. This is what occurs with statesmen and, more generally, with 
men of genius. The latter, although they do not fulfil a social role, draw from the collec
tive sentiments of which they are the object an authority which is itself a social force, one 
which they can to a certain extent place at the service of their personal ideas. But it can 
be seen that such cases are due to individual chance and consequently cannot affect the 
characteristics which constitute the social species, which alone is the object of science. 
The limitation on the principle enunciated above is therefore not of great importance to 
the sociologist. 



Emiie Durkheim 

The Problem 

Although the division of labour is not of recent origin, it was only at the end of the 
last century that societies began to become aware of this law, to which up to then 
they had submitted almost unwittingly. Undoubtedly even from antiquity several 
thinkers had perceived its importance. Yet Adam Smith was the first to attempt to 
elaborate the theory o f it. Moreover, it was he who first coined the term, which 
social science later lent to biology. 

Nowadays the phenomenon has become so widespread that it catches everyone's 
attention. We can no longer be under any illusion about the trends in modern indus
try. It involves increasingly powerful mechanisms, large-scale groupings of power 
and capital, and consequently an extreme division o f labour. Inside factories, not 
only are jobs demarcated, becoming extremely specialised, but each product is itself 
a speciality entailing the existence of others. Adam Smith and John Stuart Mil l per
sisted in hoping that agriculture at least would prove an exception to the rule, seeing 
in it the last refuge of small-scale ownership. Although in such a matter we must 
guard against generalising unduly, nowadays it appears difficult to deny that the 
main branches of the agricultural industry are increasingly swept along in the 
general trend. Finally, commerce itself contrives ways to follow and reflect, in 
all their distinctive nuances, the boundless diversity of industrial undertakings. 
Although this evolution occurs spontaneously and unthinkingly, those economists 
who study its causes and evaluate its results, far from condemning such diversifi
cation or attacking it, proclaim its necessity. They perceive in it the higher law o f 
human societies and the condition for progress. 

Yet the division o f labour is not peculiar to economic life. We can observe its 
increasing influence in the most diverse sectors of society. Functions, whether 
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political, administrative or judicial, are becoming more and more specialised. The 
same is true in the arts and sciences. . . . 

The Function of the Division of Labour 

We have not merely to investigate whether, in these kinds of societies, there exists 
a social solidarity arising from the division of labour. This is a self-evident truth, 
since in them the division of labour is highly developed and it engenders solidarity. 
But above ail we must determine the degree to which the solidarity it produces con
tributes generally to the integration of society. Only then shall we learn to what 
extent it is necessary, whether it is an essential factor in social cohesion, or whether, 
on the contrary, it is only an ancillary and secondary condition for it. To answer 
this question we must therefore compare this social bond to others, in order to 
measure what share in the total effect must be attributed to it. To do this it is indis
pensable to begin by classifying the different species of social solidarity. 

However, social solidarity is a wholly moral phenomenon which by itself is not 
amenable to exact observation and especially not to measurement. To arrive at this 
classification, as well as this comparison, we must therefore substitute for this inter
nal datum, which escapes us, an external one which symbolises it, and then study 
the former through the latter. 

T h a t visible symbol is the law. Indeed where social solidarity exists, in spite of 
its non-material nature, it does not remain in a state of pure potentiality, but shows 
its presence through perceptible effects. Where it is strong it attracts men strongly 
to one another, ensures frequent contacts between them, and multiplies the oppor
tunities available to them to enter into mutual relationships. To state the position 
precisely, at the point we have now reached it is not easy to say whether it is social 
solidarity that produces these phenomena or, on the contrary, whether it is the result 
of them. Likewise it is a moot point whether men draw closer to one another because 
of the strong effects of social solidarity, or whether it is strong because men have 
come closer together. However, for the moment we need not concern ourselves with 
clarifying this question. It is enough to state that these two orders of facts are linked, 
varying with each other simultaneously and directly. The more closely knit the 
members of a society, the more they maintain various relationships either with one 
another or with the group collectively. For if they met together rarely, they would 
not be mutually dependent, except sporadically and somewhat weakly. Moreover, 
the number of these relationships is necessarily proportional to that of the legal rules 
that determine them. In fact, social life, wherever it becomes lasting, inevitably tends 
to assume a definite form and become organised. Law is nothing more than this 
very organisation in its most stable and precise form. Life in general within a society 
cannot enlarge in scope without legal activity simultaneously increasing in propor
tion. Thus we may be sure to find reflected in the law all the essential varieties of 
social solidarity. 

It may certainly be objected that social relationships can be forged without nec
essarily taking on a legal form. Some do exist where the process o f regulation does 
not attain such a level o f consolidation and precision. This does not mean that they 
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remain indeterminate; instead of being regulated by law they are merely regulated 
by custom. Thus law mirrors only a part of social life and consequently provides 
us with only incomplete data with which to resolve the problem. Wha t is more, it 
is often the case that custom is out of step with the law. It is repeatedly stated 
that custom tempers the harshness of the law, corrects the excesses that arise from 
its formal nature, and is even occasionally inspired with a very different ethos. 
Might then custom display other kinds o f social solidarity than those expressed in 
positive law? 

But such an antithesis only occurs in wholly exceptional circumstances. For it to 
occur law must have ceased to correspond to the present state o f society and yet, 
although lacking any reason to exist, is sustained through force o f habit. In that 
event, the new relationships that are established in spite of it will become organ
ised, for they cannot subsist without seeking to consolidate themselves. Yet, being 
at odds with the old law, which persists, and not succeeding in penetrating the legal 
domain proper, they do not rise beyond the level o f custom. Thus opposition breaks 
out. But this can only happen in rare, pathological cases, and cannot even continue 
without becoming dangerous. Normally custom is not opposed to law; on the con
trary, it forms the basis for it. It is true that sometimes nothing further is built upon 
this basis. There may exist social relationships governed only by that diffuse form 
of regulation arising from custom. But this is because they lack importance and con
tinuity, excepting naturally those abnormal cases just mentioned. Thus if types of 
social solidarity chance to exist which custom alone renders apparent, these are 
assuredly o f a very secondary order. On the other hand the law reproduces all those 
types that are essential, and it is about these alone that we need to know. 

Should we go further and assert that social solidarity does not consist entirely in 
its visible manifestations; that these express it only partially and imperfectly; that 
beyond law and custom there exists an inner state from which solidarity derives; 
and that to know it in reality we must penetrate to its heart, without any interme
diary? But in science we can know causes only through the effects that they produce. 
In order to determine the nature o f these causes more precisely science selects only 
those results that are the most objective and that best lend themselves to quantifi
cation. Science studies heat through the variations in volume that changes in tem
perature cause in bodies, electricity through its physical and chemical effects, and 
force through movement. Why should social solidarity prove an exception? 

Moreover, what remains o f social solidarity once it is divested o f its social forms? 
Wha t imparts to it its specific characteristics is the nature o f the group whose unity 
it ensures, and this is why it varies according to the types o f society. It is not the 
same within the family as within political societies. We are not attached to our native 
land in the same way as the Roman was to his city or the German to his tribe. But 
since such differences spring from social causes, we can only grasp them through 
the differences that the social effects o f solidarity present to us. Thus if we neglect 
the differences, all varieties become indistinguishable, and we can perceive no more 
than that which is common to ali varieties, that is, the general tendency to socia
bility, a tendency that is always and everywhere the same and is not linked to any 
particular social type. But this residual element is only an abstraction, for sociabil
ity per se is met with nowhere. Wha t exists and what is really alive are the special 
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forms of solidarity - domestic, professional, national, that of the past and that of 
today, etc. Each has its own special nature. Hence generalities can in any case only 
furnish a very incomplete explanation of the phenomenon, since they necessarily 
allow to escape what is concrete and living about it. 

Thus the study of solidarity lies within the domain of sociology. It is a social fact 
that can only be thoroughly known through its social effects. If so many moralists 
and psychologists have been able to deal with this question without following this 
method, it is because they have avoided the difficulty. They have divested the phe
nomenon of everything that is more specifically social about it, retaining only the 
psychological core from which it develops. It is certain that solidarity, whilst being 
pre-eminently a social fact, is dependent upon our individual organism. In order to 
be capable of existing it must fit our physical and psychological constitution. Thus, 
at the very least, we can content ourselves with studying it from this viewpoint. But 
in that case we shall perceive only that aspect of it which is the most indistinct and 
the least special. Strictly speaking, this is not even solidarity itself, but only what 
makes it possible. 

Even so, such an abstract study cannot yield very fruitful results. For, so long as 
it remains in the state of a mere predisposition of our psychological nature, soli
darity is something too indefinite to be easily understood. It remains an intangible 
virtuality too elusive to observe. To take on a form that we can grasp, social out
comes must provide an external interpretation of it. Moreover, even in such an inde
terminate state, it depends on social conditions that explain it, and cannot 
consequently be detached from them. This is why some sociological perspectives are 
not infrequently to be found mixed up with these purely psychological analyses. For 
example, some mention is made of the influence o f the gregarious state on the 
formation of social feeling in general; or the main social relationships on which 
sociability most obviously depends are rapidly sketched out. Undoubtedly such 
additional considerations, introduced unsystematicaliy as examples and at random 
as they suggest themselves, cannot suffice to cast much light on the social nature of 
solidarity. Yet at least they demonstrate that the sociological viewpoint must weigh 
even with the psychologists. 

Thus our method is clearly traced out for us. Since law reproduces the main forms 
of social solidarity, we have only to classify the different types of law in order to 
be able to investigate which types of social solidarity correspond to them. It is 
already likely that one species of law exists which symbolises the special solidarity 
engendered by the division of labour. Once we have made this investigation, in order 
to judge what part the division of labour plays it will be enough to compare the 
number of legal rules which give it expression with the total volume of law. 

To undertake this study we cannot use the habitual distinctions made by jurispru
dents. Conceived for the practice of law, from this viewpoint they can be very con
venient, but science cannot be satisfied with such empirical classifications and 
approximations. The most widespread classification is that which divides law into 
public and private law. Public law is held to regulate the relationships of the indi
vidual with the state, private law those of individuals with one another. Yet when 
we attempt to define these terms closely, the dividing line, which appeared at first 
sight to be so clear-cut, disappears. All law is private, in the sense that always and 
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everywhere individuals are concerned and are its actors. Above all, however, all law 
is public, in the sense that it is a social function, and all individuals are, although 
in different respects, functionaries of society. The functions o f marriage and par
enthood, etc. are not spelt out or organised any differently from those of ministers 
or legislators. Not without reason did R o m a n law term guardianship a munus pub
licum. Moreover, what is the state? Where does it begin, where does it end? The 
controversial nature o f this question is well known. It is unscientific to base such a 
fundamental classification on such an obscure and inadequately analysed idea. 

In order to proceed methodically, we have to discover some characteristic which, 
whilst essential to juridical phenomena, is capable of varying as they vary. Now, 
every legal precept may be defined as a rule of behaviour to which sanctions apply. 
Moreover, it is clear that the sanctions change according to the degree of serious
ness attached to the precepts, the place they occupy in the public consciousness, and 
the role they play in society. Thus it is appropriate to classify legal rules according 
to the different sanctions that are attached to them. 

These are of two kinds. The first consist essentially in some injury, or at least 
some disadvantage imposed upon the perpetrator o f a crime. Their purpose is to do 
harm to him through his fortune, his honour, his life, his liberty, or to deprive him 
of some object whose possession he enjoys. These are said to be repressive sanc
tions, such as those laid down in the penal code. It is true that those that appertain 
to purely moral rules are of the same character. Yet such sanctions are administered 
in a diffuse way by everybody without distinction, whilst those of the penal code 
are applied only through the mediation of a definite body - they are organised. As 
for the other kind o f sanctions, they do not necessarily imply any suffering on the 
part of the perpetrator, but merely consist.in restoring the previous state of affairs, 
re-establishing relationships that have been disturbed from their normal form. This 
is done either by forcibly redressing the action impugned, restoring it to the type 
from which it has deviated, or by annulling it, that is depriving it of all social value. 
Thus legal rules must be divided into two main species, according to whether they 
relate to repressive, organised sanctions, or to ones that are purely restitutory. The 
first group covers all penal law; the second, civil law, commercial law, procedural 
law, administrative and constitutional law, when any penal rules which may be 
attached to them have been removed. 

Let us now investigate what kind of social solidarity corresponds to each of these 
s p e c i e s . . . . 

Mechanical Solidarity, or Solidarity by Similarities 

The totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a society 
forms a determinate system with a life o f its own. It can be termed the collective or 
common consciousness. Undoubtedly the substratum of this consciousness does not 
consist of a single organ. By definition it is diffused over society as a whole, but 
nonetheless possesses specific characteristics that make it a distinctive reality. In fact 
it is independent of the particular conditions in which individuals find themselves. 
Individuals pass on, but it abides. It is the same in north and south, in large towns 
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and in small, and in different professions. Likewise it does not change with every 
generation but, on the contrary, links successive generations to one another. Thus 
it is something totally different from the consciousnesses of individuals, although it 
is only realised in individuals. It is the psychological type of society, one which has 
its properties, conditions for existence and mode of development, just as individual 
types do, but in a different fashion. For this reason it has the right to be designated 
by a special term. It is true that the one we have employed above is not without 
ambiguity. Since the terms 'collective' and 'social ' are often taken as synonyms, one 
is inclined to believe that the collective consciousness is the entire social conscious
ness, that is, co-terminous with the psychological life of society, whereas, particu
larly in higher societies, it constitutes only a very limited part of it. Those functions 
that are judicial, governmental, scientific or industrial - in short, all the specific 
functions - appertain to the psychological order, since they consist of systems o f 
representation and action. However, they clearly lie outside the common con
sciousness. To avoid a confusion 1 that has occurred it would perhaps be best to 
invent a technical expression which would specifically designate the sum total of 
social similarities. However, since the use of a new term, when it is not absolutely 
necessary, is not without its disadvantages, we shall retain the more generally used 
expression, 'collective (or common) consciousness', but always keeping in mind the 
restricted sense in which we are employing it. 

Thus , we may state that an act is criminal when it offends the strong, well-defined 
states of the collective consciousness. 2 

This proposition, taken literally, is scarcely disputed, although usually we give it 
a meaning very different from the one it should have. It is taken as if it expressed, 
not the essential characteristics of the crime, but one of its repercussions. We well 
know that crime offends very general sentiments, but ones that are strongly held. 
But it is believed that their generality and strength spring from the criminal nature 
of the act, which consequently still remains wholly to be defined. It is not disputed 
that any criminal act excites universal disapproval, but it is taken for granted that 
this results from its criminal nature. Yet one is then hard put to it to state what is 
the nature of this criminality. Is it in a particularly serious form of immorality? I 
would concur, but this is to answer a question by posing another, by substituting one 
term for another. For what is immorality is precisely what we want to know ~ and 
particularly that special form of immorality which society represses by an organised 
system o f punishments, and which constitutes criminality. Clearly it can only derive 
from one or several characteristics common to all varieties of crime. N o w the only 
characteristic to satisfy that condition refers to the opposition that exists between 
crime of any kind and certain collective sentiments. It is thus the opposition which, 
far from deriving from the crime, constitutes the crime. In other words, we should 
not say that an act offends the common consciousness because it is criminal, but that 
it is criminal because it offends that consciousness. We do not condemn it because 
it is a crime, but it is a crime because we condemn it. As regards the intrinsic nature 
o f these feelings, we cannot specify what that is. They have very diverse objects, so 
that they cannot be encompassed within a single formula. They cannot be said to 
relate to the vital interests of society or to a minimum of justice. AH such definitions 
are inadequate. But by the mere fact that a sentiment, whatever may be its origin 



164 Emile Durkheim 

and purpose, is found in every consciousness and endowed with a certain degree of 
strength and precision, every act that disturbs it is a crime. Present-day psychology 
is increasingly turning back to Spinoza's idea that things are good because we like 
them, rather than that we like them because they are good. W h a t is primary is the 
tendency and disposition: pleasure and pain are only facts derived from this. The 
same holds good for social life. An act is socially evil because it is rejected by society. 
But, it will be contended, are there no collective sentiments that arise from the 
pleasure or pain that society feels when it comes into contact with their objects? This 
is doubtless so, but all such sentiments do not originate in this way. Many, if not the 
majority, derive from utterly different causes. Anything that obliges our activity to 
take on a definite form can give rise to habits that result in dispositions which then 
have to be satisfied. Moreover, these dispositions alone are truly fundamental. The 
others are only special forms of them and are more determinate. Thus to find charm 
in a particular object , collective sensibility must already have been constituted in 
such a way as to be able to appreciate it. If the corresponding sentiments are 
abolished, an act most disastrous for society will not only be capable of being 
tolerated, but honoured and held up as an example. Pleasure cannot create a 
disposition out of nothing; it can only link to a particular end those dispositions that 
already exist, provided that end is in accordance with their original nature. . . . 

Thus our analysis of punishment has substantiated our definition of crime. We began 
by establishing inductively that crime consisted essentially in an act contrary to 
strong, well-defined states o f the common consciousness. We have just seen that in 
effect all the characteristics of punishment derive from the nature of crime. Thus 
the rules sanctioned by punishment are the expression of the most essential social 
similarities. 

We can therefore see what kind of solidarity the penal law symbolises. In fact we 
all know that a social cohesion exists whose cause can be traced to a certain con
formity of each individual consciousness to a common type, which is none other 
than the psychological type of society. Indeed under these conditions all members 
o f the group are not only individually attracted to one another because they resem
ble one another, but they are also linked to what is the condition for the existence 
of this collective type, that is, to the society that they form by coming together. Not 
only do fellow-citizens like one another, seeking one another out in preference to 
foreigners, but they love their country. They wish for it what they would wish for 
themselves, they care that it should be lasting and prosperous, because without it a 
whole area of their psychological life would fail to function smoothly. Conversely, 
society insists upon its citizens displaying all these basic resemblances because it is 
a condition for its own cohesion. Two consciousnesses exist within us: the one com
prises only states that are personal to each one of us, characteristic of us as indi
viduals, whilst the other comprises states that are common to the whole of society. 3 

The former represents only our individual personality, which it constitutes; the latter 
represents the collective type and consequently the society without which it would 
not exist. When it is an element of the latter determining our behaviour, we do not 
act with an eye to our own personal interest, but are pursuing collective ends. Now, 
although distinct, these two consciousnesses are linked to each other, since in the 
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end they constitute only one entity, for both have one and the same organic basis. 
Thus they are solidly joined together. This gives rise to a solidarity sui generis which, 
deriving from resemblances, binds the individual directly to society. We propose to 
term this solidarity mechanical . It does not consist merely in a general, indetermi
nate at tachment of the individual to the group, but is also one that concerts their 
detailed actions. Indeed, since such collective motives are the same everywhere, they 
produce everywhere the same effects. Consequently, whenever they are brought into 
play all wills spontaneously move as one in the same direction. 

It is this solidarity that repressive law expresses, at least in regard to what is vital 
to it. Indeed the acts which such law forbids and stigmatises as crimes are of two 
kinds; either they manifest directly a too violent dissimilarity between the one who 
commits them and the collective type; or they offend the organ of the common con
sciousness. In both cases the force shocked by the crime and that rejects it is thus 
the same. It is a result of the most vital social similarities, and its effect is to main
tain the social cohesion that arises from these similarities. It is that force which the 
penal law guards against being weakened in any way. At the same time it does this 
by insisting upon a minimum number of similarities from each one of us, without 
which the individual would be a threat to the unity of the body social, and by enforc
ing respect for the symbol which expresses and epitomises these resemblances, whilst 
simultaneously guaranteeing them. 

By this is explained why some acts have so frequently been held to be criminal, 
and punished as such, without in themselves being harmful to society. Indeed, just 
like the individual type, the collective type has been fashioned under the influence 
of very diverse causes, and even of random events. A product o f historical devel
opment, it bears the mark of those circumstances of every kind through which 
society has lived during its history. It would therefore be a miracle if everything to 
be found in it were geared to some useful end. Some elements, more or less numer
ous, cannot fail to have been introduced into it which are unrelated to social utility. 
Among the dispositions and tendencies the individual has received from his ances
tors or has developed over time there are certainly many that serve no purpose, or 
that cost more than the benefits they bring. Undoubtedly most of these are not 
harmful, for if they were, in such conditions the individual could not live. But there 
are some that persist although lacking in all utility. Even those that do undisput-
edly render a service are frequently of an intensity disproportionate to their useful
ness, because that intensity derives in part from other causes. The same holds good 
for collective emotions. Every act that disturbs them is not dangerous in itself, or 
at least is not so perilous as the condemnation it earns. However, the reprobation 
such acts incur is not without reason. For, whatever the origin o f these sentiments, 
once they constitute a part of the collective type, and particularly if they are essen
tial elements in it, everything that serves to undermine them at the same time under
mines social cohesion and is prejudicial to society. In their origin they had no 
usefulness but, having survived it, it becomes necessary for them to continue despite 
their irrationality. This is generally why it is good that acts that offend these senti
ments should not be tolerated. Doubtless, by reasoning in the abstract it can indeed 
be shown that there are no grounds for a society to prohibit the eating of a partic
ular kind of meat, an action inoffensive in itself. But once an abhorrence o f this 
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food has become an integral part of the common consciousness it cannot disappear 
without social bonds becoming loosened, and of this the healthy individual con
sciousness is vaguely aware.' 5 

The same is true of punishment. Although it proceeds from an entirely mechan
ical reaction and from an access o f passionate emotion, for the most part unthink
ing, it continues to play a useful role. But that role is not the one commonly 
perceived. It does not serve, or serves only very incidentally, to correct the guilty 
person or to scare off any possible imitators. F rom this dual viewpoint its effec
tiveness may rightly be questioned; in any case it is mediocre. Its real function is to 
maintain inviolate the cohesion of society by sustaining the common consciousness 
in all its vigour. If that consciousness were thwarted so categorically, it would nec
essarily lose some of its power, were an emotional reaction from the community not 
forthcoming to make good that loss. Thus there would result a relaxation in the 
bonds of social solidarity. The consciousness must therefore be conspicuously rein
forced the moment it meets with opposition. The sole means of doing so is to give 
voice to the unanimous aversion that the crime continues to evoke, and this by an 
official act, which can only mean suffering inflicted upon the wrongdoer. Thus, 
although a necessary outcome of the causes that give rise to it, this suffering is not 
a gratuitous act of cruelty. It is a sign indicating that the sentiments o f the collec
tivity are still unchanged, that the communion of minds sharing the same beliefs 
remains absolute, and in this way the injury that the crime has inflicted upon society 
is made good. This is why it is right to maintain that the criminal should suffer in 
proportion to his crime, and why theories that deny to punishment any expiatory 
character appear, in the minds of many, to subvert the social order. In fact such the
ories could only be put into practice in a society from which almost every trace of 
the common consciousness has been expunged. Without this necessary act of satis
faction what is called the moral consciousness could not be preserved. Thus, without 
being paradoxical, we may state that punishment is above all intended to have its 
effect upon honest people. Since it serves to heal the wounds inflicted upon the col
lective sentiments, it can only fulfil this role where such sentiments exist, and in so 
far as they are active. Undoubtedly, by forestalling in minds already distressed any 
further weakening o f the collective psyche, punishment can indeed prevent such 
attacks from multiplying. But such a result, useful though it is, is merely a particu
lar side-effect. In short, to visualise an exact idea of punishment, the two opposing 
theories that have been advanced must be reconciled: the one sees in punishment 
an expiation, the other conceives it as a weapon for the defence of society. Certainly 
it does fulfil the function of protecting society, but this is because o f its expiatory 
nature. Moreover, if it must be expiatory, this is not because suffering redeems error 
by virtue of some mystic strength or another, but because it cannot produce its 
socially useful effect save on this one condit ion. s . . . 

Solidarity Arising from the Division of Labour, or Organic Solidarity 

The very nature of the restitutory sanction is sufficient to show that the social sol
idarity to which that law corresponds is of a completely different kind. 
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The distinguishing mark of this sanction is that it is not expiatory, but comes 
down to a mere restoration of the 'status quo ante'. Suffering in proportion to the 
offence is not inflicted upon the one who has broken the law or failed to acknowl
edge it; he is merely condemned to submit to it. If certain acts have already been 
performed, the judge restores them to what they should be. He pronounces what 
the law is, but does not talk of punishment. Damages awarded have no penal char
acter: they are simply a means o f putting back the clock so as to restore the past, 
so far as possible, to its normal state. It is true that Tarde believed that he had dis
covered a kind of civil penal law in the awarding of costs, which are always borne 
by the losing party. Yet taken in this sense the term has no more than a metaphor
ical value. For there to be punishment there should at least be some proportional
ity between the punishment and the wrong, and for this one would have to establish 
exactly the degree of seriousness of the wrong. In fact the loser o f the case pays its 
costs even when his intentions were innocent and he is guilty of nothing more than 
ignorance. The reasons for this rule therefore seem to be entirely different. Since 
justice is not administered free, it seems equitable that the costs should be borne by 
the one who has occasioned them. Moreover, although it is possible that the prospect 
of such costs may stop the overhasty litigant, this is not enough for them to be con
sidered a punishment. The fear o f ruin that is normally consequent upon idleness 
and neglect may cause the businessman to be energetic and diligent. Yet ruin, in the 
exact connotat ion of the term, is not the penal sanction for his shortcomings. 

Failure to observe these rules is not even sanctioned by a diffused form of pun
ishment. The plaintiff who has lost his case is not disgraced, nor is his honour 
impugned. We can even envisage these rules being different from what they are 
without any feeling of repugnance. The idea that murder can be tolerated sets us 
up in arms, but we very readily accept that the law of inheritance might be modi
fied, and many even conceive that it could be abolished. At least it is a question that 
we are not unwilling to discuss. Likewise, we agree without difficulty that the laws 
regarding easements or usufruct might be framed differently, or that the mutual 
obligations of buyer and vendor might be determined in another way, and that 
administrative functions might be allocated according to different principles. Since 
these prescriptions do not correspond to any feeling within us, and as generally we 
do not know their scientific justification, since this science does not yet exist, they 
have no deep roots in most of us. Doubtless there are exceptions. We do not toler
ate the idea that an undertaking entered into that is contrary to morals or obtained 
either by violence or fraud can bind the contracting parties. Thus when public 
opinion is faced with cases of this kind it shows itself less indifferent than we have 
just asserted, and it adds its disapprobation to the legal sanction, causing it to weigh 
more heavily. This is because there are no clear-cut partitions between the various 
domains of moral life. On the contrary, they form a continuum, and consequently 
adjacent areas exist where different characteristics may be found at one and the 
same time. Nevertheless the proposition we have enunciated remains true in the 
overwhelming majority of cases. It demonstrates that rules where sanctions are resti-
tutory either constitute no part at all of the collective consciousness, or subsist in 
it in only a weak state. Repressive law corresponds to what is the heart and centre 
of the common consciousness. Purely moral rules are already a less central part o f 
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it. Lastly, restitutory law springs from the farthest zones of consciousness and 
extends well beyond them. The more it becomes truly itself, the more it takes its 
distance. 

This characteristic is moreover evinced in the way that it functions. Whereas 
repressive law tends to stay diffused throughout society, restitutory law sets up for 
itself ever more specialised bodies: consular courts, and industrial and administra
tive tribunals o f every kind. Even in its most general sector, that of civil law, it is 
brought into use only by special officials - magistrates, lawyers, etc., who have been 
equipped for their role by a very special kind of training. 

But although these rules are more or less outside the collective consciousness, 
they do not merely concern private individuals. If this were the case, restitutory law 
would have nothing in common with social solidarity, for the relationships it regu
lates would join individuals to one another without their being linked to society. 
They would be mere events o f private life, as are, for instance, relationships of 
friendship. Yet it is far from the case that society is absent from this sphere o f legal 
activity. Generally it is true that it does not intervene by itself and o f its own voli
tion: it must be solicited to do so by the parties concerned. Yet although it has to 
be invoked, its intervention is none the less the essential cog in the mechanism, since 
it alone causes that mechanism to function. It is society that declares what the law 
is, through its body o f representatives. 

However, it has been maintained that this role is in no way an especially social 
one, but comes down to being that of a conciliator of private interests. Consequently 
it has been held that any private individual could fulfil it, and that if society 
adopted it, this was solely for reasons of convenience. Yet it is wholly inaccurate 
to make society a kind of third-party arbitrator between the other parties. When 
it is induced to intervene it is not to reconcile the interests of individuals. It 
does not investigate what may be the most advantageous solution for the 
protagonists, nor does it suggest a compromise. But it does apply to the particular 
case submitted to it the general and traditional rules of the law. Yet the law is 
pre-eminently a social matter, whose object is absolutely different from the 
interests of the litigants. The judge who examines a divorce petition is not concerned 
to know whether this form of separation is really desirable for the husband 
and wife, but whether the causes invoked for it fall into one of the categories 
stipulated by law. 

Yet to assess accurately the importance of the intervention by society it must be 
observed not only at the moment when the sanction is applied, or when the rela
tionship that has been upset is restored, but also when it is instituted. 

Social action is in fact necessary either to lay a foundation for, or to modify, a 
number of legal relationships regulated by this form of law, and which the assent 
of the interested parties is not adequate enough either to institute or alter. O f this 
nature are those relationships in particular that concern personal status. Although 
marriage is a contract , the partners can neither draw it up nor rescind it at will. 
The same holds good for all other domestic relationships, and a fortiori for all those 
regulated by administrative law. It is true that obligations that are properly con
tractual can be entered into or abrogated by the mere will to agreement o f the 
parties. Yet we must bear in mind that, if a contract has binding force, it is 
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society which confers that force. Let us assume that it does not give its blessing 
to the obligations that have been contracted; these then become pure promises 
possessing only moral authority/ ' Every contract therefore assumes that behind 
the parties who bind each other, society is there, quite prepared to intervene and 
to enforce respect for any undertakings entered into. Thus it only bestows this 
obligatory force upon contracts that have a social value in themselves, that is, those 
that are in conformity with the rules of law. We shall even occasionally see that 
its intervention is still more positive. It is therefore present in every relationship 
determined by restitutory law, even in ones that appear the most completely 
private, and its presence, al though not felt, at least under normal conditions, is 
no less essential. 

Since the rules where sanctions are restitutory do not involve the common con
sciousness, the relationships that they determine are not of the sort that affect every
one indiscriminately. This means that they are instituted directly, not between the 
individual and society, but between limited and particular elements in society, which 
they link to one another. Yet on the other hand, since society is not absent it must 
necessarily indeed be concerned to some extent, and feel some repercussions. Then, 
depending upon the intensity with which it feels them, it intervenes at a greater or 
lesser distance, and more or less actively, through the mediation of special bodies 
whose task it is to represent it. These relationships are therefore very different from 
those regulated by repressive law, for the latter join directly, without any interme
diary, the individual consciousness to that of society, that is, the individual himself 
to society. . . . 

(1) The first kind links the individual directly to society without any interme
diary. With the second kind he depends upon society because he depends upon the 
parts that go to constitute it. 

(2) In the two cases, society is not viewed from the same perspective. In the 
first, the term is used to denote a more or less organised society composed of beliefs 
and sentiments common to all the members o f the group: this is the collective type. 
On the contrary, in the second case the society to which we are solidly joined is a 
system o f different and special functions united by definite relationships. Moreover, 
these two societies are really one. They are two facets o f one and the same reality, 
but which none the less need to be distinguished from each other. 

(3) From this second difference there arises another which will serve to allow 
us to characterise and delineate the features of these two kinds of solidarity. 

The first kind can only be strong to the extent that the ideas and tendencies common 
to all members of the society exceed in number and intensity those that appertain 
personally to each one o f those members. The greater this excess, the more 
active this kind of society is. N o w what constitutes our personality is that which 
each one of us possesses that is peculiar and characteristic, what distinguishes it 
from others. This solidarity can therefore only increase in inverse relationship to 
the personality. As we have said, there is in the consciousness of each one of us two 
consciousnesses: one that we share in common with our group in its entirety, which 
is consequently not ourselves, but society living and acting within us; the other that, 
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on the contrary, represents us alone in what is personal and distinctive about us, 
what makes us an individual. 7 The solidarity that derives from similarities is at its 
maximum when the collective consciousness completely envelops our total con
sciousness, coinciding with it at every point. At that moment our individuality is 
zero. Tha t individuality cannot arise until the community fills us less completely. 
Here there are two opposing forces, the one centripetal, the other centrifugal, which 
cannot increase at the same time. We cannot ourselves develop simultaneously in 
two so opposing directions. If we have a strong inclination to think and act for our
selves we cannot be strongly inclined to think and act like other people. I f the ideal 
is to create for ourselves a special, personal image, this cannot mean to be like every
one else. Moreover, at the very moment when this solidarity exerts its effect, our 
personality, it may be said by definition, disappears, for we are no longer ourselves, 
but a collective being. 

The social molecules that can only cohere in this one manner cannot therefore 
move as a unit save in so far as they lack any movement of their own, as do the 
molecules of inorganic bodies. This is why we suggest that this kind of solidarity 
should be called mechanical . The word does not mean that the solidarity is pro
duced by mechanical and artificial means. We only use this term for it by analogy 
with the cohesion that links together the elements of raw materials, in contrast to 
that which encompasses the unity of living organisms. W h a t finally justifies the use 
of this term is the fact that the bond that thus unites the individual with society is 
completely analogous to that which links the thing to the petson. The individual 
consciousness, considered from this viewpoint, is simply a dependency o f the col
lective type, and follows all its motions, just as the object possessed follows those 
which its owner imposes upon it. In societies where this solidarity is highly devel
oped the individual does not belong to himself; he is literally a thing at the disposal 
o f society. Thus, in these same social types, personal rights are still not yet distin
guished from 'real ' rights. 

The situation is entirely different in the case of solidarity that brings about the 
division of labour. Whereas the other solidarity implies that individuals resemble 
one another, the latter assumes that they are different from one another. The former 
type is only possible in so far as the individual personality is absorbed into the col
lective personality; the latter is only possible if each one of us has a sphere of action 
that is peculiarly our own, and consequently a personality. Thus the collective con
sciousness leaves uncovered a part of the individual consciousness, so that there may 
be established in it those special functions that it cannot regulate. T h e more exten
sive this free area is, the stronger the cohesion that arises from this solidarity. Indeed, 
on the one hand each one of us depends more intimately upon society the more 
labour is divided up, and on the other, the activity of each one of us is corre
spondingly more specialised, the more personal it is. Doubtless, however circum
scribed that activity may be, it is never completely original. Even in the exercise of 
our profession we conform to usages and practices that are common to us all within 
our corporation. Yet even in this case, the burden that we bear is in a different way 
less heavy than when the whole of society bears down upon us, and this leaves much 
more room for the free play o f our initiative. Here, then, the individuality o f the 
whole grows at the same time as that of the parts. Society becomes more effective 
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in moving in concert, at the same time as each of its elements has more movements 
that are peculiarly its own. This solidarity resembles that observed in the higher 
animals. In fact each organ has its own special characteristics and autonomy, yet 
the greater the unity of the organism, the more marked the individualisation of the 
parts. Using the analogy, we propose to call 'organic ' the solidarity that is due to 
the division of labour. . . . 

The Causes 

Thus it is in certain variations o f the social environment that we must seek the cause 
that explains the progress of the division of labour. 

In fact we have seen that the organised structure, and consequently the division 
of labour, develops regularly as the segmentary structure vanishes. It is therefore 
this disappearance that is the cause of this development; alternatively, the latter may 
be the cause of the former. This last hypothesis is not acceptable, for we know that 
the segmentary arrangement is an insurmountable obstacle to the division of labour 
and that the arrangement must have disappeared, at least in part, for the division 
of labour to be able to appear. It can only do so when the arrangement no longer 
exists. Undoubtedly once the division o f labour exists it can contribute to speeding 
up its disappearance, but it only becomes apparent after the segmentary arrange
ment has partly receded. The effect reacts upon the cause, but does not in conse
quence cease to be an effect. Thus the reaction that it exerts is a secondary one. The 
increase in the division of labour is therefore due to the fact that the social segments 
lose their individuality, that the partitions dividing them become more permeable. 
In short, there occurs between them a coalescence that renders the social substance 
free to enter upon new combinat ions. 

But the disappearance of this type can only bring about this result for the fol
lowing reason. It is because there occurs a drawing together of individuals who were 
separated from one another, or at least they draw more closely together than they 
had been. Hence movements take place between the parts of the social mass which 
up to then had no reciprocal effect upon one another. The more the alveolar system 
is developed, the more the relationships in which each one o f us is involved become 
enclosed within the limits of the alveola to which we belong. There are, as it were, 
moral vacuums between the various segments. On the other hand these vacuums 
fill up as the system levels off. Social life, instead of concentrating itself in innu
merable small foci that are distinct but alike, becomes general. Social relationships 
- more exactly we should say intra-social relationships - consequently become more 
numerous, since they push out beyond their original boundaries on all sides. Thus 
the division o f labour progresses the more individuals there are who are sufficiently 
in contact with one another to be able mutually to act and react upon one another. 
If we agree to call dynamic or moral density this drawing together and the active 
exchanges that result from it, we can say that the progress of the division of labour 
is in direct proportion to the moral or dynamic density of society. 

But this act of drawing together morally can only bear fruit if the real distance 
between individuals has itself diminished, in whatever manner. Mora l density cannot 
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therefore increase without physical density increasing at the same time, and the latter 
can serve to measure the extent of the former. Moreover, it is useless to investi
gate which o f the two has influenced the other; it suffices to realise that they are 
inseparable. 

The progressive increase in density of societies in the course of their historical 
development occurs in three main ways: 

(1) Whilst lower societies spread themselves over areas that are relatively vast 
in comparison with the number o f individuals that constitute them, amongst more 
advanced peoples the population is continually becoming more concentrated. 
Spencer says: ' I f we contrast the populousness o f regions inhabited by wild tribes 
with the populousness of equal regions in Europe; or if we contrast the density of 
population in England under the Heptarchy with its present density; we see that 
besides the growth produced by union of groups there has gone an interstitial growth. 

The changes wrought successively in the industrial life of nations demonstrate how 
general this transformation is. The activity o f nomadic tribes, whether hunters or 
shepherds, entails in fact the absence of any kind o f concentrat ion and dispersion 
over as wide an area as possible. Agriculture, because it is o f necessity a settled exis
tence, already presumes a certain drawing together of the social tissues, but one still 
very incomplete, since between each family tracts of land are interposed. In the city, 
although the condensation process was greater, yet houses did not adjoin one 
another, for joined building was not known in Roman law. This was invented on 
our own soil and demonstrates that the social ties have become tighter. 8 Moreover, 
from their origins European societies have seen their density increase continuously 
in spite o f a few cases of temporary regression. 

(2) The formation and development of towns are a further symptom, even more 
characteristic, o f the same phenomenon. The increase in average density can be due 
solely to the physical increase in the birth rate and can consequently be reconciled 
with a very weak concentration of people, and the very marked maintenance of the 
segmentary type of society. But towns always result from the need that drives indi
viduals to keep constantly in the closest possible contact with one another. They are 
like so many points where the social mass is contracting more strongly than elsewhere. 
They cannot therefore multiply and spread out unless the moral density increases. 
Moreover, we shall see that towns recruit their numbers through migration to them, 
which is only possible to the extent that the fusion of social segments is far advanced. 

So long as the social organisation is essentially segmentary, towns do not exist. There 
are none in lower societies; they are not met with among the Iroquois, nor among 
the primitive German tribes. The same was true for the primitive populations of 
Italy. 'The peoples o f Italy,' states Marquardt , 'originally used not to live in towns, 
but in family or village communities (pagi), over which farms {vici, oi%oi) were 
scattered. ' Yet after a fairly short period of time the town made its appearance. 
Athens and Rome were or became towns, and the same transformation was 
accomplished throughout Italy. In our Christian societies the town appears from the 
very beginning, for those that the R o m a n Empire had left behind did not disappear 
with it. Since then, they have not ceased to grow and multiply. The tendency of 
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country dwellers to flow into the towns, so general in the civilised world, is only a 
consequence of this movement. But this phenomenon does not date from the present 
day: from the seventeenth century onwards it preoccupied statesmen. 

Because societies generally start with an agricultural period we have occasionally 
been tempted to regard the development of urban centres as a sign of old age and 
decadence. But we must not lose sight of the fact that this agricultural phase is the 
shorter the more societies belong to a higher type. Whilst in Germany, among the 
American Indians and among all primitive peoples, it lasts as long as do these 
peoples themselves, in R o m e or Athens it ceases fairly early on, and in France we 
may say that this agricultural state has never existed in a pure form. Conversely, 
urban life begins very early on, and consequently extends itself more. The regularly 
quicker acceleration o f this development demonstrates that, far from constituting a 
kind of pathological phenomenon, it derives from the very nature of the higher social 
species. Even supposing therefore that today this movement has reached threaten
ing proportions for our societies, which perhaps have no longer sufficient flexibil
ity to adapt to it, it will not cease to continue, either through them, or after them, 
and the social types to be formed after our own will probably be distinguished by 
a more rapid and more complete regression of agricultural society. 

(3) Finally, there is the number and speed of the means of communication and 
transmission. By abolishing or lessening the vacuums separating social segments, 
these means increase the density o f society. Moreover, there is no need to demon
strate that they are the more numerous and perfect the higher the type of society. 

Since this visible and measurable symbol reflects the variations in what we have 
termed moral density, 9 we can substitute this symbol for the latter in the formula 
that we have put forward. We must, moreover, repeat here what we were saying 
earlier. If society, in concentrating itself, determines the development of the division 
of labour, the latter in its turn increases the concentration o f society. But this is of 
no consequence, for the division of labour remains the derived action, and conse
quently the advances it makes are due to a parallel progress in social density, what
ever may be the cause of this progress. This all we wished to establish. 

But this factor is not the only one. 

If the concentration of society produces this result, it is because it multiplies intra-
social relationships. But these will be even more numerous if the total number of 
members in a society aiso becomes larger. If it includes more individuals, as well as 
their being in closer contact , the effect will necessarily be reinforced. Social volume 
has therefore the same influence over the division of labour as density. 

In fact, societies are generally more voluminous the more advanced they are and 
consequently labour is more divided up in them. Spencer says that, 'Societies, like 
living bodies, begin as germs - originate from masses which are extremely minute 
in comparison with the masses some of them eventually reach. That out o f small 
wandering hordes such as the lowest races now form, have arisen the largest soci
eties, is a conclusion not to be contested.' 

Wha t we have said about the segmentary constitution makes this unquestionably 
true. We know in fact that societies are formed by a certain number of segments of 
unequal size that overlap with one another. These moulds are not artificial creations, 
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particularly in the beginning. Even when they have become conventional they 
imitate and reproduce so far as possible the forms of natural arrangement that pre
ceded them. Many ancient societies are maintained in this form. The largest among 
these subdivisions, those that include the others, correspond to the nearest lower 
social type. Likewise, among the segments of which they in turn are made up, the 
most extensive are the remains of the type that comes directly below the preceding 
one, and so on. Among the most advanced peoples we find traces of the most prim
itive social organisation. Thus the tribe is made up of an aggregate of hordes or 
clans; the nation (the Jewish nation, for example) and the city, o f an aggregate of 
tribes; the city, in its turn, with the villages that are subordinate to it, is one element 
that enters into the most complex societies, etc. The social volume therefore cannot 
fail to grow, since each species is made up of a replication o f societies of the imme
diately preceding species. 

Yet there are exceptions. The Jewish nation, before the conquest, was probably 
more voluminous than the R o m a n city of the fourth century; yet it was of a lower 
species. China and Russia are much more populous than the most civilised nations 
in Europe. Consequently among these same peoples the division o f labour did not 
develop in proportion to the social volume. This is because the growth in volume 
is not necessarily a mark of superiority if the density does not grow at the same 
time and in the same proportion. A society can reach very large dimensions because 
it contains a very large number of segments, whatever may be the nature o f these. 
If therefore the largest of them only reproduces societies of a very inferior type, the 
segmentary structure will remain very pronounced, and in consequence the social 
organisation will be little advanced. An aggregate of clans, even if immense, ranks 
below the smallest society that is organised, since the latter has already gone through 
those stages of evolution below which the aggregate has remained. Likewise if the 
number of social units has some influence over the division of labour, it is not 
through itself and of necessity, but because the number of social relationships 
increases generally with the number of individuals. To obtain this result it is not 
enough for the society to comprise a large number of persons, but they must be in 
fairly intimate contact so as to act and react upon one another. If on the other hand 
they are separated by environments that are mutually impenetrable, only very rarely, 
and with difficulty, can they establish relationships, and everything occurs as if the 
number of people was small. An increase in social volume therefore does not always 
speed up the progress of the division of labour, but only when the mass condenses 
at the same time and to the same degree. Consequently it is, one may say, only an 
additional factor. Yet, when joined to the first factor, it extends the effects by an 
action peculiarly its own, and thus requires to be distinguished from it. 

We can therefore formulate the following proposition: 

The division of labour varies in direct proportion to the volume and density of soci
eties and if it progresses in a continuous manner over the course of social development 
it is because societies become regularly more dense and generally more voluminous. 

At all times, it is true, it has been clearly understood that there was a relationship 
between these two orders of facts. This is because, for functions to specialise 
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even more, there mast be additional co-operating elements, which must be grouped 
close enough together to be able to co-operate. Yet in societies in this condition 
we usually see hardly more than the means by which the division of labour is 
developed, and not the cause of this development. The cause is made to depend 
upon individual aspirations towards wellbeing and happiness, which can be 
the better satisfied when societies are more extensive and more condensed. The law 
we have just established is completely different. We state, not that the growth 
and condensation o f societies permit a greater division of labour, but that they 
necessitate it. It is not the instrument whereby that division is brought about; but 
it is its determining c a u s e . 1 0 . . . 

The Anomic Division of Labour 

Although Auguste Comte recognised that the division of labour is a source of 
solidarity, he does not appear to have perceived that this solidarity is sui generis 
and is gradually substituted for that which social similarities engender. This is why, 
noticing that these similarities are very blurred where the functions are very spe
cialised, he saw in this process of disappearance a morbid phenomenon, a threat to 
social cohesion, due to excessive specialisation. He explained in this way the fact 
o f the lack of co-ordination which sometimes accompanies the development o f the 
division of labour. Yet since we have established that the weakening of the collec
tive consciousness is a normal phenomenon, we could not make it the cause of the 
abnormal phenomena we are at present studying. If in certain cases organic soli
darity is not all that is needful, it is certainly not because mechanical solidarity has 
lost ground, but because all the conditions of existence for the former have not been 
realised. 

Indeed we know that wherever it is to be observed, we meet at the same time 
a regulatory system sufficiently developed to determine the mutual relationships 
between functions. For organic solidarity to exist it is not enough for there to 
be a system of organs necessary to one another that feel their solidarity in a 
general way. The manner in which they should co-operate, if not on every kind 
of occasion when they meet, at least in the most common circumstances, must 
be predetermined. Otherwise, a fresh struggle would be required each time in 
order to bring them into a state o f equilibrium with one another, for the conditions 
for this equilibrium can only be found by a process of trial and error, in the 
course of which each party treats the other as an opponent as much as an 
auxiliary. Such conflicts would therefore break out continually, and in consequence 
solidarity would be hardly more than virtual, and the mutual obligations would 
have to be negotiated anew in their entirety for each individual case. It will 
be objected that contracts exist. But firstly, not every social relationship is 
capable o f assuming this legal form. Moreover, we know that a contract is not 
sufficient in itself, but supposes a regulatory system that extends and grows 
more complicated just as does contractual life itself. Moreover, the ties originating 
in this way are always o f short duration. The contract is only a truce, and a 
fairly precarious one at that; it suspends hostilities only for a while. Doubtless, 
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however precise the regulatory system may be, it will always leave room for 
much dispute. But it is neither necessary nor even possible for social life to 
be without struggle. The role of solidarity is not to abolish competit ion but to 
moderate it. 

Moreover, in the normal state, these rules emerge automatically from the divi
sion of labour; they are, so to speak, its prolongation. Certainly if the division of 
labour only brought together individuals who unite for a brief space of time with 
a view to the exchange of personal services, it could not give rise to any regulatory 
process. But what it evokes are functions, that is, definite ways o f acting that are 
repeated identically in given circumstances, since they relate to the general unchang
ing conditions of social life. The relationships entertained between these functions 
cannot therefore fail to arrive at the same level o f stability and regularity. There are 
certain ways of reacting upon one another which, being more in accordance with 
the nature of things, are repeated more often and become habits. Then the habits, 
as they grow in strength, are transformed into rules of conduct. The past predeter
mines the future. In other words, there exists a certain allocation of rights and duties 
that is established by usage and that ends up by becoming obligatory. Thus the rule 
does not set up the state of mutual dependence in which the solidly linked organs 
are to be found, but only serves to express it in a perceptible, definite way, as a 
function o f a given situation. Likewise the nervous system, far from dominating the 
evolution of the organism, as was once believed, is a result o f it. The nerve tracts 
are probably only the paths along which have passed the wave-like movements and 
stimuli exchanged between the various organs. They are the channels that life has 
dug for itself by always flowing in the same direction, and the ganglions would only 
be the place where several of these paths intersect. It is because they have failed to 
recognise this aspect of the phenomenon that certain moralists have charged the 
division of labour with not producing real solidarity. They have seen in it only indi
vidual exchanges, ephemeral combinations, without a past, just as they also have 
no tomorrow, in which the individual is abandoned to his own devices. They have 
not perceived that slow task of consolidation, that network of ties that gradually 
becomes woven of its own accord and that makes organic solidarity something that 
is permanent. 

Now, in all the cases we have described above, this regulatory process either 
does not exist or is not related to the degree of development o f the division o f 
labour. Nowadays there are no longer any rules that fix the number of economic 
undertakings, and in each branch of industry production is not regulated in such 
a way that it remains exactly at the level of consumption. Moreover, we do not 
wish to draw from this fact any practical conclusion. We do not maintain that 
restrictive legislation is necessary. We have not to weigh here the advantages 
and disadvantages. W h a t is certain is that this lack of regulation does not allow 
the functions to perform regularly and harmoniously. The economists show, it is 
true, that harmony is re-established by itself when necessary, thanks to the increase 
or decrease in prices, which, according to the need, stimulates or slows production. 
But in any case it is not re-established in this way until after breaks in equilibrium 
and more or less prolonged disturbances have occurred. Moreover, such distur-
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bances are naturally all the more frequent the more specialised the functions, for 
the more complex an organisation is, the more the necessity for extensive regula
tion is felt. 

The relationships between capital and labour have up to now remained in the 
same legal state of indeterminacy. The contract for the hiring of services occupies 
in our legal codes a very small place, particularly when we consider the diversity 
and complexity of the relationships it is called upon to regulate. Moreover, we need 
emphasise no further the deficiencies that all peoples feel at the present time and 
that they are attempting to remedy. 

Methodological rules are to science what rules of law and morality are to 
conduct. They direct the thinking of the scientist just as the latter govern the actions 
of men. Yet if every science has its method, the order that is established is entirely 
an internal one. The method co-ordinates the procedures followed by scientists who 
are studying the same science, but not their relationships externally. There are hardly 
any disciplines that harmonise the efforts of the different sciences towards a 
common goal. This is especially true of the moral and social sciences, for the 
mathematical , physical, chemical and even biological sciences do not seem to such 
an extent foreign to one another. But the jurist, the psychologist, the anthropolo
gist, the economist, the statistician, the linguist, the historian - all these go about 
their investigations as if the various orders of facts that they are studying formed 
so many independent worlds. Yet in reality these facts interlock with one another 
at every point. Consequently the same should occur for the corresponding sciences. 
This is how there has arisen the anarchy that has been pinpointed - moreover, not 
without some exaggeration - in science generally, but that is above all true for these 
special sciences. Indeed they afford the spectacle of an aggregate of disconnected 
parts that fail to co-operate with one another. If they therefore form a whole lacking 
in unity, it is not because there is no adequate view of their similarities, it is because 
they are not organised. 

These various examples are therefore varieties of the same species. In all these 
cases, if the division of labour does not produce solidarity it is because the 
relationships between the organs are not regulated; it is because they are in a state 
of anomie. 

But from where does this state spring? 
Since a body of rules is the definite form taken over time by the relationships 

established spontaneously between the social functions, we may say a priori that 
a state of anomie is impossible wherever organs solidly linked to one another 
are in sufficient contact , and in sufficiently lengthy contact . Indeed, being 
adjacent to one another, they are easily alerted in every situation to the need 
for one another and consequently they experience a keen, continuous feeling of 
their mutual dependence. For the same reason, exchanges between them occur 
easily; being regular, they occur frequently; they regulate themselves and time 
gradually effects the task of consolidation. Finally, because the slightest reaction 
can be felt throughout, the rules formed in this way bear the mark of it, that 
is, they foresee and fix in some detail the conditions of equilibrium. Yet if, on 
the other hand, some blocking environment is interposed between them, only 
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stimuli of a certain intensity can communicate from one organ to another. 
Contacts being rare, they are not repeated often enough to take on a determinate 
form. Each time the procedure is again one of trial and error. The paths along which 
pass the wave-like movements can no longer become definite channels because the 
waves themselves are too intermittent. I f at least some rules are successfully consti
tuted, these are general and vague, for in these conditions only the most general 
outlines o f the phenomena can be fixed. The same is true of closeness of contact: 
whilst it is sufficient, it is too recent or has lasted too short a whi le . i ! 

Very generally this condition of contiguity is realised by the nature of things. For 
a function cannot distribute itself between two or more parts o f an organism unless 
these parts are more or less in contact . Moreover, once labour is divided up, as they 
have need of one another, they tend naturally to reduce the distance that separates 
them. This is why, as one rises in the animal scale, one sees organs growing 
closer together and, as Spencer puts it, insinuating themselves into one another's 
interstices. But a coincidence of exceptional circumstances can cause it to be 
otherwise. 

This is what occurs in the cases with which we are dealing at present. So long 
as the segmentary type of society is strongly marked, there are roughly as many eco
nomic markets as there are different segments. In consequence, each one of them is 
very limited. The producers, being very close to the consumers, can easily estimate 
the extent of the needs that have to be satisfied. The equilibrium is therefore estab
lished without difficulty and production is regulated by itself. On the contrary, as 
the organised type of society develops, the fusion of the various segments entails 
the fusion o f the markets into one single market, which embraces almost all o f 
society. It even extends beyond and tends to become universal, for the barriers 
between peoples are lowered at the same time as those that separate the segments 
within each one o f them. The result is that each industry produces for consumers 
who are dispersed over the length and breadth of the country, or even the whole 
world. The contact is therefore no longer sufficient. The producer can no longer 
keep the whole market within his purview, not even mentally. He can no longer 
figure out to himself its limits, since it is, so to speak, unlimited. Consequently pro
duction lacks any check or regulation. It can only proceed at random, and in the 
course of so doing it is inevitable that the yardstick is wrong, either in one way or 
the other. Hence the crises that periodically disturb economic functions. T h e increase 
in those local and limited crises represented by bankruptcies is likely to be an effect 
of the same cause. 

As the market becomes more extensive, large-scale industry appears. T h e effect 
of it is to transform the relationship between employers and workers. The greater 
fatigue occasioned to the nervous system, linked to the contagious influence of large 
urban areas, causes the needs o f the workers to increase. Machine work replaces 
that of the man, manufacturing that of the small workshop. The worker is regi
mented, removed for the whole day from his family. Fie lives ever more apart from 
the person who employs him, etc. These new conditions of industrial life naturally 
require a new organisation. Yet because these transformations have been accom
plished with extreme rapidity the conflicting interests have not had time to strike 
an equilibrium. 1 2 
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NOTES 

1 Such a confusion is not without its dangers. Thus it is occasionally asked whether the 
individual consciousness varies with the collective consciousness. Everything depends on 
the meaning assigned to the term. If it represents social similarities, the variation, as will 
be seen, is one of inverse relationship. If it designates the entire psychological life of 
society, the relationship is direct. Hence the need to draw a distinction. 

2 We shall not go into the question as to whether the collective consciousness is like that 
of the individual. For us this term merely designates the sum total of social similarities, 
without prejudice to the category by which this system of phenomena must be denned. 

3 In order to simplify our exposition we assume that the individual belongs to only one 
society. In fact we form a part of several groups and there exist in us several collective 
consciousnesses; but this complication does not in any way change the relationship we 
are establishing. 

4 This does not mean that a penal rule should nonetheless be retained because at 
some given moment it corresponded to a particular collective feeling. The rule has 
no justification unless the feeling is still alive and active. If it has disappeared or 
grown weak nothing is so vain or even counter-productive as to attempt to preserve 
it artificially by force. It may even happen to become necessary to fight against a 
practice that was common once, but is no longer so, one that militates against the 
establishment of new and essential practices. But we need not enter into this problem of 
a casuistic nature. 

5 In saying that punishment, as it is, has a reason for its existence we do not mean that 
it is perfect and cannot be improved upon. On the contrary, it is only too plain that, 
since it is produced by purely mechanical causes, it can only be very imperfectly attuned 
to its role. The justification can only be a rough and ready one. 

6 Even that moral authority derives from custom, and hence from society. 
7 Nevertheless these two consciousnesses are not regions of ourselves that are 'geogra

phically' distinct, for they interpenetrate each other at every point. 
8 By reasoning in this way we do not mean that the increase in density is the result of eco

nomic changes. The two facts have a mutual conditioning effect upon each other, and 
this suffices for the presence of the one to attest to the presence of the other. 

9 However, there are special cases of an exceptional kind, where material density and 
moral density are perhaps not entirely in proportion. 

10 On this point we can again rely upon the authority of Comte. 'I need only,1 he says, 
'point now to the progressive increase in density of our species as an ultimate general 
factor helping to regulate the effective rapidity of social movement. First, therefore, one 
may freely recognise that this influence contributes a great deal, above all at the begin
ning, in determining for human labour as a whole its increasingly specialised division, 
which is necessarily incompatible with a small number of people co-operating together. 
Moreover, by a more intimate and less well-known property, although of even greater 
importance, such a densifying process directly and very powerfully stimulates the swifter 
development in social evolution, either by stimulating individuals to put forth fresh 
efforts using refined methods, in order to ensure for themselves an existence which oth
erwise would become more difficult, or by obliging society also to react with greater 
energy and persistence, and in more concerted fashion, struggling against the increas-
edly powerful upsurge of particular divergences. On both counts we see that here it is 
not a question of the absolute increase in the number of individuals, but above all of 
the more intense competition between them in a given area' {Cours de philosophic 
positive, vol. IV, p. 455) . 
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11 There Is, however, one case where anomie can occur, although the contiguity is suffi
cient. This is when the necessary regulation can only be established at the expense of 
transformations that the social structure is no longer capable of carrying out, for the 
malleability of societies is not indefinite. When it has reached its limit, even necessary 
changes are impossible. 

12 Let us nevertheless remember that this antagonism is not due wholly to the speed of 
these transformations, but to a considerable extent to the still too great inequality in the 
external conditions of the struggle. Over this factor time has no effect. 
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We cannot arrive at an understanding of the most recent religions except by fol
lowing the manner in which they have been progressively composed in history. In 
fact, historical analysis is the only means of explanation which it is possible to apply 
to them. It alone enables us to resolve an institution into its constituent elements, 
for it shows them to us as they are born in time, one after another. On the other 
hand, by placing every one of them in the condition where it was born, it puts into 
our hands the only means we have o f determining the causes which gave rise to it. 
Every time that we undertake to explain something human, taken at a given moment 
in history - be it a religious belief, a moral precept, a legal principle, an aesthetic 
style or an economic system - it is necessary to commence by going back to its most 
primitive and simple form, to try to account for the characteristics by which it was 
marked at that time, and then to show how it developed and became complicated 
little by little, and how it became that which it is at the moment in question. One 
readily understands the importance which the determination of the point of depar
ture has for this series of progressive explanations, for all the others are attached to 
it. It was one of Descartes's principles that the first ring has a predominating place 
in the chain of scientific truths. But there is no question of placing at the foundation 
of the science o f religions an idea elaborated after the Cartesian manner, that is to 
say, a logical concept, a pure possibility, constructed simply by force of thought. 
What we must find is a concrete reality, and historical and ethnological observation 
alone can reveal that to us. But even if this cardinal conception is obtained by a dif
ferent process than that o f Descartes, it remains true that it is destined to have a con
siderable influence on the whole series of propositions which the science establishes. 
Biological evolution has been conceived quite differently ever since it has been known 
that monocellular beings do exist. In the same way, the arrangement o f religious facts 
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is explained quite differently, according as we put naturism, animism or some other 
religious form at the beginning of the evolution. Even the most specialized scholars, 
if they are unwilling to confine themselves to a task of pure erudition, and if they 
desire to interpret the facts which they analyse, are obliged to choose one of these 
hypotheses, and make it their starting-point. Whether they desire it or not, the ques
tions which they raise necessarily take the following form: how has naturism or 
animism been led to take this particular form, here or there, or to enrich itself or 
impoverish itself in such and such a fashion? Since it is impossible to avoid taking 
sides on this initial problem, and since the solution given is destined to affect the 
whole science, it must be attacked at the outset: this is what we propose to do. 

Besides this, outside of these indirect reactions, the study of primitive religions 
has of itself an immediate interest which is of primary importance. 

If it is useful to know what a certain particular religion consists in, it is still more 
important to know what religion in general is. This is the problem which has 
aroused the interest o f philosophers in all times; and not without reason, for it is 
of interest to all humanity. Unfortunately, the method which they generally employ 
is purely dialectic: they confine themselves to analysing the idea which they make 
for themselves o f religion, except as they illustrate the results of this mental analy
sis by examples borrowed from the religions which best realize their ideal. But even 
if this method ought to be abandoned, the problem remains intact, and the great 
service of philosophy is to have prevented its being suppressed by the disdain of 
scholars. Now it is possible to attack it in a different way. Since all religions can be 
compared to each other, and since all are species of the same class, there are nec
essarily many elements which are common to all. We do not mean to speak simply 
of the outward and visible characteristics which they all have equally, and which 
make it possible to give them a provisional definition from the very outset of our 
researches; the discovery of these apparent signs is relatively easy, for the observa
tion which it demands does not go beneath the surface of things. But these exter
nal resemblances suppose others which are profound. At the foundation of all 
systems of beliefs and of all cults there ought necessarily to be a certain number of 
fundamental representations or conceptions and of ritual attitudes which, in spite 
of the diversity of forms which they have taken, have the same objective significance 
and fulfil the same functions everywhere. These are the permanent elements which 
constitute that which is permanent and human in religion; they form all the objec
tive contents of the idea which is expressed when one speaks of religion in general. 
How is it possible to pick them out? 

Surely it is not by observing the complex religions which appear in the course of 
history. Every one o f these is made up of such a variety of elements that it is very 
difficult to distinguish what is secondary from what is principal, the essential from 
the accessory. Suppose that the religion considered is like that of Egypt, India or the 
classical antiquity. It is a confused mass of many cults, varying according to the 
locality, the temples, the generations, the dynasties, the invasions, etc. Popular super
stitions are there confused with the purest dogmas. Neither the thought nor the 
activity of the religion is evenly distributed among the believers; according to the 
men, the environment and the circumstances, the beliefs as well as the rites are 
thought of in different ways. Here they are priests, there they are monks, elsewhere 
they are laymen; there are mystics and rationalists, theologians and prophets, etc. 
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In these conditions it is difficult to see what is common to all. In one or another of 
these systems it is quite possible to find the means of making a profitable study of 
some particular fact which is specially developed there, such as sacrifice or prophecy, 
rnonasticism or the mysteries; but how is it possible to find the common founda
tion of the religious life underneath the luxuriant vegetation which covers it? How 
is it possible to find, underneath the disputes o f theology, the variations of ritual, 
the multiplicity of groups and the diversity o f individuals, the fundamental states 
characteristic of religious mentality in general? 

Things are quite different in the lower societies. The slighter development of indi
viduality, the small extension o f the group, the homogeneity of external circum
stances, all contribute to reducing the differences and variations to a minimum. The 
group has an intellectual and moral conformity of which we find but rare examples 
in the more advanced societies. Everything is common to all. Movements are stereo
typed; everybody performs the same ones in the same circumstances, and this con
formity of conduct only translates the conformity of thought. Every mind being 
drawn into the same eddy, the individual type nearly confounds itself with that of 
the race. And while all is uniform, all is simple as well. Nothing is deformed like 
these myths, all composed of one and the same theme which is endlessly repeated, 
or like these rites made up of a small number of gestures repeated again and again. 
Neither the popular imagination nor that of the priests has had either the time or 
the means of refining and transforming the original substance of the religious ideas 
and practices; these are shown in all their nudity, and offer themselves to an exami
nation, it requiring only the slightest effort to lay them open. Tha t which is acces
sory or secondary, the development of luxury, has not yet come to hide the principal 
elements. 1 All is reduced to that which is indispensable, to that without which there 
could be no religion. But that which is indispensable is also that which is essential, 
that is to say, that which we must know before all else. 

Primitive civilizations offer privileged cases, then, because they are simple cases. 
That is why, in all fields of human activity, the observations o f ethnologists have fre
quently been veritable revelations, which have renewed the study of human institu
tions. For example, before the middle o f the nineteenth century, everybody was 
convinced that the father was the essential clement of the family; no one had dreamed 
that there could be a family organization of which the paternal authority was not the 
keystone. But the discovery of Bachofen came and upset this old conception. Up to 
very recent times it was regarded as evident that the moral and legal relations o f 
kindred were only another aspect of the psychological relations which result from a 
common descent; Bachofen and his successors, MacLennan, Morgan and many others 
still laboured under this misunderstanding. But since we have become acquainted with 
the nature o f the primitive clan, we know that, on the contrary, relationships cannot 
be explained by consanguinity. To return to religions, the study o f only the most famil
iar ones had led men to believe for a long time that the idea o f god was characteris
tic of everything that is religious. Now the religion which we are going to study 
presently is, in a large part, foreign to all idea of divinity; the forces to which the rites 
are there addressed are very different from those which occupy the leading place in 
our modern religions, yet they aid us in understanding these latter forces. So nothing 
is more unjust than the disdain with which too many historians still regard the work 
of ethnographers. Indeed, it is certain that ethnology has frequently brought about 
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the most fruitful revolutions in the different branches of sociology. It is for this same 
reason that the discovery of unicellular beings, of which we just spoke, has trans
formed the current idea of life. Since in these very simple beings, life is reduced to its 
essential traits, these are less easily misunderstood. 

But primitive religions do not merely aid us in disengaging the constituent ele
ments of religion; they also have the great advantage that they facilitate the expla
nation of it. Since the facts there are simpler, the relations between them are more 
apparent. The reasons with which men account for their acts have not yet been 
elaborated and denatured by studied reflection; they are nearer and more closely 
related to the motives which have really determined these acts. . . . 

But our study is not of interest merely for the science of religion. In fact, every reli
gion has one side by which it overlaps the circle of properly religious ideas, and 
there, the study of religious phenomena gives a means o f renewing the problems 
which, up to the present, have only been discussed among philosophers. 

For a long time it has been known that the first systems of representations with 
which men have pictured to themselves the world and themselves were o f religious 
origin. There is no religion that is not a cosmology at the same time that it is a 
speculation upon divine things. I f philosophy and the sciences were born of reli
gion, it is because religion began by taking the place o f the sciences and philoso
phy. But it has been less frequently noticed that religion has not confined itself to 
enriching the human intellect, formed beforehand, with a certain number of ideas; 
it has contributed to forming the intellect itself. Men owe to it not only a good part 
o f the substance of their knowledge, but also the form in which this knowledge has 
been elaborated. 

At the roots o f all our judgments there are a certain number of essential ideas 
which dominate all our intellectual life, they are what philosophers since Aristotle 
have called the categories of the understanding: ideas of time, space, 2 class, number, 
cause, substance, personality, etc. They correspond to the most universal properties 
of things. They are like the solid frame which encloses ail thought; this does not 
seem to be able to liberate itself from them without destroying itself, for it seems 
that we cannot think of objects that are not in time and space, which have no 
number, etc. Other ideas are contingent and unsteady; we can conceive of their being 
unknown to a man, a society or an epoch; but these others appear to be nearly 
inseparable from the normal working of the intellect. They are like the framework 
of the intelligence. Now when primitive religious beliefs are systematically analysed, 
the principal categories are naturally found. They are born in religion and of reli
gion; they are a product of religious thought. . . . 

The fundamental proposition of the apriorist theory is that knowledge is made 
up of two sorts of elements, which cannot be reduced into one another, and which 
are like two distinct layers superimposed one upon the o ther / Our hypothesis keeps 
this principle intact. In fact, that knowledge which is called empirical, the only 
knowledge of which the theorists o f empiricism have made use in constructing the 
reason, is that which is brought into our minds by the direct action o f objects. It is 
composed of individual states which are completely explained 4 by the psychical 
nature of the individual. If, on the other hand, the categories are, as we believe they 
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are, essentially collective representations, before all else, they should show the 
mental states o f the group; they should depend upon the way in which this is 
founded and organized, upon its morphology, upon its religious, moral and eco
nomic institutions, etc. So between these two sorts of representations there is all the 
difference which exists between the individual and the social, and one can no more 
derive the second from the first than he can deduce society from the individual, the 
whole from the part, the complex from the simple. 5 Society is a reality sui generis; 
it has its own peculiar characteristics, which are not found elsewhere and which are 
not met with again in the same form in all the rest of the universe. The represen
tations which express it have a wholly different contents from purely individual ones 
and we may rest assured in advance that the first add something to the second. 

Even the manner in which the two are formed results in differentiating them. 
Collective representations are the result of an immense co-operation, which stretches 
out not only into space bur into time as well; to make them, a multitude of minds 
have associated, united and combined their ideas and sentiments; for them, long 
generations have accumulated their experience and their knowledge. A special intel
lectual activity is therefore concentrated in them which is infinitely richer and com-
plexer than that o f the individual. From that one can understand how the reason 
has been able to go beyond the limits of empirical knowledge. It does not owe this 
to any vague mysterious virtue but simply to the fact that according ro the well-
known formula, man is double. There are two beings in him: an individual being 
which has its foundation in the organism and the circle of whose activities is there
fore strictly limited, and a social being which represents the highest reality in the 
intellectual and moral order that we can know by observation - 1 mean society. This 
duality of our nature has as its consequence in the practical order, the irreducibil-
ity of a moral ideal to a utilitarian motive, and in the order of thought, the irre-
ducibility of reason to individual experience. In so far as he belongs to society, the 
individual transcends himself, both when he thinks and when he acts. 

This same social character leads to an understanding of the origin o f the neces
sity of the categories. It is said that an idea is necessary when it imposes itself upon 
the mind by some sort of virtue of its own, without being accompanied by any 
proof. It contains within it something which constrains the intelligence and which 
leads to its acceptance without preliminary examination. The apriorist postulates 
this singular quality, but does not account for it; for saying that the categories are 
necessary because they are indispensable to the functioning of the intellect is simply 
repeating that they are necessary. But if they really have the origin which we 
attribute to them, their ascendancy no longer has anything surprising in it. They 
represent the most general relations which exist between things; surpassing all our 
other ideas in extension, they dominate all the details of our intellectual life. I f men 
did not agree upon these essential ideas at every moment, if they did not have the 
same conception of time, space, cause, number, etc. , ail contact between their minds 
would be impossible, and with that, all life together. Thus society could not abandon 
the categories to the free choice of the individual without abandoning itself. I f it is 
to live there is not merely need of a satisfactory moral conformity, but also there is 
a minimum of logical conformity beyond which it cannot safely go. For this reason 
it uses all its authority upon its members to forestall such dissidences. Does a mind 
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ostensibly free itself from these forms of thought? It is no longer considered a human 
mind in the full sense of the word, and is treated accordingly. Tha t is why we feel 
that we are no longer completely free and that something resists, both within and 
outside ourselves, when we attempt to rid ourselves of these fundamental notions, 
even in our own conscience. Outside of us there is public opinion which judges us; 
but more than that, since society is also represented inside of us, it sets itself against 
these revolutionary fancies, even inside of ourselves; we have the feeling that we 
cannot abandon them if our whole thought is not to cease being really human. This 
seems to be the origin of the exceptional authority which is inherent in the reason 
and which makes us accept its suggestions with confidence. It is the very authority 
o f society, 6 transferring itself to a certain manner of thought which is the indis
pensable condition of all common action. The necessity with which the categories 
are imposed upon us is not the effect of simple habits whose yoke we could easily 
throw off with a little effort; nor is it a physical or metaphysical necessity, since the 
categories change in different places and times; it is a special sort of moral neces
sity which is to the intellectual life what moral obligation is to the wil l . 7 

But if the categories originally only translate social states, does it not follow that 
they can be applied to the rest of nature only as metaphors? If they were made 
merely to express social conditions, it seems as though they could not be extended 
to other realms except in this sense. Thus in so far as they aid us in thinking of the 
physical or biological world, they have only the value o f artificial symbols, useful 
practically perhaps, but having no connection with reality. Thus we come back, by 
a different road, to nominalism and empiricism. 

But when we interpret a sociological theory of knowledge in this way, we forget 
that even if society is a specific reality it is not an empire within an empire; it is a part 
of nature, and indeed its highest representation. The social realm is a natural realm 
which differs from the others only by a greater complexity. N o w it is impossible that 
nature should differ radically from itself in the one case and the other in regard to 
that which is most essential. The fundamental relations that exist between things -
just that which it is the function o f the categories to express - cannot be essentially 
dissimilar in the different realms. If they are more clearly disengaged in the social 
world, it is nevertheless impossible that they should not be found elsewhere, though 
in less pronounced forms. Society makes them more manifest but it does not have a 
monopoly upon them. Tha t is why ideas which have been elaborated on the model 
of social things can aid us in thinking o f another department of nature. It is at least 
true that if these ideas play the role of symbols when they are thus turned aside from 
their original signification, they are well-founded symbols. If a sort of artificiality 
enters into them from the mere fact that they are constructed concepts, it is an arti
ficiality which follows nature very closely and which is constantly approaching it still 
more closely. 8 From the fact that the ideas of time, space, class, cause or personality 
are constructed out of social elements, it is not necessary to conclude that they are 
devoid of all objective value. On the contrary, their social origin rather leads to the 
belief that they are not without foundation in the nature of things. 9 

Thus renovated, the theory of knowledge seems destined to unite the opposing 
advantages o f the two rival theories, without incurring their inconveniences. It keeps 
all the essential principles of the apriorists; but at the same time it is inspired by 
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that positive spirit which the empiricists have striven to satisfy, it leaves the reason 
its specific power, but it accounts for it and does so without leaving the world of 
observable phenomena. It affirms the duality of our intellectual life, but it explains 
it, and with natural causes. The categories are no longer considered as primary and 
unanalysable facts, yet they keep a complexity which falsifies any analysis as ready 
as that with which the empiricists content themselves. They no longer appear as 
very simple notions which the first comer can very easily arrange from his own per
sonal observations and which the popular imagination has unluckily complicated, 
but rather they appear as priceless instruments of thought which the human groups 
have laboriously forged through the centuries and where they have accumulated the 
best of their intellectual capi ta l . 1 0 A complete section of the history of humanity is 
resumed therein. This is equivalent to saying that to succeed in understanding them 
and judging them, it is necessary to resort to other means than those which have 
been in use up to the present. To know what these conceptions which we have not 
made ourselves are really made of, it does not suffice to interrogate our own con
sciousnesses; we must look outside of ourselves, it is history that we must observe, 
there is a whole science which must be formed, a complex science which can advance 
but slowly and by collective labour, and to which the present work brings some 
fragmentary contributions in the nature of an a t t e m p t . . . . 

But, it is said, what society is it that has thus made the basis of religion? Is it the 
real society, such as it is and acts before our very eyes, with the legal and moral 
organization which it has laboriously fashioned during the course of history? This 
is full of defects and imperfections. In it, evil goes beside the good, injustice often 
reigns supreme, and the truth is often obscured by error. H o w could anything so 
crudely organized inspire the sentiments of love, the ardent enthusiasm and the spirit 
of abnegation which all religions claim of their followers? These perfect beings 
which are gods could not have taken their traits from so mediocre, and sometimes 
even so base, a reality. 

But, on the other hand, does someone think of a perfect society, where justice 
and truth would be sovereign, and from which evil in ail its forms would be ban
ished for ever? N o one would deny that this is in close relations with the religious 
sentiment; for, they would say, it is towards the realization of this that all religions 
strive. But that society is not an empirical fact, definite and observable; it is a fancy, 
a dream with which men have lightened their sufferings, but in which they have 
never really lived. It is merely an idea which comes to express our more or less 
obscure aspirations towards the good, the beautiful and the ideal. Now these aspi
rations have their roots in us; they come from the very depths of our being; then 
there is nothing outside of us which can account for them. Moreover, they are 
already religious in themselves; thus it would seem that the ideal society presup
poses religion, far from being able to explain it. 

But, in the first place, things are arbitrarily simplified when religion is seen only 
on its idealistic side: in its way, it is realistic. There Is no physical or moral ugliness, 
there are no vices or evils which do not have a special divinity. There are gods of 
theft and trickery, of lust and war, o f sickness and o f death. Christianity itself, how
soever high the idea which it has made of the divinity may be, has been obliged to 
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give the spirit of evil a place in its mythology. Satan is an essential piece of the 
Christian system; even if he is an impure being, he is not a profane one. The anti-
god is a god, inferior and subordinated, it is true, but nevertheless endowed with 
extended powers; he is even the object of rites, at least of negative ones. Thus reli
gion, far from ignoring the real society and making abstraction of it, is in its image; 
it reflects all its aspects, even the most vulgar and the most repulsive. All is to be 
found there, and if in the majority of cases we see the good victorious over evil, life 
over death, the powers of light over the powers of darkness, it is because reality is 
not otherwise. If the relation between these two contrary forces were reversed, life 
would be impossible; but, as a matter of fact, it maintains itself and even tends to 
develop. 

But if, in the midst of these mythologies and theologies, we see reality clearly 
appearing, it is none the less true that it is found there only in an enlarged, trans
formed and idealized form. In this respect, the most primitive religions do not differ 
from the most recent and the most refined. For example, we have seen how the 
Arunta place at the beginning o f time a mythical society whose organization exactly 
reproduces that which still exists to-day; it includes the same clans and phratries, 
it is under the same matrimonial rules and it practises the same rites. But the per
sonages who compose it are ideal beings, gifted with powers and virtues to which 
common mortals cannot pretend. Their nature is not only higher, but it ts different, 
since it is at once animal and human. The evil powers there undergo a similar meta
morphosis: evil itself is, as it were, made sublime and idealized. The question now 
raises itself of whence this idealization comes. 

Some reply that men have a natural faculty for idealizing, that is to say, of sub
stituting for the real world another different one, to which they transport them
selves by thought. But that is merely changing the terms of the problem; it is not 
resolving it or even advancing it. This systematic idealization is an essential char
acteristic of religions. Explaining them by an innate power of idealization is simply 
replacing one word by another which is the equivalent o f the first; it is as if they 
said that men have made religions because they have a religious nature. Animals 
know only one world, the one which they perceive by experience, internal as well 
as external. Men alone have the faculty of conceiving the ideal, o f adding some
thing to the real. Now where does this singular privilege come from? Before making 
it an initial fact or a mysterious virtue which escapes science, we must be sure that 
it does not depend upon empirically determinable conditions. 

The explanation of religion which we have proposed has precisely this advan
tage, that it gives an answer to this question. For our definition of the sacred is that 
it is something added to and above the real: now the ideal answers to this same 
definition; we cannot explain one without explaining the other. In fact, we have seen 
that if collective life awakens religious thought on reaching a certain degree of inten
sity, it is because it brings about a state of effervescence which changes the condi
tions of psychic activity. Vital energies are over-excited, passions more active, 
sensations stronger; there are even some which are produced .only at this moment. 
A man does not recognize himself; he feels himself transformed and consequently 
he transforms the environment which surrounds him. In order to account for the 
very particular impressions which he receives, he attributes to the things with which 
he is in most direct contact properties which they have not, exceptional powers and 
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virtues which the objects of every-day experience do not possess. In a word, above 
the real world where his profane life passes he has placed another which, in one 
sense, does not exist except in thought, but to which he attributes a higher sort of 
dignity than to the first. Thus, from a double point of view it is an ideal world. 

The formation o f the ideal world is therefore not an irreducible fact which escapes 
science; it depends upon conditions which observation can touch; it is a natural 
product o f social life. For a society to become conscious o f itself and maintain at 
the necessary degree of intensity the sentiments which it thus attains, it must assem
ble and concentrate itself. Now this concentration brings about an exaltation o f the 
mental life which takes form in a group of ideal conceptions where is portrayed the 
new life thus awakened; they correspond to this new set of psychical forces which 
is added to those which we have at our disposition for the daily tasks of existence. 
A society can neither create itself nor recreate itself without at the same time 
creating an ideal. This creation is not a sort o f work of supererogation for it, by 
which it would complete itself, being already formed; it is the act by which it is 
periodically made and remade. Therefore when some oppose the ideal society to the 
real society, like two antagonists which would lead us in opposite directions, they 
materialize and oppose abstractions. The ideal society is not outside of the real 
society; it is a part of it. Far from being divided between them as between two poles 
which mutually repel each other, we cannot hold to one without holding to the 
other. For a society is not made up merely of the mass of individuals who compose 
it, the ground which they occupy, the things which they use and the movements 
which they perform, but above ail is the idea which it forms of itself. It is undoubt
edly true that it hesitates over the manner in which it ought to conceive itself; it 
feels itself drawn in divergent directions. But these conflicts which break forth are 
not between the ideal and reality, but between two different ideals, that of yester
day and that of to-day, that which has the authority o f tradition and that which has 
the hope of the future. There is surely a place for investigating whence these ideals 
evolve; but whatever solution may be given to this problem it still remains that all 
passes in the world o f the ideal. 

Thus the collective ideal which religion expresses is far from being due to a vague 
innate power of the individual, but it is rather at the school of collective life that 
the individual has learned to idealize. It is in assimilating the ideals elaborated by 
society that he has become capable of conceiving the ideal. It is society which, by 
leading him within its sphere of action, had made him acquire the need of raising 
himself above the world of experience and has at the same time furnished him with 
the means of conceiving another. For society has constructed this new world in con
structing itself, since it is society which this expresses. Thus both with the individ
ual and in the group, the faculty of idealizing has nothing mysterious about it. It is 
not a sort o f luxury which a man could get along without, but a condition o f his 
very existence. He could not be a social being, that is to say, he could not be a man, 
if he had not acquired it. It is true that in incarnating themselves in individuals, col
lective ideals tend to individualize themselves. Each understands them after his own 
fashion and marks them with his own stamp; he suppresses certain elements and 
adds others. Thus the personal ideal disengages itself from the social ideal in pro
portion as the individual personality develops itself and becomes an autonomous 
source of action. But if we wish to understand this aptitude, so singular in appear-
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a nee, of living outside of reality, it is enough to connect it with the social condi
tions upon which it depends. 

Therefore it is necessary to avoid seeing in this theory of religion a simple restate
ment of historical materialism: that would be misunderstanding our thought to an 
extreme degree. In showing that religion is something essentially social, we do not 
mean to say that it confines itself to translating into another language the material 
forms of society and its immediate vital necessities. It is true that we take it as evident 
that social life depends upon its material foundation and bears its mark, just as the 
mental life of an individual depends upon his nervous system and in fact his whole 
organism. But collective consciousness is something more than a mere epiphenome-
non of its morphological basis, just as individual consciousness is something more 
than a simple efflorescence of the nervous system. In order that the former may 
appear, a synthesis sui generis of particular consciousnesses is required. Now this 
synthesis has the effect o f disengaging a whole world of sentiments, ideas and images 
which, once born, obey laws all their own. They attract each other, repel each other, 
unite, divide themselves, and multiply, though these combinat ions are not com
manded and necessitated by the condition of the underlying reality. The life thus 
brought into being even enjoys so great an independence that it sometimes indulges 
in manifestations with no purpose or utility of any sort, for the mere pleasure o f 
affirming itself. We have shown that this is often precisely the case with ritual activ
ity and mythological thought. . . . 

Thus there is something eternal in religion which is destined to survive ail the par
ticular symbols in which religious thought has successively enveloped itself. There 
can be no society which does not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at 
regular intervals the collective sentiments and the collective ideas which make its 
unity and its personality. Now this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by 
the means of reunions, assemblies and meetings where the individuals, being closely 
united to one another, reaffirm in common their common sentiments; hence come 
ceremonies which do not differ from regular religious ceremonies, either in their 
object , the results which they produce, or the processes employed to attain these 
results. W h a t essential difference is there between an assembly o f Christians cele
brating the principal dates o f the life o f Christ, or of Jews remembering the exodus 
from Egypt or the promulgation of the decalogue, and a reunion of citizens com
memorating the promulgation of a new moral or legal system or some great event 
in the national life? 

If we find a little difficulty to-day in imagining what these feasts and ceremonies 
of the future could consist in, it is because we are going through a stage of transi
tion and moral mediocrity. The great things of the past which filled our fathers with 
enthusiasm do not excite the same ardour in us, either because they have come into 
common usage to such an extent that we are unconscious o f them, or else because 
they no longer answer to our actual aspirations; but as yet there is nothing to replace 
them. We can no longer impassionate ourselves for the principles in the name of 
which Christianity recommended to masters that they treat their slaves humanely, 
and, on the other hand, the idea which it has formed o f human equality and fra
ternity seems to us to-day to leave too large a place for unjust inequalities. Its pity 
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for the outcast seems to us too Platonic; we desire another which would be more 
practicable; but as yet we cannot clearly see what it should be or how it could be 
realized in facts. In a word, the old gods are growing old or already dead, and others 
are not yet born. This is what rendered vain the attempt of Cornte with the old his
toric souvenirs artificially revived: it is life itself, and not a dead past, which can 
produce a living cult. But this state of incertitude and confused agitation cannot last 
for ever. A day will come when our societies will know again those hours of cre
ative effervescence, in the course of which new ideas arise and new formulae are 
found which serve for a while as a guide to humanity; and when these hours shall 
have been passed through once, men will spontaneously feel the need of reliving 
them from time to time in thought, that is to say, of keeping alive their memory by 
means of celebrations which regularly reproduce their fruits. 

NOTES 

1 But that is not equivalent to saying that all luxury is lacking to the primitive cults. On 
the contrary, we shall see that in every religion there are beliefs and practices which do 
not aim at strictly utilitarian ends. This luxury is indispensable to the religious life; it is 
at its very heart. But it is much more rudimentary in the inferior religions than in the 
others, so we are better able to determine its reason for existence here. 

2 We say that time and space are categories because there is no difference between the role 
played by these ideas in the intellectual life and that which falls to the ideas of class 
or cause. 

3 Perhaps some will be surprised that we do not define the apriorist theory by the hypoth
esis of innateness. But this conception really plays a secondary part in the doctrine. It is 
a simple way of stating the impossibility of reducing rational knowledge to empirical 
data. Saying that the former is innate is only a positive way of saying that it is not the 
product of experience, such as it is ordinarily conceived. 

4 At least, in so far as there are any representations which are individual and hence wholly 
empirical. But there are in fact probably none where the two elements are not found 
closely united. 

5 This irreducibility must not be taken in any absolute sense. We do not wish to say that 
there is nothing in the empirical representations which shows rational ones, nor that 
there is nothing in the individual which could be taken as a sign of social fife. If experi
ence were completely separated from all that is rational, reason could not operate upon 
it; in the same way, if the psychic nature of the individual were absolutely opposed to 
the social life, society would be impossible. A complete anlysis of the categories should 
seek these germs of rationality even in the individual consciousness. All that we wish to 
establish here is that between these indistinct germs of reason and the reason properly 
so called, there is a difference comparable to that which separates the properties of the 
mineral elements out of which a living being is composed from the characteristic attri
butes of life after this has once been constituted. 

6 It has frequently been remarked that social disturbances result in multiplying mental 
disturbances. This is one more proof that logical discipline is a special aspect of social 
discipline. The first gives way as the second is weakened. 

7 There is an analogy between this logical necessity and moral obligation, but there is not 
an actual identity. To-day society treats criminals in a different fashion than subjects 
whose intelligence only is abnormal; that is a proof that the authority attached to logical 
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rules and that inherent in moral rules are not of the same nature, in spite of certain simi
larities. They are two species of the same class. It would be interesting to make a study 
on the nature and origin of this difference, which is probably distinguished between the 
deranged and the delinquent. We confine ourselves to signalizing this question. By this 
example, one may see the number of problems which are raised by the analysis of these 
notions which generally pass as being elementary and simple, but which are really of an 
extreme complexity. 

8 The rationalism which is imminent in the sociological theory of knowledge is thus 
midway between the classical empiricism and apriorism. For the first, the categories are 
purely artificial constructions; for the second, on the contrary, they are given by nature; 
for us, they are in a sense a work of art, but of an art which imitates nature with a per
fection capable of increasing unlimitedly. 

9 For example, that which is at the foundation of the category of time is the rhythm of 
social life; but if there is a rhythm in collective life, one may rest assured that there is 
another in the life of the individual, and more generally, in that of the universe. The first 
is merely more marked and apparent than the others. In the same way, we shall see that 
the notion of class is founded on that of the human group. But if men form natural 
groups, it can be assumed that among things there exist groups which are at once analo
gous and different. Classes and species are natural groups of things. 

If it seems to many minds that a social origin cannot be attributed to the categories 
without depriving them of all speculative value, it is because society is still too frequently 
regarded as something that is not natural; hence it is concluded that the representations 
which express it express nothing in nature. But the conclusion is not worth more than 
the premise. 

10 This is how it is legitimate to compare the categories to tools; for on its side, a tool is 
material accumulated capital. There is a close relationship between the three ideas of 
tool, category and institution. 
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II 

N o living being can be happy or even exist unless his needs are sufficiently propor
tioned to his means. In other words, if his needs require more than can be granted, 
or even merely something of a different sort, they will be under continual friction 
and can only function painfully. Movements incapable of production without pain 
tend not to be reproduced. Unsatisfied tendencies atrophy, and as the impulse to live 
is merely the result of all the rest, it is bound to weaken as the others relax. 

In the animal, at least in a normal condition, this equilibrium is established with 
automatic spontaneity because the animal depends on purely material conditions. 
All the organism needs is that the supplies of substance and energy constantly 
employed in the vital process should be periodically renewed by equivalent quanti
ties; that replacement be equivalent to use. When the void created by existence in 
its own resources is filled, the animal, satisfied, asks nothing further. Its power of 
reflection is not sufficiently developed to imagine other ends than those implicit in 
its physical nature. On the other hand, as the work demanded o f each organ itself 
depends on the general state of vital energy and the needs of organic equilibrium, 
use is regulated in turn by replacement and the balance is automatic. The limits o f 
one are those of the other; both are fundamental to the constitution of the existence 
in question, which cannot exceed them. 

This is not the case with man, because most of his needs are not dependent on 
his body or not to the same degree. Strictly speaking, we may consider that the 
quantity of material supplies necessary to the physical maintenance of a human life 
is subject to computation, though this be less exact than in the preceding case and 

Emile Durkheim, "Anomic Suicide," pp. 2 4 6 - 5 8 from Emiie Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in 
Sociology, translated by John H. Spaulding and George Simpson, edited by George Simpson. 
(New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., The Free Press, 1951}. Copyright © 1951 by The 
Free Press. 
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a wider margin left for the free combinations of the will; for beyond the indispens
able minimum which satisfies nature when instinctive, a more awakened reflection 
suggests better conditions, seemingly desirable ends craving fulfillment. Such 
appetites, however, admittedly sooner or later reach a limit which they cannot pass. 
But how determine the quantity of well-being, comfort or luxury legitimately to be 
craved by a human being? Nothing appears in man's organic nor in his psycholog
ical constitution which sets a limit to such tendencies. The functioning of individ
ual life does not require them to cease at one point rather than at another; the proof 
being that they have constantly increased since the beginnings o f history, receiving 
more and more complete satisfaction, yet with no weakening of average health. 
Above all, how establish their proper variation with different conditions o f life, 
occupations, relative importance of services, etc.? In no society are they equally sat
isfied in the different stages of the social hierarchy. Yet human nature is substan
tially the same among all men, in its essential qualities. It is not human nature which 
can assign the variable limits necessary to our needs. They are thus unlimited so far 
as they depend on the individual alone. Irrespective of any external regulatory force, 
our capacity for feeling is in itself an insatiable and bottomless abyss. 

But if nothing external can restrain this capacity, it can only be a source of torment 
to itself. Unlimited desires are insatiable by definition and insatiability is rightly con
sidered a sign of morbidity. Being unlimited, they constantly and infinitely surpass 
the means at their command; they cannot be quenched. Inextinguishable thirst is 
constantly renewed torture. It has been claimed, indeed, that human activity natu
rally aspires beyond assignable limits and sets itself unattainable goals. But how can 
such an undetermined state be any more reconciled with the conditions of mental 
life than with the demands of physical life? All man's pleasure in acting, moving and 
exerting himself implies the sense that his efforts are not in vain and that by walking 
he has advanced. However, one does not advance when one walks toward no goal, 
or - which is the same thing - when his goal is infinity. Since the distance between 
us and it is always the same, whatever road we take, we might as well have made 
the motions without progress from the spot. Even our glances behind and our feeling 
of pride at the distance covered can cause only deceptive satisfaction, since the 
remaining distance is not proportionately reduced. To pursue a goal which is by def
inition unattainable is to condemn oneself to a state of perpetual unhappiness. O f 
course, man may hope contrary to all reason, and hope has its pleasures even when 
unreasonable. It may sustain him for a time; but it cannot survive the repeated dis
appointments of experience indefinitely. Wha t more can the future offer him than 
the past, since he can never reach a tenable condition nor even approach the glimpsed 
ideal? Thus, the more one has, the more one wants, since satisfactions received only 
stimulate instead of filling needs. Shall action as such be considered agreeable? First, 
only on condition o f blindness to its uselessness. Secondly, for this pleasure to be felt 
and to temper and half veil the accompanying painful unrest, such unending motion 
must at least always be easy and unhampered. I f it is interfered with only restless
ness is left, with the lack of ease which it, itself, entails. But it would be a miracle if 
no insurmountable obstacle were never encountered. Our thread o f life on these con
ditions is pretty thin, breakable at any instant. 

To achieve any other result, the passions first must be limited. Only then can they 
be harmonized with the faculties and satisfied. But since the individual has no way 
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of limiting them, this must be done by some force exterior to him. A regulative force 
must play the same role for moral needs which the organism plays for physical 
needs. This means that the force can only be moral . The awakening of conscience 
interrupted the state o f equilibrium of the animal's dormant existence; only con
science, therefore, can furnish the means to re-establish it. Physical restraint would 
be ineffective; hearts cannot be touched by physio-chemical forces. So far as the 
appetites are not automatically restrained by physiological mechanisms, they can be 
halted only by a limit that they recognize as just. Men would never consent to restrict 
their desires if they felt justified in passing the assigned limit. But, for reasons given 
above, they cannot assign themselves this law of justice. So they must receive it from 
an authority which they respect, to which they yield spontaneously. Either directly 
and as a whole, or through the agency of one of its organs, society alone can play 
this moderating role; for it is the only moral power superior to the individual, the 
authority of which he accepts. It alone has the power necessary to stipulate law and 
to set the point beyond which the passions must not go. Finally, it alone can esti
mate the reward to be prospectively offered to every class of human functionary, in 
the name of the common interest. 

As a matter o f fact, at every moment of history there is a dim perception, in the 
moral consciousness o f societies, of the respective value of different social services, 
the relative reward due to each, and the consequent degree of comfort appropriate 
on the average to workers in each occupation. The different functions are graded 
in public opinion and a certain coefficient of well-being assigned to each, accord
ing to its place in the hierarchy. According to accepted ideas, for example, a certain 
way of living is considered the upper limit to which a workman may aspire in his 
efforts to improve his existence, and there is another limit below which he is not 
willingly permitted to fall unless he has seriously demeaned himself. Both differ for 
city and country workers, for the domestic servant and the day-laborer, for the busi
ness clerk and the official, etc. Likewise the man of wealth is reproved if he lives 
the life of a poor man, but also if he seeks the refinements o f luxury overmuch. 
Economists may protest in vain; public feeling will always be scandalized if an indi
vidual spends too much wealth for wholly superfluous use, and it even seems that 
this severity relaxes only in times o f moral disturbance. 1 A genuine regimen exists, 
therefore, although not always legally formulated, which fixes with relative preci
sion the maximum degree of ease of living to which each social class may legiti
mately aspire. However, there is nothing immutable about such a scale. It changes 
with the increase or decrease of collective revenue and the changes occurring in the 
moral ideas o f society. Thus what appears luxury to one period no longer does so 
to another; and the well-being which for long periods was granted to a class only 
by exception and supererogation, finally appears strictly necessary and equitable. 

Under this pressure, each in his sphere vaguely realizes the extreme limit set to his 
ambitions and aspires to nothing beyond. At least if he respects regulations and is 
docile to collective authority, that is, has a wholesome moral constitution, he feels that 
it is not well to ask more. Thus, an end and goal are set to the passions. Truly, there 
is nothing rigid nor absolute about such determination. The economic ideal assigned 
each class of citizens is itself confined to certain limits, within which the desires have 
free range. But it is not infinite. This relative limitation and the moderation it involves 
make men contented with their lot while stimulating them moderately to improve it; 
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and this average contentment causes the feeling of calm, active happiness, the pleasure 
in existing and living which characterizes health for societies as well as for individu
als. Each person is then at least, generally speaking, in harmony with his condition, 
and desires only what he may legitimately hope for as the normal reward of his activ
ity. Besides, this does not condemn man to a sort of immobility. He may seek to give 
beauty to his life; but his attempts in this direction may fail without causing him to 
despair. For, loving what he has and not fixing his desire solely on what he lacks, his 
wishes and hopes may fail of what he has happened to aspire to, without his being 
wholly destitute. He has the essentials. The equilibrium of his happiness is secure 
because it is defined, and a few mishaps cannot disconcert him. 

But it would be of little use for everyone to recognize the justice of the hierar
chy of functions established by public opinion, if he did not also consider the dis
tribution of these functions just. The workman is not in harmony with his social 
position if he is not convinced that he has his desserts. If he feels justified in occu
pying another, what he has would not satisfy him. So it is not enough for the average 
level of needs for each social condition to be regulated by public opinion, but 
another, more precise rule, must fix the way in which these conditions are open to 
individuals. There is no society in which such regulation does not exist. It varies 
with times and places. Once it regarded birth as the almost exclusive principle of 
social classification; today it recognizes no other inherent inequality than hereditary 
fortune and merit. But in all these various forms its object is unchanged. It is also 
only possible, everywhere, as a restriction upon individuals imposed by superior 
authority, that is, by collective authority. For it can be established only by requir
ing of one or another group o f men, usually of all, sacrifices and concessions in the 
name o f the public interest. 

Some, to be sure, have thought that this moral pressure would become unneces
sary if men's economic circumstances were only no longer determined by heredity. 
If inheritance were abolished, the argument runs, if everyone began life with equal 
resources and if the competitive struggle were fought out on a basis o f perfect equal
ity, no one could think its results unjust. Each would instinctively feel that things 
are as they should be. 

Truly, the nearer this ideal equality were approached, the less social restraint will 
be necessary. But it is only a matter of degree. One sort o f heredity will always exist, 
that of natural talent. Intelligence, taste, scientific, artistic, literary or industrial 
ability, courage and manual dexterity are gifts received by each o f us at birth, as the 
heir to wealth receives his capital or as the nobleman formerly received his title and 
function. A moral discipline will therefore still be required to make those less favored 
by nature accept the lesser advantages which they owe to the chance of birth. Shall 
it be demanded that all have an equal share and that no advantage be given those 
more useful and deserving? But then there would have to be a discipline far stronger 
to make these accept a treatment merely equal to that o f the mediocre and incapable. 

But like the one first mentioned, this discipline can be useful only if considered 
just by the peoples subject to it. When it is maintained only by custom and force, 
peace and harmony are illusory; the spirit of unrest and discontent are latent; 
appetites superficially restrained are ready to revolt. This happened in R o m e and 
Greece when the faiths underlying the old organization of the patricians and pie-
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beians were shaken, and in our modern societies when aristocratic prejudices began 
to lose their old ascendancy. But this state of upheaval is exceptional; it occurs only 
when society is passing through some abnormal crisis. In normal conditions the col
lective order is regarded as just by the great majority of persons. Therefore, when 
we say that an authority is necessary to impose this order on individuals, we cer
tainly do not mean that violence is the only means o f establishing it. Since this reg
ulation is meant to restrain individual passions, it must come from a power which 
dominates individuals; but this power must also be obeyed through respect, not fear. 

It is not true, then, that human activity can be released from all restraint. Nothing 
in the world can enjoy such a privilege. All existence being a part of the universe is 
relative to the remainder; its nature and method of manifestation accordingly 
depend not only on itself but on other beings, who consequently restrain and reg
ulate it. Here there are only differences o f degree and form between the mineral 
realm and the thinking person. Man ' s characteristic privilege is that the bond he 
accepts is not physical but moral; that is, social. He is governed not by a material 
environment brutally imposed on him, but by a conscience superior to his own, the 
superiority of which he feels. Because the greater, better part o f his existence trans
cends the body, he escapes the body's yoke, but is subject to that of society. 

But when society is disturbed by some painful crisis or by beneficent but abrupt 
transitions, it is momentarily incapable of exercising this influence; thence come the 
sudden rises in the curve of suicides which we have pointed out above. 

In the case of economic disasters, indeed, something like a declassification occurs 
which suddenly casts certain individuals into a lower state than their previous one. 
Then they must reduce their requirements, restrain their needs, learn greater self-
control . All the advantages of social influence are lost so far as they are concerned; 
their moral education has to be recommenced. But society cannot adjust them 
instantaneously to this new life and teach them to practice the increased self-
repression to which they are unaccustomed. So they are not adjusted to the 
condition forced on them, and its very prospect is intolerable; hence the suffering 
which detaches them from a reduced existence even before they have made trial 
of it. 

It is the same if the source of the crisis is an abrupt growth of power and wealth. 
Then, truly, as the conditions o f life are changed, the standard according to which 
needs were regulated can no longer remain the same; for it varies with social 
resources, since it largely determines the share of each class o f producers. The scale 
is upset; but a new scale cannot be immediately improvised. Time is required for 
the public conscience to reclassify men and things. So long as the social forces thus 
freed have not regained equilibrium, their respective values are unknown and so all 
regulation is lacking for a time. The limits are unknown between the possible and 
the impossible, what is just and what is unjust, legitimate claims and hopes and 
those which are immoderate. Consequently, there is no restraint upon aspirations. 
If the disturbance is profound, it affects even the principles controlling the distrib
ution o f men among various occupations. Since the relations between various parts 
of society are necessarily modified, the ideas expressing these relations must change. 
Some particular class especially favored by the crisis is no longer resigned to its 
former lot, and, on the other hand, the example of its greater good fortune arouses 
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all sorts of jealousy below and about it. Appetites, not being controlled by a public 
opinion, become disoriented, no longer recognize the limits proper to them. Besides, 
they are at the same time seized by a sort of natural erethism simply by the greater 
intensity of public life. With increased prosperity desires increase. At the very 
moment when traditional rules have lost their authority, the richer prize offered 
these appetites stimulates them and makes them more exigent and impatient of 
control . The state of de-regulation or anomy is thus further heightened by passions 
being less disciplined, precisely when they need more disciplining. 

But then their very demands make fulfillment impossible. Overweening ambition 
always exceeds the results obtained, great as they may be, since there is no warning 
to pause here. Nothing gives satisfaction and all this agitation is uninterruptedly 
maintained without appeasement. Above all, since this race for an unattainable goal 
can give no other pleasure but that of the race itself, if it is one, once it is inter
rupted the participants are left empty-handed. At the same time the struggle grows 
more violent and painful, both from being less controlled and because competition 
is greater. All classes contend among themselves because no established classifica
tion any longer exists. Effort grows, just when it becomes less productive. How 
could the desire to live not be weakened under such conditions? 

This explanation is confirmed by the remarkable immunity of poor countries. 
Poverty protects against suicide because it is a restraint in itself. N o matter how one 
acts, desires have to depend upon resources to some extent; actual possessions are 
partly the criterion o f those aspired to. So the less one has the less he is tempted to 
extend the range o f his needs indefinitely. Lack of power, compelling moderation, 
accustoms men to it, while nothing excites envy if no one has superfluity. Wealth, 
on the other hand, by the power it bestows, deceives us into believing that we depend 
on ourselves only. Reducing the resistance we encounter from objects, it suggests 
the possibility o f unlimited success against them. The less limited one feels, the more 
intolerable all limitation appears. Not without reason, therefore, have so many reli
gions dwelt on the advantages and moral value o f poverty. It is actually the best 
school for teaching self-restraint. Forcing us to constant self-discipline, it prepares 
us to accept collective discipline with equanimity, while wealth, exalting the indi
vidual, may always arouse the spirit of rebellion which is the very source of immoral
ity. This , of course, is no reason why humanity should not improve its material 
condition. But though the moral danger involved in every growth of prosperity is 
not irremediable, it should not be forgotten. 

HI 

If anomy never appeared except, as in the above instances, in intermittent spurts 
and acute crisis, it might cause the social suicide-rate to vary from time to time, but 
it would not be a regular, constant factor. In one sphere of social life, however -
the sphere o f trade and industry - it is actually in a chronic state. 

For a whole century, economic progress has mainly consisted in freeing indus
trial relations from all regulation. Until very recently, it was the function of a whole 
system of moral forces to exert this discipline. First, the influence of religion was 
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felt alike by workers and masters, the poor and the rich. It consoled the former 
and taught them contentment with their lot by informing them of the providential 
nature of the social order, that the share of each class was assigned by God himself, 
and by holding out the hope for just compensation in a world to come in return 
for the inequalities o f this world. It governed the latter, recalling that worldly 
interests are not man's entire lot, that they must be subordinate to other and higher 
interests, and that they should therefore not be pursued without rule or measure. 
Temporal power, in turn, restrained the scope o f economic functions by its 
supremacy over them and by the relatively subordinate role it assigned them. Finally, 
within the business world proper, the occupational groups, by regulating salaries, 
the price of products and production itself, indirectly fixed the average level of 
income on which needs are partially based by the very force of circumstances. 
However, we do not mean to propose this organization as a model. Clearly it would 
be inadequate to existing societies without great changes. Wha t we stress is its 
existence, the fact o f its useful influence, and that nothing today has come to take 
its place. 

Actually, religion has lost most of its power. And government, instead of regu
lating economic life, has become its tool and servant. The most opposite schools, 
or thodox economists and extreme socialists, unite to reduce government to the role 
of a more or less passive intermediary among the various social functions. The 
former wish to make it simply the guardian of individual contracts; the latter leave 
it the task of doing the collective bookkeeping, that is, of recording the demands of 
consumers, transmitting them to producers, inventorying the total revenue and dis
tributing it according to a fixed formula. But both refuse it any power to subordi
nate other social organs to itself and to make them converge toward one dominant 
aim. On both sides nations are declared to have the single or chief purpose of achiev
ing industrial prosperity; such is the implication o f the dogma o f economic materi
alism, the basis of both apparently opposed systems. And as these theories merely 
express the state of opinion, industry, instead of being still regarded as a means to 
an end transcending itself, has become the supreme end o f individuals and societies 
alike. Thereupon the appetites thus excited have become freed of any limiting 
authority. By sanctifying them, so to speak, this apotheosis of well-being has placed 
them above all human law. Their restraint seems like a sort of sacrilege. For this 
reason, even the purely utilitarian regulation of them exercised by the industrial 
world itself through the medium of occupational groups has been unable to persist. 
Ultimately, this liberation of desires has been made worse by the very development 
of industry and the almost infinite extension of the market. So long as the producer 
could gain his profits only in his immediate neighborhood, the restricted amount of 
possible gain could not much overexcite ambition. N o w that he may assume to have 
almost the entire world as his customer, how could passions accept their former 
confinement in the face o f such limitless prospects? 

Such is the source o f the excitement predominating in this part o f society, and 
which has thence extended to the other parts. There, the state o f crisis and anomy 
is constant and, so to speak, normal. From top to bot tom of the ladder, greed 
is aroused without knowing where to find ultimate foothold. Nothing can calm 
it, since its goal is far beyond all it can attain. Reality seems valueless by compari-
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son with the dreams of fevered imaginations; reality is therefore abandoned, but 
so too is possibility abandoned when it in turn becomes reality. A thirst arises 
for novelties, unfamiliar pleasures, nameless sensations, all o f which lose their 
savor once known. Henceforth one has no strength to endure the least reverse. 
The whole fever subsides and the sterility of all the tumult is apparent, and it is 
seen that all these new sensations in their infinite quantity cannot form a solid 
foundation o f happiness to support one during days o f trial. The wise man, 
knowing how to enjoy achieved results without having constantly to replace 
them with others, finds in them an attachment to life in the hour o f difficulty. 
But the man who has always pinned ail his hopes on the future and lived with 
his eyes fixed upon it, has nothing in the past as a comfort against the present's 
afflictions, for the past was nothing to him but a series o f hastily experienced stages. 
Wha t blinded him to himself was his expectation always to find further on the 
happiness he had so far missed. N o w he is stopped in his tracks; from now on 
nothing remains behind or ahead of him to fix his gaze upon. Weariness alone, 
moreover, is enough to bring disillusionment, for he cannot in the end escape the 
futility o f an endless pursuit. 

We may even wonder if this moral state is not principally what makes economic 
catastrophes of our day so fertile in suicides. In societies where a man is subjected 
to a healthy discipline, he submits more readily to the blows of chance. T h e neces
sary effort for sustaining a little more discomfort costs him relatively little, since he 
is used to discomfort and constraint. But when every constraint is hateful in itself, 
how can closer constraint not seem intolerable? There is no tendency to resignation 
in the feverish impatience of men's lives. When there is no other a im but to outstrip 
constantly the point arrived at, how painful to be thrown back! N o w this very lack 
of organization characterizing our economic condition throws the door wide to 
every sort of adventure. Since imagination is hungry for novelty, and ungoverned, 
it gropes at random. Setbacks necessarily increase with risks and thus crises multi
ply, just when they are becoming more destructive. 

Yet these dispositions are so inbred that society has grown to accept them and 
is accustomed to think them normal. It is everlastingly repeated that it is man's 
nature to be eternally dissatisfied, constantly to advance, without relief or rest, 
toward an indefinite goal. The longing for infinity is daily represented as a mark of 
moral distinction, whereas it can only appear within unregulated consciences which 
elevate to a rule the lack of rule from which they suffer. T h e doctrine of the most 
ruthless and swift progress has become an article o f faith. But other theories appear 
parallel with those praising the advantages of instability, which, generalizing the sit
uation that gives them birth, declare life evil, claim that it is richer in grief than in 
pleasure and that it attracts men only by false claims. Since this disorder is great
est in the economic world, it has most victims there. 

Industrial and commercial functions are really among the occupations which 
furnish the greatest number of suicides (see table 1 4 . 1 ) . Almost on a level with the 
liberal professions, they sometimes surpass them; they are especially more afflicted 
than agriculture, where the old regulative forces still make their appearance felt most 
and where the fever of business has least penetrated. Here is best recalled what was 
once the general constitution o f the economic order. And the divergence would be 
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Table 14.1 Suicides per million persons of different occupations 

Liberal* 
Trade Transportation Industry Agriculture professions 

France ( 1 8 7 8 - 8 7 ) f 4 4 0 3 4 0 2 4 0 3 0 0 
Switzerland ( 1 8 7 6 ) 6 6 4 1 ,514 5 7 7 3 0 4 5 5 8 
Italy ( 1 8 6 6 - 7 6 ) 2 7 7 1 5 2 . 6 8 0 . 4 2 6 . 7 6 1 8 ± 
Prussia ( 1 8 8 3 - 9 0 ) 7 5 4 4 5 6 3 1 5 8 3 2 
Bavaria ( 1 8 8 4 - 9 1 ) 4 6 5 3 6 9 153 4 5 4 
Belgium ( 1 8 8 6 - 9 0 ) 4 2 1 1 6 0 1 6 0 1 0 0 
Wurttemberg ( 1 8 7 3 -8) 2 7 3 1 9 0 2 0 6 
Saxony ( 1 8 7 8 ) 3 4 1 . 5 9 $ 7 1 . 1 7 

* When statistics distinguish several different sorts of liberal occupations, we show as a spec
imen the one in which the suicide-rate is highest. 
f From 1826 to 1880 economic functions seem less affected (see Compte-rendu of 1880); 
but were occupational statistics very accurate? 
X This figure is reached only by men of letters. 
§ Figure represents Trade, Transportation and Industry combined for Saxony. 

yet greater if, among the suicides of industry, employers were distinguished from 
workmen, for the former are probably most stricken by the state o f anomy. The 
enormous rate o f those with independent means ( 7 2 0 per million) sufficiently shows 
that the possessors of most comfort suffer most. Everything that enforces subordi
nation attenuates the effects of this state. At least the horizon of the lower classes 
is limited by those above them, and for this same reason their desires are more 
modest. Those who have only empty space above them are almost inevitably lost 
in it, if no force restrains them. 

Anomy, therefore, is a regular and specific factor in suicide in our modern soci
eties; one o f the springs from which the annual contingent feeds. So we have here 
a new type to distinguish from the others. It differs from them in its dependence, 
not on the way in which individuals are attached to society, but on how it regulates 
them. Egoistic suicide results from man's no longer finding a basis for existence in 
life; altruistic suicide, because this basis for existence appears to man situated 
beyond life itself. The third sort o f suicide, the existence o f which has just been 
shown, results from man's activity's lacking regulation and his consequent suffer
ings. By virtue of its origin we shall assign this last variety the name of anomic 
suicide. 

Certainly, this and egoistic suicide have kindred ties. Both spring from society's 
insufficient presence in individuals. But the sphere of its absence is not the same in 
both cases. In egoistic suicide it is deficient in truly collective activity, thus depriv
ing the latter of object and meaning. In anomic suicide, society's influence is lacking 
in the basically individual passions, thus leaving them without a check-rein. In spite 
of their relationship, therefore, the two types are independent of each other. We may 
offer society everything social in us, and still be unable to control our desires; one 
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may live in an anomic state without being egoistic, and vice versa. These two sorts 
of suicide therefore do not draw their chief recruits from the same social environ
ments; one has its principal field among intellectual careers, the world of thought 
- the other, the industrial or commercial world. 

N O T E 

1 Actually, this is a purely moral reprobation and can hardly be judicially implemented. We 
do not consider any reestablishment of sumptuary laws desirable or even possible. 



Part IV 

The Sociological Theory of Max Weber 





This section is devoted to the work of M a x Weber ( 1 8 6 4 - 1 9 2 0 ) . Along with 
M a r x and Durkheirn, Weber stands as one of the central figures of classical 
sociological theory. Weber and Durkheim were both part of the same generation 
of turn-of-the-century European academics and both worked to found sociology 
as a serious, and scientific, endeavor. Weber was only a few years younger than 
his French counterpart, but he was a very different theorist in both style and 
substance. 

Compared with M a r x and Durkheim, Weber's approach was more individualist 
in method and it was more cultural in orientation. Weber's individualism was par
ticularly striking in his methodological essays. Weber insisted that the object of soci
ological analysis should be the action of individuals, insofar as it is oriented towards 
others. Weber certainly did not ignore collective actors or institutions, but his analy
sis of these social formations was linked to the behavior of the individuals that come 
under their influence. This set him apart particularly from Durkheim, who argued 
for the social collective as the unit of analysis. Weber was also profoundly inter
ested in the cultural orientations of social actors. For Weber, ideas and value 
orientations - religious, political, economic, and aesthetic - were important because 
they motivate action. Although ideas may be shaped by material conditions, Weber 
held that the reverse might also be true. This differentiated Weber most clearly from 
Karl M a r x , especially in Marx ' s more programmatic statements on historical 
materialism. 

Weber's Life and Work 

M a x Weber grew up in the suburbs of Berlin in a comfortably upper-middle-class 
family, the son of Helene and M a x , Sr., a city councilor and politician. Skinny and 
somewhat sickly as a child, Weber pursued his own intellectual interests rather than 
social or athletic ones. He studied history and philosophy in his free time and in 
class secretly read through a forty-volume edition o f Goethe under his desk. At eigh
teen, Weber enrolled at the University of Fleidelberg where he immersed himself in 
the social life of the bourgeois university student. After serving his year of military 
service, Weber resumed his studies at the University of Berlin in a more ascetic 
manner. He studied for a law degree while working as a junior barrister in the courts, 
and simultaneously completed his qualifications for an academic career. Though 
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trained as a lawyer and a historian, Weber became drawn to the social sciences. He 
gained a professorship first in economics and later in political science. 

M a x Weber quickly became an influential scholar, but his work stopped suddenly 
three years after his first academic appointment. In 1 8 9 7 , Weber descended into a 
crippling depression that completely curtailed his research. When his capacity for 
work returned after several years, he channeled it in a different direction. Before his 
breakdown, Weber's studies were primarily in the fields of economic and legal 
history. His doctoral dissertation was a study of trading companies in the Middle 
Ages. This was followed by a second thesis on the agrarian economics of the R o m a n 
Empire and by a massive survey of the conditions of agricultural workers in eastern 
Germany. Virtually all of Weber's work that is read widely by sociologists today 
dates from after his breakdown, when he began to grapple with the fundamental 
theoretical issues of the social sciences. It was at this point that he laid out his vision 
of the field of sociology. 

Despite the fact that Weber never again felt well enough to take on full-time 
duties as a professor, he made up for lost time in his scholarship. In 1 9 0 3 , Weber 
began work on The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. He also began to 
edit a journal, the Archiv fiir Sozialw'tssenschaft und Sozialpolitik, where he pub
lished many of his essays and lectures in the following years. He was completing 
the massive Economy and Society when he died. Weber also made up for lost time 
in his public life. With his wife, Marianne, he remained part of an active social 
group of intellectuals that included Georg Simmel. He was also drawn to practical 
political action, although he was adamant in his belief that political beliefs should 
not cloud scholarship. Weber was a supporter of German nationalism, but remained 
devoted to the moderate left. He criticized the parties of the extreme left and 
right for what he saw as their inability to accept political realities. Weber's public 
role expanded during the course of the First World War. He helped to found 
the German Democrat ic Party and had a hand in the construction of the Treaty of 
Versailles and the Weimar Constitution. M a x Weber died in 1 9 2 0 , following a bout 
of pneumonia. 

Social Theory and Social Science 

Weber's approach to sociology was directly tied to the intellectual context of 
German philosophy and social science. Particularly important was his position in 
relation to the methodenstreit - the German debate about the proper method for 
the social sciences. On one side of the debate stood those who felt that the social 
sciences should emulate the natural sciences by searching for general laws that 
govern human behavior. On the other side were those who argued that accounts of 
social action had to be rooted in historical context . These different goals were tied 
to different methods. The first group emphasized causal explanations of objective 
social conditions. The second group sought descriptive accounts o f the subjective 
motivations of actors in particular situations. Weber wanted to overcome this divide. 
He insisted that social science should seek causal arguments that generalize past any 
particular case, even if it was not possible to build universal laws o f human society. 
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At the same time, Weber was very closely tied to the second position (known as the 
"historicist school") by training and by temperament. He stressed that the proper 
object of analysis was social action. Because the meaning of any particular action 
resides in the head of the actor, sociology must pay attention to the context in which 
an action happens, and it must involve "verstehen" ~ an interpretive understanding 
o f subjective motivations. 

Weber applied his method to his incredibly broad empirical interests, which 
included religion, politics, organizations, the economy, stratification, and law. There 
were two consistent themes that connected Weber's sociological work together. One 
was an interest in the connection between forms of social action (especially rela
tions of power) and patterns of social order. For Weber, bureaucracies, states, and 
world religions were examples of social institutions that supported certain forms of 
power relations among people. At the same time, Weber also argued that social 
action motivated by one kind of social order could lead to a fundamental transfor
mation in other domains. For example, religion could foster changes in economic 
interactions and ultimately in entire economic systems. A second consistent theme 
in Weber's theory had to do with the gradual expansion of rationality in social life. 
Weber argued that the social action of individuals was directed more and more by 
conscious cost/benefit calculation in all spheres of life. The growth of rationality 
was marked by the reorganization and formalization of social institutions such as 
states and corporations to increase efficiency, accountability, and fairness. This 
had a profound advantage - people were no longer bound by traditional social 
guidelines - but it also could entail a loss of deeper meaning in people's lives. 

The readings in this section give an indication of the breadth o f Weber's work, 
as well as its unifying elements. The readings break roughly into three parts. The 
first exemplifies Weber's writing on methodology - that is, how to do social science. 
The essay " 'Objec t iv i ty ' in Social Science," falls into this category, as does "Basic 
Sociological Terms." The second, represented by "The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism," shows Weber's interest in rationality, and the way that it 
relates to religion and the economy. The third includes "Class, Status, Party," 
"Bureaucracy," and "The Types o f Legitimate Dominat ion" as examples o f Weber's 
work on political and legal systems. 

In the methodological essays, " 'Objectivity' in Social Science" is a treatise on the 
use of what Weber terms "ideal type" constructs (he also calls these "pure types"). 
Weber takes a position that is very different from Durkheim's social realism and 
from Marx ' s materialism. Weber claims that the only way to escape from the sub
jectivity of the researcher is through the use of ideal types, which are concepts 
designed to capture the essential characteristics of a particular phenomenon. 
According to Weber, social researchers have to be able to understand that the terms 
they use to describe relevant aspects of the social world - capitalism or democracy, 
for example - are concepts, not historical realities. This does not mean that these 
concepts are unimportant, but it does mean that researchers in the social sciences 
have to be very explicit about what they mean when they rely on such terms. There 
is a more subtle argument about objectivity in this essay as well. Weber argues that 
the ideal types that social scientists use in objective explanations of social action 
should be concerned with the ideas that subjectively motivate action. Ideal types 
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were thus Weber's way o f connecting large-scale institutions and ideas to the social 
action of individuals. 

The second methodological reading, "Basic Sociological Terms," provides 
Weber's view o f sociology as a part of the social sciences. Weber here explicitly 
builds on the argument in ' "Ob jec t i v i t y " ' by defining sociology as the study of 
social action, a definition that stresses understanding {verstehen) of subjective 
motives rather than the building of law-like relationships. Still, Weber insists on the 
importance of generalization through the use of ideal-type concepts. Toward this 
end, Weber establishes a basic ideal-type scheme in outlining four types of social 
action. Since social action is the core of the field for Weber, the types of social action 
are a clear starting place. These basic types of action provide the foundation for 
much of the rest of his work. The two most important categories are instrumentally 
rational action (defined by the use of cost/benefit calculation) and traditional action 
(based on habit rather than calculation). In the readings that follow, Weber argues 
that instrumental rationality is gradually replacing traditional action in many 
aspects o f modern life. 

"The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capital ism" is excerpted from Weber's 
famous book of the same name. Although the bulk of the text was completed in 
1 9 0 5 , it was published only near the end of his life. The work develops Weber 's 
interest in the link between religious ideas and economic institutions. Weber argues 
that a particular form of ascetic Protestantism fostered a "spirit" of modern capi
talism, marked by a ceaseless obligation to earn money and to reinvest for profit. 
It is important to realize that Weber used the terms "Protestant ethic" and "spirit 
of capitalism" as ideal types and not as collective realities in Durkheim's sense. It 
is also important to recognize Weber's critique of Marxis t historical materialism. 
The emergence of Protestantism in Europe was partially related to economic factors, 
Weber argued, but this could not explain the relationship between ascetic Protes
tantism and capitalism in the "backwoods" of early America. " T o speak here of a 
reflection of material conditions in the ideal superstructure would be patent non
sense," he wrote. In this case, a religious idea motivating the actions of individuals 
had a major world-historical effect on the economic structure. 

The remaining essays, ail from Economy and Society, focus in one way or another 
on the distribution o f power and influence. "Class, Status, Party" provides a very 
different model of stratification from Marxis t materialism. M o s t important is 
Weber's distinction between class (determined by market position} and status groups 
(based on social honor) . "Bureaucracy" and "The Types o f Legitimate Domina t ion" 
are both concerned with the role of rationality in political and economic institu
tions. "Bureaucracy" establishes an ideal-typical outline of the functions of modern 
bureaucracies. Bureaucracies are important because they are both the result and 
cause of the growth of instrumental rationality in political, economic , and legal insti
tutions. In "The Types of Legitimate Dominat ion," Weber argues that people obey 
authority when they view it as legitimate. Claims to legitimacy may be based on 
rational grounds rooted in laws, traditional grounds, or charismatic grounds. Weber 
suggests a historical trend from traditional to rational types o f authority. M o v e 
ments based on the charismatic authority of political or religious reformers can 
bring about the end o f traditional social orders, but they are also slippery. Because 
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charismatic leadership is not easily passed on to a successor, such movements tend 
to slip back to traditionalism or become more bureaucratic and hence provide a 
bridge to a rational social order. 

Weber's Legacy in Sociology 

The work of M a x Weber stands second only to that of M a r x in having become 
classic for historians, philosophers, and political scientists as well as for sociolo
gists. Weber's work continues to have both methodological and substantive reso
nance. Substantively, the wide range of topics Weber covered has made his work 
required reading in political sociology, economic sociology, legal sociology, and 
stratification. Equally important, Weber's method and style allow his work to inform 
many of the problems at the center of modern debates, including the agency/struc
ture linkage, the nature of causality, and the tension between abstract, general theory 
and interpretive analysis of particular contexts. 

Probably the best way to illustrate the enduring importance of Weber's work 
is to see how it relates to the more recent work in the second volume of this 
reader Contemporary Sociological Theory. Weber's focus on the growth of 
rationality and his studies of political, economic, and legal structures clearly 
influenced much modern work included there. The influence is especially pro
nounced in Powell and Dimaggio's "The Iron Cage Revisited," the title of 
which refers to the famous phrase at the end of The Protestant Ethic. A renewed 
interest in action as both reflecting and influencing existing structures has 
clear Weberian roots and is most visible in the work of Anthony Giddens and 
Pierre Bourdieu. In a more indirect way, Weber's work provided a model for at 
least some of the discussions of modernity and postmodernity. Weber, of course, 
was not alone in grappling with the emergence of modernity. But Weber was 
the classical theorist who most clearly identified pervasive rationality as the 
ultimate condition of modernity. He also was the classical theorist to most clearly 
demonstrate the emergence of modernity as a process rather than a decisive break 
from traditionalism. 

S E L E C T B I B L I O G R A P H Y 

Bendix, Reinhard. 1997. Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press. (A very thorough introduction to Weber's work. One of its most impor
tant features is that instead of treating broad themes, it covers the entire range of Weber's 
work in detail.) 

Camic, Charles, Philip S. Gorski, and David M. Trubek (eds.). 2005 . Max Weber's Economy 
and Society: A Critical Companion. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. (A discussion 
of the major ideas in Weber's multi-volume opus. Weber's text has been a central source 
of theoretical insight, but it is usually read in sections by different groups of sociologists 
interested in particular areas, such as religion or politics.) 

Kalberg, Stephen. 1994. Max Weber's Comparative-Historical Sociology. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. (A discussion of the way Weber's work answers some of the 
recurring problems in historical and comparative sociology.) 



210 Introduction to Part IV 

Kasler, Dirk. 1998. Max Weber: An Introduction to His Life and Work. Translated by 
Philippa Hurd. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. (An excellent advanced intro
duction to Weber and his work.) 

Mitzman, Arthur. 1970. The Iron Cage: An Historical Interpretation of Max Weber. New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf. (Connects the developments of Weber's ideas to his biography. This 
book corrects some of the biases in Helene Weber's biography.) 

Mommsen, Wolfgang H. and Jiirgen Osterhammel (eds.). 1987. Weber and His Contempo
raries. Boston, MA: Allen &c Unwin. (Puts Weber into the context of his intellectual con
temporaries in politics, social science, and other fields.) 

Turner, Bryan S. 1992. Max Weber: From History to Modernity- New York: Routledge. (A 
treatment of the theme of modernity in Weber's work and the way that Weber's work has 
itself contributed to current discussions of modernity). 

Turner, Stephen P. (ed.). 2000 . The Cambridge Companion to Max Weber. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. (This volume presents an overview of Weber's thought, but 
also shows the legacy of Weber's work in the social sciences. It is especially useful as a 
guide through some of the intellectual debates about Weber's work.) 

Weber, Marianne. 1988. Max Weber: A Biography. Translated by Harry Zohn. Introduction 
by Guenther Roth. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books. (The most thorough biogra
phy of Weber, writren by his wife. It is an excellent source especially on the personal and 
political context of his work.) 



M a x Weber 

We have in abstract economic theory an illustration of those synthetic constructs 
which have been designated as "ideas" of historical phenomena. It offers us an ideal 
picture of events on the commodity-market under conditions of a society organized 
on the principles of an exchange economy, free competition and rigorously rational 
conduct. This conceptual pattern brings together certain relationships and events of 
historical life into a complex, which is conceived as an internally consistent system. 
Substantively, this construct in itself is like a Utopia which has been arrived at by 
the analytical accentuation of certain elements of reality. Its relationship to the 
empirical data consists solely in the fact that where market-conditioned relation
ships of the type referred to by the abstract construct are discovered or suspected 
to exist in reality to some extent, we can make the characteristic features of this 
relationship pragmatically clear and understandable by reference to an ideal-type. 
This procedure can be indispensable for heuristic as well as expository purposes. 
The ideal typical concept will help to develop our skill in imputation in research: it 
is no "hypothesis" but it offers guidance to the construction o f hypotheses. It is not 
a description o f reality but it aims to give unambiguous means o f expression to such 
a description. It is thus the "idea" of the historically given modern society, based 
on an exchange economy, which is developed for us by quite the same logical prin
ciples as are used in constructing the idea of the medieval "city economy" as a 
"genetic" concept. When we do this, we construct the concept "city economy" not 
as an average of the economic structures actually existing in all the cities observed 
but as an ideal-type. An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accentuation o f one 
or more points of view and by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more 
or less present and occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, which are 
arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints into a unified ana
lytical construct {Gedankenbild). In its conceptual purity, this mental construct 
{Gedankenbild) cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality. It is a Utopia. 

Max Weber, "'Objectivity' in Social Science," pp. 89-99 , 110-12 from Max Weber, The 
Methodology of the Social Sciences, edited and translated by Edward A. Shils and Henry A. 
Finch (New York: Simon & Schuster, The Free Press, 1949). Copyright © 1949 by The Free 
Press; copyright renewed 1977 by Edward A. Shils. Reprinted and edited with the permis
sion of The Free Press, a division of Simon 5c Schuster, Inc. 
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Historical research faces the task of determining in each individual case the extent 
to which this ideal-construct approximates to or diverges from reality, to what 
extent for example, the economic structure of a certain city is to be classified as a 
' 'city-economy." When carefully applied, those concepts are particularly useful in 
research and exposition. In very much the same way one can work the " idea" of 
"handicraft" into a Utopia by arranging certain traits, actually found in an unclear, 
confused state in the industrial enterprises of the most diverse epochs and countries, 
into a consistent ideal-construct by an accentuation of their essential tendencies. 
This ideal-type is then related to the idea (Gedankenausdruck) which one finds 
expressed there. One can further delineate a society in which all branches of 
economic and even intellectual activity are governed by maxims which appear 
to be applications o f the same principle which characterizes the ideal-typical "handi
craft" system. Furthermore, one can juxtapose alongside the ideal-typical 
"handicraft" system the antithesis of a correspondingly ideal-typical capitalistic 
productive system, which has been abstracted out o f certain features o f modern 
large-scale industry. On the basis of this, one can delineate the Utopia of a "capi
talistic" culture, i.e., one in which the governing principle is the investment of 
private capital. This procedure would accentuate certain individual concretely 
diverse traits of modern material and intellectual culture in its unique aspects into 
an ideal construct which from our point of view would be completely self-consis
tent. This would then be the delineation of an "idea" of capitalistic culture. We 
must disregard for the moment whether and how this procedure could be carried 
out. It is possible, or rather, it must be accepted as certain that numerous, indeed a 
very great many, Utopias of this sort can be worked out, of which none is like 
another, and none o f which can be observed, in empirical reality as an actually exist
ing economic system, but each of which however claims that it is a representation 
of the "idea" of capitalistic culture. Each of these can claim to be a representation 
of the "idea" of capitalistic culture to the extent that it has really taken certain 
traits, meaningful in their essential features, from the empirical reality of our culture 
and brought them together into a unified ideal-construct. For those phenomena 
which interest us as cultural phenomena are interesting to us with respect to very 
different kinds of evaluative ideas to which we relate them. Inasmuch as the "points 
of view" from which they can become significant for us are very diverse, the most 
varied criteria can be applied to the selection of the traits which are to enter into 
the construction of an ideal-typical view o f a particular culture. 

Wha t is the significance o f such ideal-typical constructs for an empirical science, 
as we wish to constitute it? Before going any further, we should emphasize that the 
idea of an ethical imperative, of a "model" of what "ought" to exist is to be care
fully distinguished from the analytical construct, which is " ideal" in the strictly 
logical sense of the term. It is a matter here of constructing relationships which our 
imagination accepts as plausibly motivated and hence as "objectively possible" and 
which appear as adequate from the nomological standpoint. 

Whoever accepts the proposition that the knowledge o f historical reality can or 
should be a "presuppositionless" copy of "object ive" facts, will deny the value of 
the ideal-type. . . . Every conscientious examination o f the conceptual elements o f 
historical exposition shows however that the historian, as soon as he attempts to 
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go beyond the bare establishment of concrete relationships and to determine the 
cultural significance of even the simplest individual event in order to "characterize" 
it, must use concepts which are precisely and unambiguously definable only in the 
form of ideal types. Or are concepts such as "individualism," "imperialism," "feu
dalism," "mercanti l ism," "conventional," etc., and innumerable concepts of like 
character by means of which we seek analytically and empathically to understand 
reality constructed substantively by the "presuppositionless" description of some 
concrete phenomenon or through the abstract synthesis of those traits which are 
common to numerous concrete phenomena? Hundreds of words in the historian's 
vocabulary are ambiguous constructs created to meet the unconsciously felt need 
for adequate expression and the meaning of which is only concretely felt but not 
clearly thought out. In a great many cases, particularly in the field of descriptive 
political history, their ambiguity has not been prejudicial to the clarity of the pre
sentation. It is sufficient that in each case the reader should feel what the historian 
had in mind; or, one can content one's self with the idea that the author used a par
ticular meaning of the concept with special reference to the concrete case at hand. 
The greater the need however for a sharp appreciation o f the significance of a cul
tural phenomenon, the more imperative is the need to operate with unambiguous 
concepts which are not only particularly but also systematically defined. . . . 

In this function especially, the ideal-type is an attempt to analyze historically 
unique configurations or their individual components by means of genetic concepts. 
Let us take for instance the concepts "church" and "sect ." They may be broken 
down purely classificatorily into complexes of characteristics whereby not only 
the distinction between them but also the content of the concept must constantly 
remain fluid. If however I wish to formulate the concept of "sect" genetically, 
e.g., with reference to certain important cultural significances which the "sectarian 
spirit" has had for modern culture, certain characteristics o f both become essential 
because they stand in an adequate causal relationship to those influences. However, 
the concepts thereupon become ideai-typical in the sense that they appear in 
full conceptual integrity either not at all or only in individual instances. Here 
as elsewhere every concept which is not purely classificatory diverges from 
reality. But the discursive nature of our knowledge, i.e., the fact that we 
comprehend reality only through a chain of intellectual modifications postulates 
such a conceptual shorthand. Our imagination can often dispense with explicit 
conceptual formulations as a means of investigation. But as regards exposition, 
to the extent that it wishes to be unambiguous, the use of precise formulations 
in the sphere o f cultural analysis is in many cases absolutely necessary. Whoever 
disregards it entirely must confine himself to the formal aspect of cultural 
phenomena, e.g., to legal history. The universe of legal norms is naturally clearly 
definable and is valid (in the legal sense!) for historical reality. But social science in 
our sense is concerned with practical significance. This significance however 
can very often be brought unambiguously to mind only by relating the empirical 
data to an ideal limiting case. If the historian (in the widest sense of the word) rejects 
an attempt to construct such ideal types as a "theoretical construction," i.e., as 
useless or dispensable for his concrete heuristic purposes, the inevitable consequence 
is either that he consciously or unconsciously uses other similar concepts 
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without formulating them verbally and elaborating them logically or that he remains 
stuck in the realm of the vaguely "felt ." 

Nothing, however, is more dangerous than the confusion of theory and history 
stemming from naturalistic prejudices. This confusion expresses itself firstly in the 
belief that the "true" content and the essence o f historical reality is portrayed in 
such theoretical constructs or secondly, in the use of these constructs as a pro-
crustean bed into which history is to be forced or thirdly, in the hypostatization of 
such "ideas" as real "forces" and as a "true" reality which operates behind the 
passage of events and which works itself out in history. 

This latter danger is especially great since we are also, indeed primarily, accus
tomed to understand by the " ideas" of an epoch the thoughts or ideals which dom
inated the mass or at least an historically decisive number of the persons living in 
that epoch itself, and who were therefore significant as components of its culture. 
N o w there are two aspects to this: in the first place, there are certain relationships 
between the " idea" in the sense of a tendency of practical or theoretical thought 
and the "idea" in the sense of the Ideal-typical portrayal of an epoch constructed 
as a heuristic device. An ideal type of certain situations, which can be abstracted 
from certain characteristic social phenomena o f an epoch, might - and this is indeed 
quite often the case - have also been present in the minds of the persons living 
in that epoch as an ideal to be striven for in practical life or as a maxim for the 
regulation of certain social relationships. . . . 

The relationship between the logical structure of the conceptual system in which 
we present such "ideas" and what is immediately given in empirical reality natu
rally varies considerably. It is relatively simple in cases in which one or a few easily 
formulated theoretical main principles as for instance Calvin's doctrine of predesti
nation or clearly definable ethical postulates govern human conduct and produce 
historical effects, so that we can analyze the " idea" into a hierarchy o f ideas which 
can be logically derived from those theses. It is of course easily overlooked that 
however important the significance even of the purely logically persuasive force 
of ideas - Marx i sm is an outstanding example of this type o f force - nonetheless 
empirical-historical events occurring in men's minds must be understood as pri
marily psychologically and not logically conditioned. The ideal-typical character of 
such syntheses of historically effective ideas is revealed still more clearly when those 
fundamental main principles and postulates no longer survive in the minds o f those 
individuals who are still dominated by ideas which were logically or associatively 
derived from them because the "idea" which was historically and originally funda
mental has either died out or has in general achieved wide diffusion only for its 
broadest implications. The basic fact that the synthesis is an " idea" which we have 
created emerges even more markedly when those fundamental main principles have 
either only very imperfectly or not at all been raised to the level o f explicit con
sciousness or at least have not taken the form of explicitly elaborated complexes of 
ideas. When we adopt this procedure, as it very often happens and must happen, 
we are concerned in these ideas, e.g., the "l iberalism" o f a certain period or 
"Methodism" or some intellectually unelaborated variety o f "social ism," with a 
pure ideal type of much the same character as the synthetic "principles" of 
economic epochs in which we had our point of departure. The more inclusive the 
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relationships to be presented, and the more many-sided their cultural significance 
has been, the more their comprehensive systematic exposition in a conceptual system 
approximates the character o f an ideal type, and the less is it possible to operate 
with one such concept. In such situations the frequently repeated attempts to dis
cover ever new aspects o f significance by the construction o f new ideal-typical con
cepts is all the more natural and unavoidable. All expositions for example of the 
"essence" of Christianity are ideal types enjoying only a necessarily very relative 
and problematic validity when they are intended to be regarded as the historical 
portrayal of empirically existing facts. On the other hand, such presentations are of 
great value for research and of high systematic value for expository purposes when 
they are used as conceptual instruments for comparison with and the measurement 
of reality. They are indispensable for this purpose. 

There is still another even more complicated significance implicit in such ideal-
typical presentations. They regularly seek to be, or are unconsciously, ideal-types 
not only in the logical sense but also in the practical sense, i.e., they are model types 
which - in our illustration - contain what, from the point o f view of the expositor, 
should be and what to him is "essential" in Christianity because it is enduringly 
valuable. I f this is consciously or ~ as it is more frequently - unconsciously the case, 
they contain ideals to which the expositor evaluatively relates Christianity. These 
ideals are tasks and ends towards which he orients his " idea" of Christianity and 
which naturally can and indeed doubtless always will differ greatly from the values 
which other persons, for instance, the early Christians, connected with Christian
ity. In this sense, however, the " ideas" are naturally no longer purely logical auxil
iary devices, no longer concepts with which reality is compared, but ideals by which 
it is evaluatively judged. Here it is no longer a matter of the purely theoretical pro
cedure o f treating empirical reality with respect to values but of value-judgments 
which are integrated into the concept o f "Christianity." Because the ideal type 
claims empirical validity here, it penetrates into the realm o f the evaluative inter
pretation o f Christianity. The sphere of empirical science has been left behind and 
we are confronted with a profession of faith, not an ideal-typical construct. As fun
damental as this distinction is in principle, the confusion o f these two basically dif
ferent meanings of the term "idea" appears with extraordinary frequency in 
historical writings. It is always close at hand whenever the descriptive historian 
begins to develop his "concept ion" of a personality o f an e p o c h . . . . In contrast with 
this, the elementary duty of scientific self-control and the only way to avoid serious 
and foolish blunders requires a sharp, precise distinction between the logically 
comparative analysis o f reality by ideal types in the logical sense and the value-
judgment of reality on the basis of ideals. An "ideal type" in our sense, to repeat 
once more, has no connect ion at all with value-judgments, and it has nothing to do 
with any type of perfection other than a purely logical one. There are ideal types 
of brothels as well as o f religions; there are also ideal types o f those kinds of broth
els which are technically "expedient" from the point of view o f police ethics as well 
as those of which the exact opposite is the c a s e . . . . 

We are now at the end o f this discussion, the only purpose of which was to trace 
the course of the hair-line which separates science from faith and to make explicit 
the meaning of the quest for social and economic knowledge. The objective 
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validity of all empirical knowledge rests exclusively upon the ordering of the given 
reality according to categories which are subjective in a specific sense, namely, in 
that they present the presuppositions o f our knowledge and are based on the pre
supposition of the value of those truths which empirical knowledge alone is able to 
give us. The means available to our science offer nothing to those persons to whom 
this truth is o f no value. It should be remembered that the belief in the value of sci
entific truth is the product of certain cultures and is not a product of man's origi
nal nature. Those for whom scientific truth is of no value will seek in vain for some 
other truth to take the place of science in just those respects in which it is unique, 
namely, in the provision of concepts and judgments which are neither empirical 
reality nor reproductions of it but which facilitate its analytical ordering in a valid 
manner. In the empirical social sciences, as we have seen, the possibility of mean
ingful knowledge of what is essential for us in the infinite richness of events is bound 
up with the unremitting application of viewpoints of a specifically particularized 
character, which, in the last analysis, are oriented on the basis of evaluative ideas. 
These evaluative ideas are for their part empirically discoverable and analyzable as 
elements of meaningful human conduct, but their validity can not be deduced from 
empirical data as such. The "objectivity" of the social sciences depends rather on 
the fact that the empirical data are always related to those evaluative ideas which 
alone make them worth knowing and the significance of the empirical data is derived 
from these evaluative ideas. But these data can never become the foundation for the 
empirically impossible proof o f the validity of the evaluative ideas. The belief which 
we all have in some form or other, in the meta-empirical validity of ultimate and 
final values, in which the meaning o f our existence is rooted, is not incompatible 
with the incessant changefulness of the concrete viewpoints, from which empirical 
reality gets its significance. Both these views are, on the contrary, in harmony with 
each other. Life with its irrational reality and its store of possible meanings is inex
haustible. The concrete form in which value-relevance occurs remains perpetually 
in flux, ever subject to change in the dimly seen future of human culture. The 
light which emanates from those highest evaluative ideas always falls on an ever 
changing finite segment of the vast chaotic stream of events, which flows away 
through time. 

Now all this should not be misunderstood to mean that the proper task o f the 
social sciences should be the continual chase for new viewpoints and new analyti
cal constructs. On the contrary: nothing should be more sharply emphasized than 
the proposition that the knowledge of the cultural significance of concrete histori
cal events and patterns is exclusively and solely the final end which, among other 
means, concept-construction and the criticism of constructs also seek to serve. 

There are, to use the words o f K Th . Vischer, "subject matter specialists" and 
"interpretative specialists." The fact-greedy gullet of the former can be filled only 
with legal documents, statistical worksheets and questionnaires, but he is insensi
tive to the refinement of a new idea. The gourmandise o f the latter dulls his taste 
for facts by ever new intellectual subtilities. Tha t genuine artistry which, among the 
historians, Ranke possessed in such a grand measure, manifests itself through its 
ability to produce new knowledge by interpreting already known facts according to 
known viewpoints. 



"Objectivity" in Social Science 217 

All research in the cultural sciences in an age of specialization, once it is oriented 
towards a given subject matter through particular settings of problems and has 
established its methodological principles, will consider the analysis of the data as 
an end in itself. It will discontinue assessing the value of the individual facts in terms 
of their relationships to ultimate value-ideas. Indeed, it will lose its awareness of its 
ultimate rootedness in the value-ideas in general. And it is well that should be so. 
But there comes a moment when the atmosphere changes. The significance of the 
unreflectively utilized viewpoints becomes uncertain and the road is lost in the twi
light. The light of the great cultural problems moves on. Then science too prepares 
to change its standpoint and its analytical apparatus and to view the streams o f 
events from the heights o f thought. It follows those stars which alone are able to 
give meaning and direction to its labors: 

" der neue Trieb erwachu, 
lch eile fort, ihr ewiges Licht zu trinken, 
Vor mir den Tag und hinter mir die Nacht, 
Den Himmel liber mir und unrer mir die Wellen."1 

NOTE 

1 Faust; Act I, Scene II. (Translated by Bayard-Taylor) 

"The newborn impulse fires my mind, 
I hasten on, his beams eternal drinking, 
The Day before me and the Night behind, 
Above me Heaven unfurled, the floor of waves beneath me." 
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1 The Definition of Sociology and of Social Action 

Sociology (in the sense in which this highly ambiguous word is used here) is a science 
concerning itself with the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby 
with a causal explanation o f its course and consequences. We shall speak of "ac t ion" 
insofar as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his behavior ~ be 
it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence. Action is " soc ia l " insofar as its sub
jective meaning takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in 
its course. 

(A) Methodological foundations 

1 "Mean ing" may be o f two kinds. The term may refer first to the actual existing 
meaning in the given concrete case of a particular actor, or to the average or approx
imate meaning attributable to a given plurality of actors; or secondly to the theo
retically conceived pure type o f subjective meaning attributed to the hypothetical 
actor or actors in a given type of action. In no case does it refer to an objectively 
"correct" meaning or one which is " true" in some metaphysical sense. It is this 
which distinguishes the empirical sciences of action, such as sociology and history, 
from the dogmatic disciplines in that area, such as jurisprudence, logic, ethics, and 
esthetics, which seem to ascertain the "true" and "valid" meanings associated with 
the objects o f their investigation. 

2 The line between meaningful action and merely reactive behavior to which 
no subjective meaning is attached, cannot be sharply drawn empirically. A very con
siderable part o f all sociologically relevant behavior, especially purely traditional 
behavior, is marginal between the two. In the case of some psychophysical processes, 

Max Weber, "Basic Sociological Terms," pp. 88 -103 , 107-17 from Max Weber, The Theory 
of Social and Economic Organization, edited by Talcott Parsons, translated by A. M. 
Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York: Simon 8c Schuster, The Free Press, 1947). Copy
right © 1947; copyright renewed 1975 by Talcott Parsons. Reprinted and edited with the 
permission of The Free Press, a division of Simon &c Schuster, Inc. 
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meaningful, i.e., subjectively understandable, action is not to be found at all; in 
others it is discernible only by the psychologist. Many mystical experiences which 
cannot be adequately communicated in words are, for a person who is not suscep
tible to such experiences, not fully understandable. At the same time the ability to 
perform a similar action is not a necessary prerequisite to understanding; "one need 
not have been Caeser in order to understand Caesar." "Recapturing an experience" 
is important for accurate understanding, but not an absolute precondition for its 
interpretation. Understandable and non-understandable components of a process 
are often intermingled and bound up together. 

3 All interpretation of meaning, like all scientific observations, strives for clarity 
and verifiable accuracy of insight and comprehension (Evidenz). The basis for cer
tainty in understanding can be either rational, which can be further subdivided into 
logical and mathematical , or it can be of an emotionally empathic or artistically 
appreciative quality. Action is rationally evident chiefly when we attain a completely 
clear intellectual grasp of the action-elements in their intended context of meaning. 
Empathic or appreciative accuracy is attained when, through sympathetic partici
pation, we can adequately grasp the emotional context in which the action took 
place. The highest degree of rational understanding is attained in cases involving 
the meanings of logically or mathematically related propositions; their meaning may 
be immediately and unambiguously intelligible. . . . 

For the purposes o f a typological scientific analysis it is convenient to treat 
all irrational, affectually determined elements of behavior as factors of deviation 
from a conceptually pure type of rational action. For example a panic on the stock 
exchange can be most conveniently analyzed by attempting to determine first what 
the course of action would have been if it had not been influenced by irrational 
affects; it is then possible to introduce the irrational components as accounting for 
the observed deviations from this hypothetical course. Similarly, in analyzing a polit
ical or military campaign it is convenient to determine in the first place what would 
have been a rational course, given the ends of the participants and adequate knowl
edge of all the circumstances. Only in this way is it possible to assess the causal sig
nificance of irrational factors as accounting for the deviations from this type. The 
construction o f a purely rational course of action in such cases serves the sociolo
gist as a type (ideal type) which has the merit of clear understandability and lack 
of ambiguity. By comparison with this it is possible to understand the ways in which 
actual action is influenced by irrational factors of all sorts, such as affects and errors, 
in that they account for the deviation from the line of conduct which would be 
expected on the hypothesis that the action were purely rational. 

Only in this respect and for these reasons of methodological convenience is 
the method of sociology "rationalistic." It is naturally not legitimate to interpret 
this procedure as involving a rationalistic bias of sociology, but only as a method
ological device. It certainly does not involve a belief in the actual predominance of 
rational elements in human life, for on the question of how far this predominance 
does or does not exist, nothing whatever has been said. Tha t there is, however, a 
danger of rationalistic interpretations where they are out of place cannot be denied. 
All experience unfortunately confirms the existence of this danger. 
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4 la all the sciences of human action, account must be taken of processes and phe
nomena which are devoid of subjective meaning, in the role of stimuli, results, favor
ing or hindering circumstances. To be devoid of meaning is not identical with being 
lifeless or non-human; every artifact, such as for example a machine, can be understood 
only in terms of the meaning which its production and use have had or were intended 
to have; a meaning which may derive from a relation to exceedingly various purposes. 
Without reference to this meaning such an object remains wholly unintelligible 

5 Understanding may be of two kinds: the first is the direct observational under
standing of the subjective meaning of a given act as such, including verbal utter
ances. We thus understand by direct observation, in this case, the meaning of the 
proposition 2 x 2 = 4 when we hear or read it. This is a case of the direct rational 
understanding of ideas. We also understand an outbreak of anger as manifested by 
facial expression, exclamations or irrational movements. This is direct observational 
understanding of irrational emotional reactions. We can understand in a similar 
observational way the acrion of a woodcutter or of somebody who reaches for the 
knob to shut a door or who aims a gun at an animal. This is rational observational 
understanding of actions. 

Understanding may, however, be of another sort, namely explanatory understand
ing. Thus we understand in terms o f motive the meaning an actor attaches to the 
proposition twice two equals four, when he states it or writes it down, in that we 
understand what makes him do this at precisely this moment and in these circum
stances. Understanding in this sense is attained if we know that he is engaged in bal
ancing a ledger or in making a scientific demonstration, or is engaged in some other 
task of which this particular act would be an appropriate part. This is ration
al understanding of motivation, which consists in placing the act in an intelligible 
and more inclusive context o f meaning. Thus we understand the chopping o f wood 
or aiming of a gun in terms o f motive in addition to direct observation if we know 
that the woodchopper is working for a wage or is chopping a supply of firewood for 
his own use or possibly is doing it for recreation. But he might also be working off 
a fit of rage, an irrational case. Thus for a science which is concerned with 
the subjective meaning of action, explanation requires a grasp of the complex of 
meaning in which an actual course of understandable action thus interpreted belongs. 
In all such cases, even where the processes are largely affectual, the subjective 
meaning of the action, including that also of the relevant meaning complexes , will 
be called the intended meaning. (This involves a departure from ordinary usage, 
which speaks of intention in this sense only in the case of rationally purposive action.) 

6 In all these cases understanding involves the interpretive grasp of the meaning 
present in one of the following contexts: (a) as in the historical approach, the actu
ally intended meaning for concrete individual action; or (b) as in cases o f sociolog
ical mass phenomena, the average of, or an approximation to , the actually intended 
meaning; or (c) the meaning appropriate to a scientifically formulated pure type fan 
ideal type) of a common p h e n o m e n o n . . . . 

Every interpretation attempts to attain clarity and certainty, but no matter how 
clear an interpretation as such appears to be from the point of view o f meaning, it 
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cannot on this account claim to be the causally valid interpretation. On this level 
it must remain only a peculiarly plausible hypothesis. . . . 

M o r e generally, verification of subjective interpretation by comparison with 
the concrete course of events is, as in the case of all hypotheses, indispensable. 
Unfortunately this type of verification is feasible with relative accuracy only in the 
few very special cases susceptible of psychological experimentation. In very differ
ent degrees of approximation, such verification is also feasible in the limited number 
of cases of mass phenomena which can be statistically described and unambiguously 
interpreted. For the rest there remains only the possibility of comparing the largest 
possible number of historical or contemporary processes which, while otherwise 
similar, differ in the one decisive point of their relation to the particular motive or 
factor the role o f which is being investigated. This is a fundamental task of com
parative sociology. Often, unfortunately, there is available only the uncertain 
procedure of the "imaginary experiment" which consists in thinking away certain 
elements of a chain of motivation and working out the course of action which would 
then probably ensue, thus arriving at a causal judgment. . . . 

7 A motive is a complex of subjective meaning which seems to the actor himself 
or to the observer an adequate ground for the conduct in question. The interpreta
tion o f a coherent course o f conduct is "subjectively adequate" for "adequate on 
the level of meaning") , insofar as, according to our habitual modes of thought and 
feeling, its component parts taken in their mutual relation are recognized to con
stitute a "typical" complex of meaning. It is more common to say "correct ." The 
interpretation of a sequence of events will on the other hand be called causally ade
quate insofar as, according to established generalizations from experience, there is 
a probability that it will always actually occur in the same way. . . . 

Statistical uniformities constitute understandable types of action, and thus 
constitute sociological generalizations, only when they can be regarded as mani
festations o f the understandable subjective meaning of a course of social action. 
Conversely, formulations of a rational course of subjectively understandable action 
constitute sociological types o f empirical process only when they can be empirically 
observed with a significant degree o f approximation. By no means is the actual like
lihood o f the occurrence o f a given course o f overt action always directly propor
tional to the clarity o f subjective interpretation. Only actual experience can prove 
whether this is so in a given case. There are statistics of processes devoid of sub
jective meaning, such as death rates, phenomena of fatigue, the production rate o f 
machines, the amount of rainfall, in exactly the same sense as there are statistics of 
meaningful phenomena. But only when the phenomena are meaningful do we speak 
of sociological statistics. Examples are such cases as crime rates, occupational dis
tributions, price statistics, and statistics of crop acreage. Naturally there are many 
cases where both components are involved, as in crop statistics. 

8 Processes and uniformities, which it has here seemed convenient not to des
ignate as sociological phenomena or uniformities because they are not "under
standable," are naturally not on that account any the less important. This is true 
even for sociology in our sense which is restricted to subjectively understandable 
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phenomena - a usage which there is no intention of attempting to impose on anyone 
else. Such phenomena, however important, are simply treated by a different method 
from the others; they become conditions, stimuli, furthering or hindering circum
stances of action. 

9 Action in the sense of subjectively understandable orientation of behavior 
exists only as the behavior o f one or more individual human beings. For other 
cognitive purposes it may be useful or necessary to consider the individual, for 
instance, as a collection of cells, as a complex o f bio-chemical reactions, or to con
ceive his psychic life as made up of a variety of different elements, however these 
may be defined. Undoubtedly such procedures yield valuable knowledge of causal 
relationships. But the behavior of these elements, as expressed in such uniformities, 
is not subjectively under s t andab le . . . . 

For still other cognitive purposes - for instance, juristic ones ~ or for practical ends, 
it may on the other hand be convenient or even indispensable to treat social col
lectivities, such as states, associations, business corporations, foundations, as if they 
were individual persons. Thus they may be treated as the subjects of rights and 
duties or as the performers o f legally significant actions. But for the subjective inter
pretation o f action in sociological work these collectivities must be treated as solely 
the resultants and modes of organization of the particular acts of individual persons, 
since these alone can be treated as agents in a course of subjectively understandable 
action. Nevertheless, the sociologist cannot for his purposes afford to ignore these 
collective concepts derived from other disciplines. For the subjective interpretation 
of action has at least three important relations to these concepts. In the first place 
it is often necessary to employ very similar collective concepts, indeed often using 
the same terms, in order to obtain an intelligible terminology. Thus both in legal 
terminology and in everyday speech the term "s ta te" is used both for the legal 
concept o f the state and for the phenomena of social action to which its legal rules 
are relevant. . . . 

Secondly, the subjective interpretation of action must take account o f a funda
mentally important fact. These concepts of collective entities, which are found both 
in common sense and in juristic and other technical forms o f thought, have a 
meaning in the minds of individual persons, partly as of something actually exist
ing, partly as something with normative authority. This is true not only o f judges 
and officials, but o f ordinary private individuals as well. Actors thus in part orient 
their action to them, and in this role such ideas have a powerful, often a decisive, 
causal influence on the course of action of real ind iv idua l s . . . . 

Thirdly, it is the method of the so-called "organic" school of sociology - classical 
example: Schaffle's brilliant work, Bau und Leben des sozialen Korpers - to attempt 
to understand social interaction by using as a point o f departure the "who le" within 
which the individual acts. His action and behavior are then interpreted somewhat 
in the way that a physiologist would treat the role of an organ of the body in the 
"economy" of the organism, that is from the point of view o f the survival o f the 
latter. (Compare the famous dictum of a well-known physiologist: "Sec . 1 0 . The 
spleen. O f the spleen, gentlemen, we know nothing. So much for the spleen." 
Actually, of course, he knew a good deal about the spleen - its position, size, shape, 
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etc.; but he could say nothing about its function, and it was his inability to do this 
that he called "ignorance.") H o w far in other disciplines this type of functional 
analysis of the relation of "par ts" to a "whole" can be regarded as definitive, cannot 
be discussed here; but it is well known that the bio-chemical and bio-physical modes 
of analysis o f the organism are on principle opposed to stopping there. For pur
poses of sociological analysis two things can be said. First this functional frame of 
reference is convenient for purposes of practical illustration and for provisional ori
entation. In these respects it is not only useful but indispensable. But at the same 
time if its cognitive value is overestimated and its concepts illegitimately "reified," 
it can be highly dangerous. Secondly, in certain circumstances this is the only avail
able way o f determining just what processes of social action it is important to under
stand in order to explain a given phenomenon. But this is only the beginning of 
sociological analysis as here understood. In the case of social collectivities, precisely 
as distinguished from organisms, we are in a position to go beyond merely demon
strating functional relationships and uniformities. We can accomplish something 
which is never attainable in the natural sciences, namely the subjective understand
ing of the action of the component individuals. 

It is a tremendous misunderstanding to think that an "individualistic" method 
should involve what is in any conceivable sense an individualistic system of values. 
It is as important to avoid this error as the related one which confuses the unavoid
able tendency of sociological concepts to assume a rationalistic character with a 
belief in the predominance of rational motives, or even a positive valuation of ration
alism. Even a socialistic economy would have to be understood sociologically in 
exactly the same kind o f "individualistic" terms; that is, in terms of the action of 
individuals, the types of officials found in it, as would be the case with a system of 
free exchange analyzed in terms of the theory of marginal utility or a "better," but 
in this respect similar, theory. The real empirical sociological investigation begins 
with the question: W h a t motives determine and lead the individual members and 
participants in this socialistic community to behave in such a way that the com
munity came into being in the first place and that it continues to exist? Any form 
of functional analysis which proceeds from the whole to the parts can accomplish 
only a preliminary preparation for this investigation - a preparation, the utility and 
indispensability of which, if properly carried out, is naturally beyond question. 

1 0 It is customary to designate various sociological generalizations, as for 
example "Gresham's Law," as "laws." These are in fact typical probabilities con
firmed by observation to the effect that under certain given conditions an expected 
course o f social action will occur, which is understandable in terms o f the typical 
motives and typical subjective intentions of the actors. These generalizations are 
both understandable and definite in the highest degree insofar as the typically 
observed course of action can be understood in terms of the purely rational pursuit 
of an end, or where for reasons of methodological convenience such a theoretical 
type can be heuristically employed. In such cases the relations o f means and end 
will be clearly understandable on grounds of experience, particularly where the 
choice of means was "inevitable." In such cases it is legitimate to assert that insofar 
as the action was rigorously rational it could not have taken any other course 
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because for technical reasons, given their clearly defined ends, no other means were 
available to the actors. This very case demonstrates how erroneous it is to regard 
any kind of psychology as the ultimate foundation of the sociological interpretation 
of a c t i o n . . . . 

11 We have taken for granted that sociology seeks to formulate type con
cepts and generalized uniformities of empirical process. This distinguishes it from 
history, which is oriented to the causal analysis and explanation of individual 
actions, structures, and personalities possessing cultural significance. The empirical 
material which underlies the concepts of sociology consists to a very large extent, 
though by no means exclusively, of the same concrete processes o f action which 
are dealt with by historians. An important consideration in the formulation o f 
sociological concepts and generalizations is the contribution that sociology 
can make toward the causal explanation of some historically and culturally 
important phenomenon. As in the case of every generalizing science the abstract 
character of the concepts of sociology is responsible for the fact that, compared 
with actual historical reality, they are relatively lacking in fullness o f concrete 
content. To compensate for this disadvantage, sociological analysis can offer 
a greater precision of concepts. This precision is obtained by striving for the 
highest possible degree o f adequacy on the level of meaning. It has already been 
repeatedly stressed that this aim can be realized in a particularly high degree in the 
case of concepts and generalizations which formulate rational processes. But soci
ological investigation attempts to include in its scope various irrational phenomena, 
such as prophetic, mystic, and affectual modes of action, formulated in terms o f 
theoretical concepts which are adequate on the level of meaning. In all cases, ration
al or irrational, sociological analysis both abstracts from reality and at the same 
time helps us to understand it, in that it shows with what degree of approximation 
a concrete historical phenomenon can be subsumed under one or more of these 
concepts. For example, the same historical phenomenon may be in one aspect 
feudal, in another patrimonial, in another bureaucratic, and in still another 
charismatic. In order to give a precise meaning to these terms, it is necessary for 
the sociologist to formulate pure ideal types of the corresponding forms of 
action which in each case involve the highest possible degree of logical integration 
by virtue of their complete adequacy on the level of meaning. But precisely 
because this is true, it is probably seldom if ever that a real phenomenon can 
be found which corresponds exactly to one of these ideally constructed pure 
types. . . . 

The theoretical concepts of sociology are ideal types not only from the objective 
point of view, but also in their application to subjective processes. In the great major
ity o f cases actual action goes on in a state o f inarticulate half-consciousness or 
actual unconsciousness of its subjective meaning. The actor is more likely to "be 
aware" of it in a vague sense than he is to " k n o w " what he is doing or be explic
itly self-conscious about it. In most cases his action is governed by impulse or habit. 
Only occasionally and, in the uniform action o f large numbers, often only in the 
case of a few individuals, is the subjective meaning of the action, whether rational 
or irrational, brought clearly into consciousness. 
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(B) Social action 

1 Social action, which includes both failure to act and passive acquiescence, may 
be oriented to the past, present, or expected future behavior of others. Thus it may 
be motivated by revenge for a past attack, defense against present, or measures of 
defense against future aggression. The "others" may be individual persons, and may 
be known to the actor as such, or may constitute an indefinite plurality and may 
be entirely unknown as individuals. (Thus, money is a means of exchange which 
the actor accepts in payment because he orients his action to the expectation that 
a large but unknown number of individuals he is personally unacquainted with will 
be ready to accept it in exchange on some future occasion.) 

2 Not every kind of action, even of overt action, is "social" in the sense of the 
present discussion. Overt action is non-social if it is oriented solely to the behavior 
of inanimate objects. Subjective attitudes constitute social action only so far as they 
are oriented to the behavior of others. For example, religious behavior is not social 
if it is simply a matter of contemplation or of solitary prayer. The economic activity 
of an individual is social only if it takes account of the behavior of someone else. Thus 
very generally it becomes social insofar as the actor assumes that others will respect 
his actual control over economic goods. Concretely it is social, for instance, if in rela
tion to the actor's own consumption the future wants of others are taken into account 
and this becomes one consideration affecting the actor's own saving. Or, in another 
connexion, production may be oriented to the future wants of other people. 

3 No t every type of contact of human beings has a social character; this is rather 
confined to cases where the actor's behavior is meaningfully oriented to that o f 
others. For example, a mere collision of two cyclists may be compared to a natural 
event. On the other hand, their attempt to avoid hitting each other, or whatever 
insults, blows, or friendly discussion might follow the collision, would constitute 
"social act ion." 

4 Social action is not identical either with the similar actions of many persons 
or with every action influenced by other persons. Thus, if at the beginning of a 
shower a number of people on the street put up their umbrellas at the same time, 
this would not ordinarily be a case of action mutually oriented to that of each other, 
but rather of all reacting in the same way to the like need o f protection from the 
rain. It is well known that the actions of the individual are strongly influenced by 
the mere fact that he is a member of a crowd confined within a limited space. Thus , 
the subject matter of studies of "crowd psychology," such as those o f Le Bon, will 
be called "action conditioned by crowds." It is also possible for large numbers, 
though dispersed, to be influenced simultaneously or successively by a source o f 
influence operating similarly on all the individuals, as by means of the p r e s s . . . . But 
for this to happen there need not, at least in many cases, be any meaningful rela
tion between the behavior of the individual and the fact that he is a member of a 
crowd. It is not proposed in the present sense to call action "socia l" when it is 
merely a result of the effect on the individual of the existence o f a crowd as such 
and the action is not oriented to that fact on the level of meaning. At the same time 
the borderline is naturally highly indefinite. In such cases as that o f the influence of 
the demagogue, there may be a wide variation in the extent to which his mass clien-
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tele is affected by a meaningful reaction to the fact of its large numbers; and what
ever this relation may be, it is open to varying interpretations. 

But furthermore, mere "imitat ion" of the action of others, such as that on which 
Tarde has rightly laid emphasis, will not be considered a case of specifically social 
action if it is purely reactive so that there is no meaningful orientation to the actor 
imitated. The borderline is, however, so indefinite that it is often hardly possible to 
d i s c r im ina t e . . . . On the other hand, if the action of others is imitated because it is 
fashionable or traditional or exemplary, or lends social distinction, or on similar 
grounds, it is meaningfully oriented either to the behavior o f the source of imita
tion or of third persons or of both. . . . 

2 Types of Social Action 

Social action, like all action, may be oriented in four ways. It may be: 

(1) instrumentally rational (zweckrational), that is, determined by expectations 
as to the behavior o f objects in the environment and of other human beings; 
these expectations are used as "condit ions" or "means" for the attainment of 
the actor's own rationally pursued and calculated ends; 

(2) value-rational {wertrational), that is, determined by a conscious belief in the 
value for its own sake o f some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of 
behavior, independently of its prospects of success; 

(3) affectual (especially emotional) , that is, determined by the actor's specific 
affects and feeling states; 

(4) traditional, that is, determined by ingrained habituation. 

1 Strictly traditional behavior, like the reactive type of imitation discussed 
above, lies very close to the borderline of what can justifiably be called meaning
fully oriented action, and indeed often on the other side. For it is very often a matter 
o f almost automatic reaction to habitual stimuli which guide behavior in a course 
which has been repeatedly followed. The great bulk of all everyday action to which 
people have become habitually accustomed approaches this type. Hence, its place 
in a systematic classification is not merely that of a limiting case because, as will be 
shown later, attachment to habitual forms can be upheld with varying degrees of 
self-consciousness and in a variety of senses. In this case the type may shade over 
into value rationality (Wertrationalitdt). 

2 Purely affectual behavior also stands on the borderline o f what can be con
sidered "meaningfully" oriented, and often it, too , goes over the line. It may, for 
instance, consist in an uncontrolled reaction to some exceptional stimulus. It is a 
case of sublimation when affectually determined action occurs in the form o f con
scious release of emotional tension. When this happens it is usually well on the road 
to rationalization in one or the other or both o f the above senses. 

3 The orientation of value-rational action is distinguished from the affectual 
type by its clearly self-conscious formulation o f the ultimate values governing the 
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action and the consistently planned orientation of its detailed course to these values. 
At the same time the two types have a common element, namely that the meaning 
of the action does not lie in the achievement of a result ulterior to it, but in carry
ing out the specific type of action for its own sake. Action is affectual if it satisfies 
a need for revenge, sensual gratification, devotion, contemplative bliss, or for 
working off emotional tensions (irrespective of the level o f sublimation). 

Examples of pure value-rational orientation would be the actions of persons who, 
regardless of possible cost to themselves, act to put into practice their convictions 
of what seems to them to be required by duty, honor, the pursuit of beauty, a 
religious call , personal loyalty, or the importance of some "cause" no matter in what 
it consists. In our terminology, value-rational action always involves "commands" 
or "demands" which, in the actor's opinion, are binding on him. . . . 

4 Action is instrumentally rational (zweckrational) when the end, the means, 
and the secondary results are all rationally taken into account and weighed. This 
involves rational consideration of alternative means to the end, of the relations of 
the end to the secondary consequences, and finally of the relative importance of dif
ferent possible ends. Determination o f action either in affectual or in traditional 
terms is thus incompatible with this type. Choice between alternative and conflict
ing ends and results may well be determined in a value-rational manner. In that case, 
action is instrumentally rational only in respect to the choice of means. On the other 
hand, the actor may, instead o f deciding between alternative and conflicting ends in 
terms o f a rational orientation to a system of values, simply take them as given sub
jective wants and arrange them in a scale of consciously assessed relative urgency. 
He may then orient his action to this scale in such a way that they are satisfied as 
far as possible in order o f urgency, as formulated in the principle o f "marginal 
utility." Value-rational action may thus have various different relations to the instru
mentally rational action. From the latter point of view, however, value-rationality 
is always irrational. . . . 

5 It would be very unusual to find concrete cases of action, especially of social 
action, which were oriented only in one or another of these ways. Furthermore, this 
classification o f the modes o f orientation of action is in no sense meant to exhaust 
the possibilities of the field, but only to formulate in conceptually pure form certain 
sociologically important types to which actual action is more or less closely approx
imated or, in much the more common case, which constitute its elements. The use
fulness of the classification for the purposes of this investigation can only be judged 
in terms of its results. 
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Religious Affiliation and Social Stratification 

A glance at the occupational statistics of any country o f mixed religious composi
tion brings to light with remarkable frequency a situation which has several times 
provoked discussion in the Catholic press and literature, and in Catholic congresses 
in Germany, namely, the fact that business leaders and owners o f capital, as well as 
the higher grades of skilled labour, and even more the higher technically and com
mercially trained personnel o f modern enterprises, are overwhelmingly Protestant. 
This is true not only in cases where the difference in religion coincides with one o f 
nationality, and thus of cultural development, as in Eastern Germany between 
Germans and Poles. The same thing is shown in the figures o f religious affiliation 
almost wherever capitalism, at the time of its great expansion, has had a free hand 
to alter the social distribution of the population in accordance with its needs, and 
to determine its occupational structure. The more freedom it has had, the more 
clearly is the effect shown. It is true that the greater relative participation o f Protes
tants in the ownership of capital, in management, and the upper ranks o f labour in 
great modern industrial and commercial enterprises, may in part be explained in 
terms of historical circumstances which extend far back into the past, and in which 
religious affiliation is not a cause of the economic conditions, but to a certain extent 
appears to be a result of them. Participation in the above economic functions usually 
involves some previous ownership of capital, and generally an expensive education; 
often both. These are to-day largely dependent on the possession o f inherited wealth, 
or at least on a certain degree of material well-being. A number of those sections 
of the old Empire which were most highly developed economically and most 
favoured by natural resources and situation, in particular a majority of the wealthy 
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towns, went over to Protestantism in the sixteenth century. The results of that 
circumstance favour the Protestants even to-day in their struggle for economic 
existence. There arises thus the historical question: why were the districts of highest 
economic development at the same time particularly favourable to a revolution in 
the Church? The answer is by no means so simple as one might think. 

The emancipation from economic traditionalism appears, no doubt, to be a factor 
which would greatly strengthen the tendency to doubt the sanctity of the religious 
tradition, as of all traditional authorities. But it is necessary to note, what has often 
been forgotten, that the Reformation meant not the elimination of the Church's 
control over everyday life, but rather the substitution of a new form of control for 
the previous one. It meant the repudiation of a control which was very lax, at that 
time scarcely perceptible in practice, and hardly more than formal, in favour o f a reg
ulation of the whole of conduct which, penetrating to all departments of private and 
public life, was infinitely burdensome and earnestly enforced. The rule o f the Catholic 
Church, "punishing the heretic, but indulgent to the sinner", as it was in the past even 
more than to-day, is now tolerated by peoples of thoroughly modern economic char
acter, and was borne by the richest and economically most advanced peoples on earth 
at about the turn of the fifteenth century. The rule of Calvinism, on the other hand, 
as it was enforced in the sixteenth century in Geneva and in Scotland, at the turn of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in large parts of the Netherlands, in the sev
enteenth in New England, and for a time in England itself, would be for us the most 
absolutely unbearable form of ecclesiastical control o f the individual which could pos
sibly exist. That was exactly what large numbers of the old commercial aristocracy 
of those times, in Geneva as well as in Holland and England, felt about it. And what 
the reformers complained of in those areas of high economic development was not 
too much supervision of life on the part of the Church, but too little. N o w how does 
it happen that at that time those countries which were most advanced economically, 
and within them the rising bourgeois middle classes, not only failed to resist this unex
ampled tyranny of Puritanism, but even developed a heroism in its defence? For bour
geois classes as such have seldom before and never since displayed heroism. It was 
"the last of our heroisms", as Carlyle, not without reason, has said. 

But further, and especially important: it may be, as has been claimed, that the 
greater participation of Protestants in the positions of ownership and management in 
modern economic life may to-day be understood, in part at least, simply as a result 
of the greater material wealth they have inherited. But there are certain other phe
nomena which cannot be explained in the same way. Thus, to mention only a few 
facts: there is a great difference discoverable in Baden, in Bavaria, in Hungary, in the 
type of higher education which Catholic parents, as opposed to Protestant, give their 
children. That the percentage of Catholics among the students and graduates o f higher 
educational institutions in general lags behind their proportion o f the total popula
tion, may, to be sure, be largely explicable in terms o f inherited differences of wealth. 
But among the Catholic graduates themselves the percentage o f those graduating from 
the institutions preparing, in particular, for technical studies and industrial and com
mercial occupations, but in general from those preparing for middle-class business 
life, lags still farther behind the percentage o f Protestants. On the other hand, 
Catholics prefer the sort of training which the humanistic Gymnasium affords. Tha t 
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is a circumstance to which the above explanation does not apply, but which, on the 
contrary, is one reason why so few Catholics are engaged in capitalistic enterprise. 

Even more striking is a fact which partly explains the smaller proportion of 
Catholics among the skilled labourers of modern industry. It is well known that the 
factory has taken its skilled labour to a large extent from young men in the hand
icrafts; but this is much more true of Protestant than of Catholic journeymen. 
Among journeymen, in other words, the Catholics show a stronger propensity to 
remain in their crafts, that is they more often become master craftsmen, whereas 
the Protestants are attracted to a larger extent into the factories in order to fill the 
upper ranks of skilled labour and administrative positions. The explanation o f these 
cases is undoubtedly that the mental and spiritual peculiarities acquired from the 
environment, here the type of education favoured by the religious atmosphere of 
the home community and the parental home, have determined the choice of occu
pation, and through it the professional career. 

The smaller participation of Catholics in the modern business life of Germany is 
all the more striking because it runs counter to a tendency which has been observed 
at all times including the present. National or religious minorities which are in a 
position of subordination to a group of rulers are likely, through their voluntary or 
involuntary exclusion from positions of political influence, to be driven with pecu
liar force into economic activity. Their ablest members seek to satisfy the desire for 
recognition of their abilities in this field since there is no opportunity in the service 
of the State. This has undoubtedly been true of the Poles in Russia and Eastern 
Prussia, who have without question been undergoing a more rapid economic 
advance than in Galicia, where they have been in the ascendant. It has in earlier 
times been true o f the Huguenots in France under Louis X I V , the Nonconformists 
and Quakers in England, and, last but not least, the j e w for two thousand years. 
But the Catholics in Germany have shown no striking evidence of such a result of 
their position. In the past they have, unlike the Protestants, undergone no particu
larly prominent economic development in the times when they were persecuted or 
only tolerated, either in Flolland or in England. On the other hand, it is a fact that 
the Protestants (especially certain branches of the movement to be fully discussed 
later) both as ruling classes and as ruled, both as majority and as minority, have 
shown a special tendency to develop economic rationalism which cannot be 
observed to the same extent among Catholics either in the one situation or in the 
other. Thus the principal explanation of this difference must be sought in the per
manent intrinsic character of their religious beliefs, and not only in their temporary 
external historico-political situations. 

It will be our task to investigate these religions with a view to finding out what 
peculiarities they have or have had which might have resulted in the behaviour we 
have d e s c r i b e d . . . . 

The Spirit of Capitalism 

In the title of this study is used the somewhat pretentious phrase, the spirit of 
capitalism. Wha t is to be understood by it? The attempt to give anything like a 
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definition of it brings oa t certain difficulties which are in the very nature of this type 
of investigation. 

If any object can be found to which this term can be applied with any under
standable meaning, it can only be an historical individual, i.e. a complex of elements 
associated in historical reality which we unite into a conceptual whole from the 
standpoint of their cultural significance. 

Such an historical concept, however, since it refers in its content to a phenome
non significant for its unique individuality, cannot be defined according to the 
formula genus proximum, differentia specified, but it must be gradually put together 
out of the individual parts which are taken from historical reality to make it up. 
Thus the final and definitive concept cannot stand at the beginning of the 
investigation, but must come at the end. We must, in other words, work out in 
the course of the discussion, as its most important result, the best conceptual 
formulation of what we here understand by the spirit of capitalism, that is the best 
from the point of view which interests us here. This point of view (the one of which 
we shall speak later) is, further, by no means the only possible one from which the 
historical phenomena we are investigating can be analysed. Other standpoints 
would, for this as for every historical phenomenon, yield other characteristics as the 
essential ones. The result is that it Is by no means necessary to understand by the 
spirit of capitalism only what it will come to mean to us for the purposes of our 
analysis. This is a necessary result of the nature of historical concepts which attempt 
for their methodological purposes not to grasp historical reality in abstract general 
formulae, but in concrete genetic sets of relations which are inevitably of a 
specifically unique and individual character. 

Thus, if we try to determine the object, the analysis and historical explanation 
o f which we are attempting, it cannot be in the form of a conceptual definition, but 
at least in the beginning only a provisional description of what is here meant by the 
spirit o f capitalism. Such a description is, however, indispensable in order clearly to 
understand the object o f the investigation. For this purpose we turn to a document 
o f that spirit which contains what we are looking for in almost classical purity, and 
at the same time has the advantage of being free from all direct relationship to reli
gion, being thus, for our purposes, free of preconceptions. 

"Remember, that time is money. He that can earn ten shillings a day by his labour, 
and goes abroad, or sits idle, one half of that day, though he spends but sixpence 
during his diversion or idleness, ought not to reckon that the only expense; he has 
really spent, or rather thrown away, five shillings besides. 

"Remember, that credit is money. If a man lets his money lie in my hands after 
it is due, he gives me the interest, or so much as I can make o f it during that time. 
This amounts to a considerable sum where a man has good and large credit, and 
makes good use o f it. 

"Remember, that money is o f the prolific, generating nature. Money can beget 
money, and its offspring can beget more, and so on. Five shillings turned is six, 
turned again it is seven and threepence, and so on, till it becomes a hundred pounds. 
The more there is of it, the more it produces every turning, so that the profits rise 
quicker and quicker. He that kills a breeding-sow, destroys all her offspring to the 
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thousandth generation. He that murders a crown, destroys all that it might have 
produced, even scores of pounds." 

"Remember this saying, The good paymaster is lord of another man's purse. He 
that is known to pay punctually and exactly to the time he promises, may at any 
time, and on any occasion, raise all the money his friends can spare. This is some
times of great use. After industry and frugality, nothing contributes more to the 
raising o f a young man in the world than punctuality and justice in all his dealings; 
therefore never keep borrowed money an hour beyond the time you promised, lest 
a disappointment shut up your friend's purse for ever. 

"The most trifling actions that affect a man's credit are to be regarded. The sound 
of your hammer at five in the morning, or eight at night, heard by a creditor, makes 
him easy six months longer; but if he sees you at a billiard-table, or hears your voice 
at a tavern, when you should be at work, he sends for his money the next day; 
demands it, before he can receive it, in a lump. 

"It shows, besides, that you are mindful of what you owe; it makes you appear 
a careful as well as an honest man, and that still increases your credit. 

"Beware o f thinking all your own that you possess, and o f living accordingly. It 
is a mistake that many people who have credit fall into. To prevent this, keep an 
exact account for some time both of your expenses and your income. If you take 
the pains at first to mention particulars, it will have this good effect: you will dis
cover how wonderfully small, trifling expenses mount up to large sums, and will 
discern what might have been, and may for the future be saved, without occasion
ing any great inconvenience." 

"For six pounds a year you may have the use of one hundred pounds, provided you 
are a man of known prudence and honesty. 

"He that spends a groat a day idly, spends idly above six pounds a year, which 
is the price for the use of one hundred pounds. 

"He that wastes idly a groat's worth of his time per day, one day with another, 
wastes the privilege o f using one hundred pounds each day. 

"He that idly loses five shillings' worth of time, loses five shillings, and might as 
prudently throw five shillings into the sea. 

"He that loses five shillings, not only loses that sum, but all the advantage that 
might be made by turning it in dealing, which by the time that a young man becomes 
old, will amount to a considerable sum of money." 

It is Benjamin Franklin who preaches to us in these sentences, the same which Fer
dinand Kiirnberger satirizes in his clever and malicious Picture of American Culture 
as the supposed confession of faith of the Yankee. Tha t it is the spirit of capitalism 
which here speaks in characteristic fashion, no one will doubt, however little we 
may wish to claim that everything which could be understood as pertaining to that 
spirit is contained in it. Let us pause a moment to consider this passage, the phi
losophy of which Kiknberger sums up in the words, "They make tallow out of cattle 
and money out o f men." The peculiarity of this philosophy o f avarice appears to 
be the ideal of the honest man of recognized credit, and above all the idea of a duty 
of the individual toward the increase of his capital, which is assumed as an end in 
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itself. Truly what is here preached is not simply a means of making one's way in 
the world, but a peculiar ethic. The infraction o f its rules is treated not as foolish
ness but as forgetfulness of duty. Tha t is the essence of the matter. It is not mere 
business astuteness, that sort of thing is common enough, it is an ethos. This is the 
quality which interests us. 

When J a c o b Fugger, in speaking to a business associate who had retired and who 
wanted to persuade him to do the same, since he had made enough money and 
should let others have a chance, rejected that as pusillanimity and answered that 
"he (Fugger) thought otherwise, he wanted to make money as long as he could", 
the spirit o f his statement is evidently quite different from that of Franklin. What 
in the former case was an expression of commercial daring and a personal inclina
tion morally neutral, in the latter takes on the character of an ethically coloured 
maxim for the conduct o f life. The concept spirit of capitalism is here used in this 
specific sense; it is the spirit of modern capitalism. For that we are here dealing only 
with Western European and American capitalism is obvious from the way in which 
the problem was stated. Capitalism existed in China, India, Babylon, in the classic 
world, and in the Middle Ages. But in all these cases, as we shall see, this particu
lar ethos was lacking. 

Now, all Franklin's moral attitudes are coloured with utilitarianism. Honesty is 
useful, because it assures credit; so are punctuality, industry, frugality, and that is the 
reason they are virtues. A logical deduction from this would be that where, for 
instance, the appearance o f honesty serves the same purpose, that would suffice, and 
an unnecessary surplus of this virtue would evidently appear to Franklin's eyes as 
unproductive waste. And as a matter of fact, the story in his autobiography of his 
conversion to those virtues, or the discussion o f the value o f a strict maintenance of 
the appearance of modesty, the assiduous belittlement of one's own deserts in order 
to gain general recognition later, confirms this impression. According to Franklin, 
those virtues, like all others, are only in so far virtues as they are actually useful to 
the individual, and the surrogate of mere appearance is always sufficient when it 
accomplishes the end in view. It is a conclusion which is inevitable for strict utilitar
ianism. The impression o f many Germans that the virtues professed by Americanism 
are pure hypocrisy seems to have been confirmed by this striking case. But in fact the 
matter is not by any means so simple. Benjamin Franklin's own character, as it appears 
in the really unusual candidness of his autobiography, belies that suspicion. The cir
cumstance that he ascribes his recognition of the utility o f virtue to a divine revela
tion which was intended to lead him in the path of righteousness, shows that 
something more than mere garnishing for purely egocentric motives is involved. 

In fact, the summum bonum o f this ethic, the earning o f more and more money, 
combined with the strict avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment o f life, is above 
all completely devoid of any eudasmonistic, not to say hedonistic, admixture. It is 
thought of so purely as an end in itself, that from the point of view o f the happi
ness of, or utility to, the single individual, it appears entirely transcendental and 
absolutely irrational. M a n is dominated by the making o f money, by acquisition as 
the ultimate purpose of his life. Economic acquisition is no longer subordinated to 
man as the means for the satisfaction o f his material needs. This reversal of what 
we should call the natural relationship, so irrational from a naive point o f view, is 
evidently as definitely a leading principle of capitalism as it is foreign to all peoples 
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not under capitalistic influence. At the same time it expresses a type of feeling which 
is closely connected with certain religious ideas. If we thus ask, why should "money 
be made out of men", Benjamin Franklin himself, although he was a colourless deist, 
answers in his autobiography with a quotation from the Bible, which his strict 
Calvinistic father drummed into him again and again in his youth: "Seest thou a 
man diligent in his business? He shall stand before kings" (Prov. xxi i . 2 9 ) . The 
earning of money within the modern economic order is, so long as it is done legally, 
the result and the expression of virtue and proficiency in a calling; and this virtue 
and proficiency are, as it is now not difficult to see, the real Alpha and Omega of 
Franklin's ethic, as expressed in the passages we have quoted, as well as in all his 
works without exception. 

And in truth this peculiar idea, so familiar to us to-day, but in reality so little a 
matter o f course, of one's duty in a calling, is what is most characteristic o f the 
social ethic of capitalistic culture, and is in a sense the fundamental basis o f it. It is 
an obligation which the individual is supposed to feel and does feel towards the 
content of his professional activity, no matter in what it consists, in particular no 
matter whether it appears on the surface as a utilization of his personal powers, or 
only o f his material possessions (as capital). 

O f course, this conception has not appeared only under capitalistic conditions. 
On the contrary, we shall later trace its origins back to a time previous to the advent 
of capitalism. Still less, naturally, do we maintain that a conscious acceptance of 
these ethical maxims on the part of the individuals, entrepreneurs or labourers, in 
modern capitalistic enterprises, is a condition of the further existence o f present-day 
capitalism. The capitalistic economy of the present day is an immense cosmos into 
which the individual is born, and which presents itself to him, at least as an indi
vidual, as an unalterable order of things in which he must live. It forces the indi
vidual, in so far as he is involved in the system of market relationships, to conform 
to capitalistic rules of action. The manufacturer who in the long run acts counter 
to these norms, will just as inevitably be eliminated from the economic scene as the 
worker who cannot or will not adapt himself to them will be thrown into the streets 
without a job . 

Thus the capitalism of to-day, which has come to dominate economic life, edu
cates and selects the economic subjects which it needs through a process of eco
nomic survival o f the fittest. But here one can easily see the limits o f the concept o f 
selection as a means o f historical explanation. In order that a manner of life so well 
adapted to the peculiarities o f capitalism could be selected at all, i.e. should come 
to dominate others, it had to originate somewhere, and not in isolated individuals 
alone, but as a way of life common to whole groups o f men. This origin is what 
really needs explanation. Concerning the doctrine o f the more naive historical mate
rialism, that such ideas originate as a reflection or superstructure o f economic situ
ations, we shall speak more in detail below. At this point it will suffice for our 
purpose to call attention to the fact that without doubt, in the country of Benjamin 
Franklin's birth (Massachusetts), the spirit of capitalism (in the sense we have 
attached to it) was present before the capitalistic order. There were complaints of 
a peculiarly calculating sort of profit-seeking in New England, as distinguished from 
other parts of America, as early as 1 6 3 2 . It is further undoubted that capitalism 
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remained far less developed in some of the neighbouring colonies, the later South
ern States of the United States of America, in spite of the fact that these latter were 
founded by large capitalists for business motives, while the New England colonies 
were founded by preachers and seminary graduates with the help of small bour
geois, craftsmen and yeomen, for religious reasons. In this case the causal relation 
is certainly the reverse of that suggested by the materialistic standpoint. 

But the origin and history o f such ideas is much more complex than the theo
rists o f the superstructure suppose. The spirit of capitalism, in the sense in which 
we are using the term, had to fight its way to supremacy against a whole world o f 
hostile forces. A state of mind such as that expressed in the passages we have quoted 
from Franklin, and which called forth the applause o f a whole people, would both 
in ancient times and in the Middle Ages have been proscribed as the lowest sort o f 
avarice and as an attitude entirely lacking in self-respect. It is, in fact, still regularly 
thus looked upon by all those social groups which are least involved in or adapted 
to modern capitalistic conditions. This is not wholly because the instinct o f acqui
sition was in those times unknown or underdeveloped, as has often been said. Nor 
because the auri sacra fames, the greed for gold, was then, or now, less powerful 
outside of bourgeois capitalism than within its peculiar sphere, as the illusions of 
modern romanticists are wont to believe. The difference between the capitalistic and 
pre-capitalistic spirits is not to be found at this point. The greed of the Chinese 
Mandarin, the old R o m a n aristocrat, or the modern peasant, can stand up to any 
comparison. And the auri sacra fames of a Neapolitan cab-driver or barcaiuolo, and 
certainly of Asiatic representatives of similar trades, as well as o f the craftsmen of 
southern European or Asiatic countries, is, as anyone can find out for himself, 
very much more intense, and especially more unscrupulous than that of, say, an 
Englishman in similar circumstances. 

The universal reign o f absolute unscrupuiousness in the pursuit of selfish inter
ests by the making of money has been a specific characteristic of precisely those 
countries whose bourgeois-capitalistic development, measured according to Occi
dental standards, has remained backward. As every employer knows, the lack of 
coscienziositd of the labourers of such countries, for instance Italy as compared with 
Germany, has been, and to a certain extent still is, one o f the principal obstacles to 
their capitalistic development. Capitalism cannot make use o f the labour o f those 
who practise the doctrine of undisciplined liberum arbitrium, any more than it can 
make use of the business man who seems absolutely unscrupulous in his dealings 
with others, as we can learn from Franklin. Hence the difference does not lie in the 
degree of development o f any impulse to make money. The auri sacra fames is as 
old as the history of man. But we shall see that those who submitted to it without 
reserve as an uncontrolled impulse, such as the Dutch sea-captain who "would go 
through hell for gain, even though he scorched his sails", were by no means the rep
resentatives of that attitude of mind from which the specifically modern capitalis
tic spirit as a mass phenomenon is derived, and that is what matters. At all periods 
of history, wherever it was possible, there has been ruthless acquisition, bound to 
no ethical norms whatever. Like war and piracy, trade has often been unrestrained 
in its relations with foreigners and those outside the group. The double ethic has 
permitted here what was forbidden in dealings among brothers. 
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Capitalistic acquisition as an adventure has been at home in all types o f economic 
society which have known trade with the use of money and which have offered it 
opportunities, through commenda, farming of taxes, State loans, financing o f wars, 
ducal courts and officeholders. Likewise the inner attitude of the adventurer, which 
laughs at all ethical limitations, has been universal. Absolute and conscious ruth-
lessness in acquisition has often stood in the closest connection with the strictest 
conformity to tradition. Moreover, with the breakdown o f tradition and the more 
or less complete extension o f free economic enterprise, even to within the social 
group, the new thing has not generally been ethically justified and encouraged, but 
only tolerated as a fact. And this fact has been treated either as ethically indiffer
ent or as reprehensible, but unfortunately unavoidable. This has not only been the 
normal attitude o f all ethical teachings, but, what is more important, also that 
expressed in the practical action of the average man o f pre-capitalistic times, pre-
capitalistic in the sense that the rational utilization of capital in a permanent enter
prise and the rational capitalistic organization of labour had not yet become 
dominant forces in the determination of economic activity. Now just this attitude 
was one of the strongest inner obstacles which the adaptation o f men to the con
ditions of an ordered bourgeois-capitalistic economy has encountered everywhere. 

The most important opponent with which the spirit o f capitalism, in the sense 
of a definite standard of life claiming ethical sanction, has had to struggle, was that 
type o f attitude and reaction to new situations which we may designate as tradi
tionalism. In this case also every attempt at a final definition must be held in 
abeyance. O n the other hand, we must try to make the provisional meaning clear 
by citing a few cases. We will begin from below, with the labourers. One o f the 
technical means which the modern employer uses in order to secure the greatest 
possible amount of work from his men is the device o f piece-rates. In agriculture, 
for instance, the gathering of the harvest is a case where the greatest possible inten
sity of labour is called for, since, the weather being uncertain, the difference between 
high profit and heavy loss may depend on the speed with which the harvesting can 
be done. Hence a system of piece-rates is almost universal in this case. And since 
the interest of the employer in a speeding up o f harvesting increases with the increase 
of the results and the intensity of the work, the attempt has again and again been 
made, by increasing the piece-rates of the workmen, thereby giving them an oppor
tunity to earn what is for them a very high wage, to interest them in increasing their 
own efficiency. But a peculiar difficulty has been met with surprising frequency: 
raising the piece-rates has often had the result that not more but less has been accom
plished in the same time, because the worker reacted to the increase not by increas
ing but by decreasing the amount of his work. A man, for instance, who at the rate 
of 1 mark per acre mowed 2% acres per day and earned 2 \ marks, when the rate 
was raised to 1.25 marks per acre mowed, not 3 acres, as he might easily have done, 
thus earning 3 .75 marks, but only 2 acres, so that he could still earn the 2V 2 marks 
to which he was accustomed. The opportunity of earning more was less attractive 
than that of working less. He did not ask: how much can I.earn in a day if I do as 
much work as possible? but: how much must I work in order to earn the wage, 2% 
marks, which I earned before and which takes care of my traditional needs? This 
is an example o f what is here meant by traditionalism. A man does not "by nature" 
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wish to earn more and more money, but simply to live as he is accustomed to live 
and to earn as much as is necessary for that purpose. Wherever modern capitalism 
has begun its work of increasing the productivity of human labour by increasing 
its intensity, it has encountered the immensely stubborn resistance of this leading 
trait of pre-capitalistic labour. And to-day it encounters it the more, the more back
ward (from a capitalistic point of view) the labouring forces are with which it has 
to deal. 

Another obvious possibility, to return to our example, since the appeal to the 
acquisitive instinct through higher wage-rates failed, would have been to try the 
opposite policy, to force the worker by reduction of his wage-rates to work harder 
to earn the same amount than he did before. Low wages and high profits seem even 
to-day to a superficial observer to stand in correlation; everything which is paid out 
in wages seems to involve a corresponding reduction of profits. T h a t road capital
ism has taken again and again since its beginning. For centuries it was an article of 
faith, that low wages were productive, i.e. that they increased the material results 
of labour so that, as Pieter de la Cour, on this point, as well shall see, quite in the 
spirit o f the old Calvinism, said long ago, the people only work because and so long 
as they are poor. 

But the effectiveness o f this apparently so efficient method has its limits. O f course 
the presence of a surplus population which it can hire cheaply in the labour market 
is a necessity for the development of capitalism. But though too large a reserve army 
may in certain cases favour its quantitative expansion, it checks its qualitative devel
opment, especially the transition to types o f enterprise which make more intensive 
use o f labour. Low wages are by no means identical with cheap labour. From a 
purely quantitative point of view the efficiency of labour decreases with a wage 
which is physiologically insufficient, which may in the long run even mean a sur
vival o f the unfit. The present-day average Silesian mows, when he exerts himself 
to the full, little more than two-thirds as much land as the better paid and nour
ished Pomeranian or Mecklenburger, and the Pole, the further East he comes from, 
accomplishes progressively less than the German. Low wages fail even from a purely 
business point o f view wherever it is a question of producing goods which require 
any sort of skilled labour, or the use o f expensive machinery which is easily 
damaged, or in general wherever any great amount of sharp attention or o f initia
tive is required. Here low wages do not pay, and their effect is the opposite of what 
was intended. For not only is a developed sense of responsibility absolutely indis
pensable, but in general also an attitude which, at least during working hours, is 
freed from continual calculations of how the customary wage may be earned with 
a maximum of comfort and a minimum of exertion. Labour must, on the contrary, 
be performed as if it were an absolute end in itself, a calling. But such an attitude 
is by no means a product of nature. It cannot be evoked by low wages or high ones 
alone, but can only be the product of a long and arduous process of education. To
day, capitalism, once in the saddle, can recruit its labouring force in all industrial 
countries with comparative ease. In the past this was in every case an extremely dif
ficult problem. And even to-day it could probably not get along without the support 
of a powerful ally along the way, which, as we shall see below, was at hand at the 
time of its development. 
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What is meant can again best be explained by means of an example. The type 
of backward traditional form of labour is to-day very often exemplified by women 
workers, especially unmarried ones. An almost universal complaint of employers of 
girls, for instance German girls, is that they are almost entirely unable and unwill
ing to give up methods of work inherited or once learned in favour of more effi
cient ones, to adapt themselves to new methods, to learn and to concentrate their 
intelligence, or even to use it at all. Explanations of the possibility of making work 
easier, above all more profitable to themselves, generally encounter a complete lack 
o f understanding. Increases of piece-rates are without avail against the stone wall 
of habit. In general it is otherwise, and that is a point of no little importance from 
our view-point, only with girls having a specifically religious, especially a Pietistic, 
background. One often hears, and statistical investigation confirms it, that by far 
the best chances of economic education are found among this group. T h e ability of 
mental concentration, as well as the absolutely essential feeling o f obligation to one's 
j o b , are here most often combined with a strict economy which calculates the pos
sibility o f high earnings, and a cool self-control and frugality which enormously 
increase performance. This provides the most favourable foundation for the con
ception of labour as an end in itself, as a calling which is necessary to capitalism: 
the chances o f overcoming traditionalism are greatest on account o f the religious 
upbringing. This observation of present-day capitalism in itself suggests that it is 
worth while to ask how this connection of adaptability to capitalism with religious 
factors may have come about in the days o f the early development of capitalism. 
For that they were even then present in much the same form can be inferred from 
numerous facts. For instance, the dislike and the persecution which Methodis t 
workmen in the eighteenth century met at the hands of their comrades were not 
solely nor even principally the result of their religious eccentricities, England had 
seen many of those and more striking ones. It rested rather, as the destruction of 
their tools, repeatedly mentioned in the reports, suggests, upon their specific will
ingness to work as we should say to-day. 

However, let us again return to the present, and this time to the entrepreneur, in 
order to clarify the meaning of traditionalism in his case. 

Sombart , in his discussions of the genesis of capitalism has distinguished between 
the satisfaction o f needs and acquisition as the two great leading principles in eco
nomic history. In the former case the attainment of the goods necessary to meet per
sonal needs, in the latter a struggle for profit free from the limits set by needs, have 
been the ends controlling the form and direction o f economic activity. W h a t he calls 
the economy of needs seems at first glance to be identical with what is here described 
as economic traditionalism. Tha t may be the case if the concept o f needs is limited 
to traditional needs. But if that is not done, a number o f economic types, which 
must be considered capitalistic according to the definition o f capital which Sombart 
gives in another part of his work, would be excluded from the category of acquis
itive economy and put into that of needs economy. Enterprises, namely, which are 
carried on by private entrepreneurs by utilizing capital (money or goods with a 
money value) to make a profit, purchasing the means of production and selling the 
product, i.e. undoubted capitalistic enterprises, may at the same time have a tradi-
tionalistic character. This has, in the course even of modern economic history, not 
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been merely an occasional case, bur rather the rule, with continual interruptions 
from repeated and increasingly powerful conquests of the capitalistic spirit. To be 
sure the capitalistic form of an enterprise and the spirit in which it is run generally 
stand in some sort of adequate relationship to each other, but not in one of neces
sary interdependence. Nevertheless, we provisionally use the expression spirit of 
(modern) capitalism to describe that attitude which seeks profit rationally and sys
tematically in the manner which we have illustrated by the example of Benjamin 
Franklin. This , however, is justified by the historical fact that that attitude of mind 
has on the one hand found its most suitable expression in capitalistic enterprise, 
while on the other the enterprise has derived its most suitable motive force from 
the spirit of capitalism. . . . 

Now, how could activity, which was at best ethically tolerated, turn into a calling 
in the sense o f Benjamin Franklin? The fact to be explained historically is that in 
the most highly capitalistic centre of that time, in Florence of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, the money and capital market o f all the great political Powers, 
this attitude was considered ethically unjustifiable, or ar best to be tolerated. But in 
the backwoods small bourgeois circumstances of Pennsylvania in the eighteenth 
century, where business threatened for simple lack o f money to fall back into barter, 
where there was hardly a sign of large enterprise, where only the earliest beginnings 
of banking were to be found, the same thing was considered the essence of moral 
conduct, even commanded in the name of duty. To speak here o f a reflection of 
material conditions in the ideal superstructure would be patent nonsense. Wha t was 
the background of ideas which could account for the sort of activity apparently 
directed toward profit alone as a calling toward which the individual feels himself 
to have an ethical obligation? For it was this idea which gave the way o f life of the 
new entrepreneur its ethical foundation and justification. 

The attempt has been made, particularly by Sombart , in what are often judicious 
and effective observations, to depict economic rationalism as the salient feature of 
modern economic life as a whole. Undoubtedly with justification, if by that is meant 
the extension of the productivity of labour which has, through the subordination 
of the process of production to scientific points o f view, relieved it from its depen
dence upon the natural organic limitations of the human individual. Now this 
process of rationalization in the field of technique and economic organization 
undoubtedly determines an important part of the ideals of life of modern bourgeois 
society. Labour in the service of a rational organization for the provision of human
ity with material goods has without doubt always appeared to representatives of 
the capitalist spirit as one of the most important purposes of their life-work. It is 
only necessary, for instance, to read Franklin's account of his efforts in the service 
of civic improvements in Philadelphia clearly to apprehend this obvious truth. And 
the joy and pride of having given employment to numerous people, of having had 
a part in the economic progress o f his home town in the sense referring to figures 
of population and volume of trade which capitalism associated with the word, all 
these things obviously are part of the specific and undoubtedly idealistic satisfac
tions in life to modern men of business. Similarly it is one of the fundamental char
acteristics o f an individualistic capitalistic economy that it is rationalized on the 
basis o f rigorous calculation, directed with foresight and caution toward the 
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economic success which is sought in sharp contrast to the hand-to-mouth existence 
of the peasant, and to the privileged traditionalism o f the guild craftsman and o f 
the adventurers' capitalism, oriented to the exploitation o f political opportunities 
and irrational speculation. 

It might thus seem that the development of the spirit of capitalism is best under
stood as part of the development of rationalism as a whole, and could be deduced 
from the fundamental position of rationalism on the basic problems of life. In the 
process Protestantism would only have to be considered in so far as it had formed 
a stage prior to the development o f a purely rationalistic philosophy. But any serious 
attempt to carry this thesis through makes it evident that such a simple way of 
putting the question will not work, simply because of the fact that the history o f 
rationalism shows a development which by no means follows parallel lines in the 
various departments of life. The rationalization of private law, for instance, if it is 
thought of as a logical simplification and rearrangement o f the content o f the law, 
was achieved in the highest hitherto known degree in the R o m a n law of late antiq
uity. But it remained most backward in some of the countries with the highest degree 
of economic rationalization, notably in England, where the Renaissance o f R o m a n 
Law was overcome by the power of the great legal corporat ions, while it has always 
retained its supremacy in the Catholic countries o f Southern Europe. The worldly 
rational philosophy o f the eighteenth century did not find favour alone or even prin
cipally in the countries o f highest capitalistic development. The doctrines of Voltaire 
are even to-day the common property of broad upper, and what is practically more 
important, middle-class groups in the Romance Catholic countries. Finally, if under 
practical rationalism is understood the type of attitude which sees and judges the 
world consciously in terms of the worldly interests o f the individual ego, then this 
view of life was and is the special peculiarity of the peoples o f the liberum arbi-
trium, such as the Italians and the French are in very flesh and blood. But we have 
already convinced ourselves that this is by no means the soil in which that rela
tionship of a man to his calling as a task, which is necessary to capitalism, has pre
eminently grown. In fact, one may - this simple proposit ion, which is often 
forgotten, should be placed at the beginning of every study which essays to deal 
with rationalism - rationalize life from fundamentally different basic points of view 
and in very different directions. Rationalism is an historical concept which covers 
a whole world o f different things. It will be our task to find out whose intellectual 
child the particular concrete form of rational thought was , from which the idea o f 
a calling and the devotion to labour in the calling has grown, which is, as we have 
seen, so irrational from the standpoint of purely eudasmonistic self-interest, but 
which has been and still is one o f the most characteristic elements o f our capitalis
tic culture. We are here particularly interested in the origin o f precisely the irra
tional element which lies in this, as in every conception o f a calling. . . . 

Asceticism and the Spirit of Capitalism 

This worldly Protestant asceticism, as we may recapitulate up to this point, acted 
powerfully against the spontaneous enjoyment of possessions; it restricted 
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consumption, especially of luxuries. On the other hand, it had the psychological 
effect of freeing the acquisition of goods from the inhibitions of traditionalistic 
ethics. It broke the bonds of the impulse o f acquisition in that it not only legalized 
it, but (in the sense discussed) looked upon it as directly willed by God. The cam
paign against the temptations of the flesh, and the dependence on external things, 
was, as besides the Puritans the great Quaker apologist Barclay expressly says, not 
a struggle against the rational acquisition, but against the irrational use of wealth. 

But this irrational use was exemplified in the outward forms of luxury which 
their code condemned as idolatry of the flesh, however natural they had appeared 
to the feudal mind. On the other hand, they approved the rational and utilitarian 
uses o f wealth which were willed by God for the needs o f the individual and the 
community. They did not wish to impose mortification on the man of wealth, but 
the use of his means for necessary and practical things. The idea of comfort char
acteristically limits the extent of ethically permissible expenditures. It is naturally 
no accident that the development of a manner of living consistent with that idea 
may be observed earliest and most clearly among the most consistent representa
tives o f this whole attitude toward life. Over against the glitter and ostentation of 
feudal magnificence which, resting on an unsound economic basis, prefers a sordid 
elegance to a sober simplicity, they set the clean and solid comfort of the middle-
class home as an ideal. 

On the side of the production of private wealth, asceticism condemned both dis
honesty and impulsive avarice. Wha t was condemned as covetousness, M a m -
monism, etc., was the pursuit of riches for their own sake. For wealth in itself was 
a temptation. But here asceticism was the power "which ever seeks the good but 
ever creates evil", what was evil in its sense was possession and its temptations. For, 
in conformity with the Old Testament and in analogy to the ethical valuation of 
good works, asceticism looked upon the pursuit o f wealth as an end in itself as 
highly reprehensible; but the attainment of it as a fruit of labour in a calling was a 
sign o f God's blessing. And even more important: the religious valuation of restless, 
continuous, systematic work in a worldly calling, as the highest means to asceti
cism, and at the same time the surest and most evident proof of rebirth and genuine 
faith, must have been the most powerful conceivable lever for the expansion of that 
attitude toward life which we have here called the spirit of capitalism. 

When the limitation o f consumption is combined with this release of acquisitive 
activity, the inevitable practical result is obvious: accumulation o f capital through 
ascetic compulsion to save. The restraints which were imposed upon the consump
tion of wealth naturally served to increase it by making possible the productive 
investment of capital. How strong this influence was is not, unfortunately, suscep
tible o f exact statistical demonstration. In New England the connection is so evident 
that it did not escape the eye of so discerning a historian as Doyle. But also in 
Holland, which was really only dominated by strict Calvinism for seven years, the 
greater simplicity o f life in the more seriously religious circles, in combinat ion with 
great wealth, led to an excessive propensity to accumula t ions . . . . 

As far as the influence o f the Puritan outlook extended, under all circumstances 
- and this is, o f course, much more important than the mere encouragement of 
capital accumulation - it favoured the development o f a rational bourgeois 
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economic life; it was the most important, and above all the only consistent influ
ence in the development of that life. It stood at the cradle of the modern economic 
man. 

To be sure, these Puritanical ideals tended to give way under excessive pressure 
from the temptations of wealth, as the Puritans themselves knew very well. With 
great regularity we find the most genuine adherents of Puritanism among the classes 
which were rising from a lowly status, the small bourgeois and farmers, while the 
beati possidentes, even among Quakers, are often found tending to repudiate the old 
ideals. It was the same fate which again and again befell the predecessor of this 
worldly asceticism, the monastic asceticism o f the Middle Ages. In the latter case, 
when rational economic activity had worked out its full effects by strict regulation 
o f conduct and limitation of consumption, the wealth accumulated either succumbed 
directly to the nobility, as in the time before the Reformation, or monastic discipline 
threatened to break down, and one o f the numerous reformations became necessary. 

In fact the whole history o f monasticism is in a certain sense the history of a con
tinual struggle with the problem of the secularizing influence of wealth. The same 
is true on a grand scale o f the worldly asceticism o f Puritanism. T h e great revival 
of Methodism, which preceded the expansion of English industry toward the end 
of the eighteenth century, may well be compared with such a monastic reform. We 
may hence quote here a passage from John Wesley himself which might well serve 
as a motto for everything which has been said above. For it shows that the leaders 
of these ascetic movements understood the seemingly paradoxical relationships 
which we have here analysed perfectly well, and in the same sense that we have 
given them. He wrote: 

I fear, wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has decreased in the same 
proportion. Therefore I do not see how it is possible, in the nature of things, for any 
revival of true religion to continue long. For religion must necessarily produce both indus
try and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase, so will pride, 
anger, and love of the world in all its branches. How then is it possible that Methodism, 
that is, a religion of the heart, though it flourishes now as a green bay tree, should con
tinue in this state? For the Methodists in every place grow diligent and frugal; conse
quently they increase in goods. Hence they proportionately increase in pride, in anger, in 
the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of life. So, although the form 
of religion remains, the spirit is swiftly vanishing away. Is there no way to prevent this -
this continual decay of pure religion? We ought not to prevent people from being diligent 
and frugal; we must exhort all Christians to gain all they can, and to save all they can; 
that is, in effect, to grow rich. 

There follows the advice that those who gain all they can and save all they can 
should also give all they can, so that they will grow in grace and lay up a treasure 
in heaven. It is clear that Wesley here expresses, even in detail, just what we have 
been trying to point out. 

As Wesley here says, the full economic effect o f those great religious movements , 
whose significance for economic development lay above all in their ascetic educa
tive influence, generally came only after the peak of the purely religious enthusiasm 
was past. Then the intensity of the search for the Kingdom o f God commenced 
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gradually to pass over into sober economic virtue; the religious roots died out slowly, 
giving way to utilitarian worldiiness. Then, as Dowden puts it, as in Robinson 
Crusoe, the isolated economic man who carries on missionary activities on the side 
takes the place o f the lonely spiritual search for the Kingdom of Heaven of Bunyan's 
pilgrim, hurrying through the market-place o f Vanity. 

When later the principle "to make the most of both worlds" became dominant 
in the end, as Dowden has remarked, a good conscience simply became one of the 
means o f enjoying a comfortable bourgeois life, as is well expressed in the German 
proverb about the soft pillow. W h a t the great religious epoch o f the seventeenth 
century bequeathed to its utilitarian successor was, however, above all an amaz
ingly good, we may even say a pharisaically good, conscience in the acquisition o f 
money, so long as it took place legally. Every trace of the deplacere vix potest has 
disappeared. 

A specifically bourgeois economic ethic had grown up. With the consciousness 
of standing in the fullness of God's grace and being visibly blessed by Him, the bour
geois business man, as long as he remained within the bounds of formal correct
ness, as long as his moral conduct was spotless and the use to which he put his 
wealth was not objectionable, could follow his pecuniary interests as he would and 
feel that he was fulfilling a duty in doing so. The power of religious asceticism pro
vided him in addition with sober, conscientious, and unusually industrious 
workmen, who clung to their work as to a life purpose willed by God. 

Finally, it gave him the comforting assurance that the unequal distribution of the 
goods o f this world was a special dispensation of Divine Providence, which in these 
differences, as in particular grace, pursued secret ends unknown to men. Calvin 
himself had made the much-quoted statement that only when the people, i.e. the 
mass of labourers and craftsmen, were poor did they remain obedient to God. In 
the Netherlands (Pieter de la Court and others), that had been secularized to the 
effect that the mass of men only labour when necessity forces them to do so. This 
formulation of a leading idea of capitalistic economy later entered into the current 
theories of the productivity of low wages. Here also, with the dying out of the reli
gious root, the utilitarian interpretation crept in unnoticed, in the line of develop
ment which we have again and again o b s e r v e d . . . . 

N o w naturally the whole ascetic literature of almost all denominations is satu
rated with the idea that faithful labour, even at low wages, on the part o f those 
whom life offers no other opportunities, is highly pleasing to God. In this respect 
Protestant Asceticism added in itself nothing new. But it not only deepened this idea 
most powerfully, it also created the force which was alone decisive for its effec
tiveness: the psychological sanction of it through the conception of this labour as a 
calling, as the best, often in the last analysis the only means of attaining certainty 
of grace. And on the other hand it legalized the exploitation o f this specific will
ingness to work, in that it also interpreted the employer's business activity as a 
calling. It is obvious how powerfully the exclusive search for the Kingdom o f God 
only through the fulfilment of duty in the calling, and the strict asceticism which 
Church discipline naturally imposed, especially on the propertyless classes, was 
bound to affect the productivity o f labour in the capitalistic sense of the word. The 
treatment of labour as a calling became as characteristic of the modern worker as 
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the corresponding attitude toward acquisition of the business man. It was a per
ception of this situation, new at his time, which caused so able an observer as Sir 
William Petty to attribute the economic power of Holland in the seventeenth century 
to the fact that the very numerous dissenters in that country (Calvmists and 
Baptists) "are for the most part thinking, sober men, and such as believe that Labour 
and Industry is their duty towards G o d " . 

Calvinism opposed organic social organization in the fiscal-monopolistic form 
which it assumed in Anglicanism under the Stuarts, especially in the conceptions 
of Laud, this alliance of Church and State with the monopolists on the basis o f a 
Christian-social ethical foundation. Its leaders were universally among the most pas
sionate opponents of this type of politically privileged commercial , putting-out, and 
colonial capitalism. Over against it they placed the individualistic motives o f ration
al legal acquisition by virtue of one's own ability and initiative. And, while the polit
ically privileged monopoly industries in England all disappeared in short order, this 
attitude played a large and decisive part in the development o f the industries which 
grew up in spite o f and against the authority of the State. T h e Puritans (Prynne, 
Parker) repudiated all connection with the large-scale capitalistic courtiers and pro
jectors as an ethically suspicious class. On the other hand, they took pride in their 
own superior middle-class business morality, which formed the true reason for the 
persecutions to which they were subjected on the part o f those circles. Defoe pro
posed to win the battle against dissent by boycotting bank credit and withdrawing 
deposits. The difference o f the two types of capitalistic attitude went to a very large 
extent hand in hand with religious differences. The opponents o f the Noncon
formists, even in the eighteenth century, again and again ridiculed them for per
sonifying the spirit o f shopkeepers, and for having ruined the ideals o f old England. 
Here also lay the difference of the Puritan economic ethic from the Jewish; and con
temporaries (Prynne) knew well that the former and not the latter was the bour
geois capitalistic ethic. 

One of the fundamental elements of the spirit o f modern capitalism, and not only 
of that but of all modern culture: rational conduct on the basis o f the idea of the 
calling, was born ~ that is what this discussion has.sought to demonstrate - from 
the spirit of Christian asceticism. One has only to re-read the passage from Franklin, 
quoted at the beginning of this essay, in order to see that the essential elements of 
the attitude which was there called the spirit of capitalism are the same as what we 
have just shown to be the content of the Puritan worldly asceticism, only without 
the religious basis, which by Franklin's time had died away. T h e idea that modern 
labour has an ascetic character is of course not new. Limitat ion to specialized work , 
with a renunciation of the Faustian universality of man which it involves, is a con
dition of any valuable work in the modern world; hence deeds and renunciation 
inevitably condition each other to-day. This fundamentally ascetic trait of middle-
class life, if it attempts to be a way o f life at all, and not simply the absence o f any, 
was what Goethe wanted to teach, at the height of his wisdom, in the Wander-
jabren, and in the end which he gave to the life o f his Faust. F o r him the realiza
tion meant a renunciation, a departure from an age o f full and beautiful humanity, 
which can no more be repeated in the course of our cultural development than can 
the flower of the Athenian culture of antiquity. 
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The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when asceti
cism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to dominate 
worldly morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern 
economic order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions 
of machine production which to-day determine the lives of all the individuals who 
are born into this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic 
acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine them until the last 
ton of fossilized coal is burnt. In Baxter 's view the care for external goods should 
only lie on the shoulders of the "saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside 
at any moment ." But fate decreed that the cloak should become an iron cage. 

Since asceticism undertook to remodel the world and to work out its ideals in 
the world, material goods have gained an increasing and finally an inexorable power 
over the lives of men as at no previous period in history. To-day the spirit o f reli
gious asceticism - whether finally, who knows? - has escaped from the cage. But 
victorious capitalism, since it rests on mechanical foundations, needs its support no 
longer. The rosy blush of its laughing heir, the Enlightenment, seems also to be irre
trievably fading, and the idea of duty in one's calling prowls about in our lives like 
the ghost o f dead religious beliefs. Where the fulfilment of the calling cannot directly 
be related to the highest spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, 
it need not be felt simply as economic compulsion, the individual generally aban
dons the attempt to justify it at all. In the field of its highest development, in the 
United States, the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and ethical meaning, 
tends to became associated with purely mundane passions, which often actually give 
it the character of sport. 

N o one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end of 
this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be a 
great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrification, embell
ished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. For o f the last stage of this cultural 
development, it might well be truly said: "Specialists without spirit, sensualists 
without heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never 
before achieved." 

But this brings us to the world of judgments of value and of faith, with which 
this purely historical discussion need not be burdened. The next task would be rather 
to show the significance of ascetic rationalism, which has only been touched on in 
the foregoing sketch, for the content of practical social ethics, thus for the types of 
organization and the functions of social groups from the conventicle to the State. 
Then its relations to humanistic rationalism, its ideals of life and cultural influence; 
further to the development of philosophical and scientific empiricism, to technical 
development and to spiritual ideals, would have to be analysed. Then its historical 
development from the mediaeval beginnings of worldly asceticism to its dissolution 
into pure utilitarianism would have to be traced out through all the areas o f ascetic 
religion. Only then could the quantitative cultural significance of ascetic Protes
tantism in its relation to the other plastic elements o f modern culture be estimated. 

Here we have only attempted to trace the fact and the direction of its influence 
to their motives in one, though a very important point. But it would also further 
be necessary to investigate how Protestant Asceticism was in turn influenced in its 
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development and its character by the totality of social conditions, especially eco
nomic. The modern man is in general, even with the best will, unable to give reli
gious ideas a significance for culture and national character which they deserve. But 
it is, of course, not my aim to substitute for a one-sided materialistic an equally 
one-sided spiritualistic causal interpretation of culture and of history. Each is equally 
possible, but each, if it does not serve as the preparation, but as the conclusion of 
an investigation, accomplishes equally little in the interest of historical truth. 



M a x Weber 

A. Economically Determined Power and the Status Order 

The structure o f every legal order directly influences the distribution of power, eco
nomic or otherwise, within its respective community. This is true o f all legal orders 
and not only that of the state. In general, we understand by "power" the chance of 
a man or a number of men to realize their own will in a social action even against 
the resistance of others who are participating in the action. 

"Economical ly condit ioned" power is not, of course, identical with "power" as 
such. On the contrary, the emergence of economic power may be the consequence 
of power existing on other grounds. Man does not strive for power only in order 
to enrich himself economically. Power, including economic power, may be valued 
for its own sake. Very frequently the striving for power is also conditioned by the 
social honor it entails. No t all power, however, entails social honor: The typical 
American Boss, as well as the typical big speculator, deliberately relinquishes social 
honor. Quite generally, "mere economic" power, and especially "naked" money 
power, is by no means a recognized basis of social honor. Nor is power the only 
basis of social honor. Indeed, social honor, or prestige, may even be the basis o f eco
nomic power, and very frequently has been. Power, as well as honor, may be guar
anteed by the legal order, but, at least normally, it is not their primary source. The 
legal order is rather an additional factor that enhances the chance to hold power 
or honor; but it can not always secure them. 

The way in which social honor is distributed in a community between typical 
groups participating in this distribution we call the "status order." The social order 
and the economic order are related in a similar manner to the legal order. However, 
the economic order merely defines the way in which economic goods and services 

Max Weber, "The Distribution of Power within the Political Community: Class, Status, 
Party," pp. 180-95 from H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (eds. and trans.), From Max 
Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946). Copyright © 1946, 
1958 by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills. Used by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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are distributed and used. O f course, the status order is strongly influenced by it, and 
in turn reacts upon it. 

Now: "classes," "status groups," and "part ies" are phenomena of the distribu
tion of power within a community. 

B. Determination of Class Situation by Market Situation 

In our terminology, "classes" are not communities; they merely represent possible, 
and frequent, bases for social action. We may speak of a "c lass" when (1) a number 
of people have in common a specific causal component o f their life chances, insofar 
as (2) this component is represented exclusively by economic interests in the pos
session of goods and opportunities for income, and (3) is represented under the con
ditions of the commodity or labor markets. This is "class situation." 

It is the most elemental economic fact that the way in which the disposition over 
material property is distributed among a plurality o f people, meeting competitively 
in the market for the purpose of exchange, in itself creates specific life chances. T h e 
mode of distribution, in accord with the law o f marginal utility, excludes the non-
wealthy from competing for highly valued goods; it favors the owners and, in fact, 
gives to them a monopoly to acquire such goods. Other things being equal, the mode 
of distribution monopolizes the opportunities for profitable deals for all those who, 
provided with goods, do not necessarily have to exchange them. It increases, at least 
generally, their power in the price struggle with those who, being propertyless, have 
nothing to offer but their labor or the resulting products, and who are compelled 
to get rid of these products in order to subsist at all. The mode of distribution gives 
to the propertied a monopoly on the possibility of transferring property from the 
sphere o f use as "weal th" to the sphere o f "capital ," that is, it gives them the entre
preneurial function and all chances to share directly or indirectly in returns on 
capital. All this holds true within the area in which pure market conditions prevail. 
"Property" and " lack of property" are, therefore, the basic categories o f all class 
situations. It does not matter whether these two categories become effective in the 
competitive struggles of the consumers or of the producers. 

Within these categories, however, class situations are further differentiated: on 
the one hand, according to the kind of property that is unable for returns; and, on 
the other hand, according to the kind of services that can be offered in the market . 
Ownership of dwellings; workshops; warehouses; stores; agriculturally usable land 
in large or small holdings - a quantitative difference with possibly qualitative con
sequences; ownership of mines; cattle; men (slaves); disposition over mobile instru
ments of production, or capital goods of all sorts, especially money or objects that 
can easily be exchanged for money; disposition over products of one's own labor 
or of others ' labor differing according to their various distances from consumabi l -
ky; disposition over transferable monopolies of any kind - all these distinctions 
differentiate the class situations o f the propertied just as does the "meaning" which 
they can give to the use of property, especially to property which has money equiva
lence. Accordingly, the propertied, for instance, may belong to the class o f rentiers 
or to the class o f entrepreneurs. 
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Those who have no property but who offer services are differentiated just as 
much according to their kinds of services as according to the way in which they 
make use of these services, in a continuous or discontinuous relation to a recipient. 
But always this is the generic connotat ion of the concept of class: that kind of chance 
in the market is the decisive moment which presents a common condition for the 
individual's fate. Class situation is, in this sense, ultimately market situation. The 
effect o f naked possession per se, which among cattle breeders gives the non-owning 
slave or serf into the power of the cattle owner, is only a fore-runner of real "c lass" 
formation. However, in the cattle loan and in the naked severity of the law o f debts 
in such communities for the first time mere "possession" as such emerges as deci
sive for the fate of the individual; this is much in contrast to crop-raising commu
nities, which are based on labor. The creditor-debtor relation becomes the basis of 
"class situations" first in the cities, where a "credit market ," however primitive, 
with rates of interest increasing according to the extent of dearth and factual mono
polization o f lending in the hands o f a plutocracy could develop. Therewith "class 
struggles" begin. 

Those men whose fate is not determined by the chance of using goods or services 
for themselves on the market, e.g., slaves, are not, however, a class in the technical 
sense of the term. They are, rather, a status group. 

C. Social Action Flowing from Class Interest 

According to our terminology, the factor that creates "c lass" is unambiguously eco
nomic interest, and indeed, only those interests involved in the existence of the 
market. Nevertheless, the concept of class-interest is an ambiguous one: even as an 
empirical concept it is ambiguous as soon as one understands it by something other 
than the factual direction of interests following with a certain probability from the 
class situation for a certain average of those people subjected to the class situation. 
The class situation and other circumstances remaining the same, the direction in 
which the individual worker, for instance, is likely to pursue his interests may vary 
widely, according to whether he is constitutionally qualified for the task at hand to 
a high, to an average, or to a low degree. In the same way, the direction of inter
ests may vary according to whether or not social action o f a larger of smaller portion 
of those commonly affected by the class situation, or even an association among 
them, e.g., a trade union, has grown out of the class situation, from which the indi
vidual may expect promising results for himself. The emergence of an association 
or even of mere social action from a common class situation is by no means a uni
versal phenomenon. 

The class situation may be restricted in its efforts to the generation of essentially 
similar reactions, that is to say, within our terminology, of "mass behavior." 
However, it may not even have this result. Furthermore, often merely amorphous 
social action emerges. For example, the "grumbling" of workers known in ancient 
Oriental ethics: The moral disapproval of the work-master's conduct, which in its 
practical significance was probably equivalent to an increasingly typical pheno
menon o f precisely the latest industrial development, namely, the slowdown of 
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laborers by virtue of tacit agreement. The degree in which "social act ion" and pos
sibly associations emerge from the mass behavior of the members of a class is linked 
to general cultural conditions, especially to those of an intellectual sort. It is also 
linked to the extent of the contrasts that have already evolved, and is especially 
linked to the transparency of the connections between the causes and the conse
quences of the class situation. For however different life chances may be, this fact 
in itself, according to all experience, by no means gives birth to "class act ion" (social 
action by the members o f a class). For that, the real conditions and the results of 
the class situation must be distinctly recognizable. For only then the contrast of life 
chances can be felt not as an absolutely given fact to be accepted, but as a resul
tant from either (1) the given distribution of property, or (2) the structure of the 
concrete economic order. It is only then that people may react against the class struc
ture not only through acts of intermittent and irrational protest, but in the form of 
rational association. There have been "class situations" of the first category (1 ) , of 
a specifically naked and transparent sort, in the urban centers of Antiquity and 
during the Middle Ages; especially then when great fortunes were accumulated by 
factually monopolized trading in local industrial products or in foodstuffs; further
more, under certain conditions, in the rural economy o f the most diverse periods, 
when agriculture was increasingly exploited in a profit-making manner. T h e most 
important historical example of the second category (2) is the class situation of the 
modern proletariat. 

D. Types of Class Struggle 

Thus every class may be the carrier of any one o f the innumerable possible forms of 
class action, but this is not necessarily so. In any case, a class does not in itself 
constitute a group (Gemeinschaft). To treat "c lass" conceptually as being equivalent 
to "group" leads to distortion. Tha t men in the same class situation regularly react 
in mass actions to such tangible situations as economic ones in the direction o f those 
interests that are most adequate to their average number is an important and after 
all simple fact for the understanding of historical events. However, this fact must not 
lead to that kind o f pseudo-scientific operation with the concepts o f class and class 
interests which is so frequent these days and which has found its most classic 
expression in the statement of a talented author, that the individual may be in error 
concerning his interests but that the class is infallible about Its interests. 

If classes as such are not groups, nevertheless class situations emerge only on the 
basis of social action. However, social action that brings forth class situations is not 
basically action among members o f the identical class; it is an action among 
members of different classes. Social actions that directly determine the class situa
tion of the worker and the entrepreneur are: the labor market , the commodities 
market, and the capitalistic enterprise. But, in its turn, the existence of a capitalis
tic enterprise presupposes that a very specific kind of social action exists to protect 
the possession o f goods per se, and especially the power of individuals to dispose, 
in principle freely, over the means of production: a certain kind of legal order. Each 
kind of class situation, and above all when it rests upon the power of property per 
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se, will become most clearly efficacious when all other determinants of reciprocal 
relations are, as far as possible, eliminated in their significance- It is in this way 
that the use of the power of property in the market obtains its most sovereign 
importance. 

N o w status groups hinder the strict carrying through of the sheer market prin
ciple. In the present context they are of interest only from this one point of view. 
Before we briefly consider them, note that not much of a general nature can be said 
about the more specific kinds o f antagonism between classes (in our meaning of the 
term). The great shift, which has been going on continuously in the past, and up to 
our times, may be summarized, although at a cost of some precision: the struggle 
in which class situations are effective has progressively shifted from consumption 
credit toward, first, competitive struggles in the commodity market and then toward 
wage disputes on the labor market. The class struggles of Antiquity - to the extent 
that they were genuine class struggles and not struggles between status groups ~ 
were initially carried on by peasants and perhaps also artisans threatened by debt 
bondage and struggling against urban creditors. . . . 

E. Status Honor 

In contrast to classes, St'dnde [status groups) are normally groups. They are, 
however, often o f an amorphous kind. In contrast to the purely economically deter
mined "class situation," we wish to designate as status situation every typical com
ponent o f the life of men that is determined by a specific, positive or negative, social 
estimation of honor. This honor may be connected with any quality shared by a 
plurality, and, o f course, it can be knit to a class situation: class distinctions are 
linked in the most varied ways with status distinctions. Property as such is not 
always recognized as a status qualification, but in the long run it is, and with extra
ordinary regularity. In the subsistence economy of neighborhood associations, it 
is often simply the richest who is the "chieftain." However, this often is only an 
honorific preference. For example, in the so-called pure modern democracy, that is, 
one devoid o f any expressly ordered status privileges for individuals, it may be that 
only the families coming under approximately the same t ax class dance with one 
another. This example is reported of certain smaller Swiss cities. But status honor 
need not necessarily be linked with a class situation. On the contrary, it normally 
stands in sharp opposition to the pretensions of sheer property. 

Both propertied and propertyless people can belong to the same status group, 
and frequently they do with very tangible consequences. This equality o f social 
esteem may, however, in the long run become quite precarious. T h e equality of status 
among American gentlemen, for instance, is expressed by the fact that outside the 
subordination determined by the different functions of business, it would be con
sidered strictly repugnant - wherever the old tradition still prevails - if even the 
richest boss, while playing billiards or cards in his club would not treat his clerk as 
in every sense fully his equal in birthright, but would bestow upon him the conde
scending status-conscious "benevolence" which the German boss can never dissever 
from his attitude. This is one of the most important reasons why in America the 
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German clubs have never been able to attain the attraction that the American 
clubs have. 

In content, status honor is normally expressed by the fact that above all else a 
specific style of life is expected from all those who wish to belong to the circle. 
Linked with this expectation are restrictions on social intercourse (that is, inter
course which is not subservient to economic or any other purposes). These restric
tions may confine normal marriages to within the status circle and may lead to 
complete endogamous closure. Whenever this is not a mere individual and socially 
irrelevant imitation of another style of life, but consensual action of this closing 
character, the status development is under way. 

In its characteristic form, stratification by status groups on the basis o f conven
tional styles of life evolves at the present time in the United States out of the tradi
tional democracy. For example, only the resident of a certain street ("the Street") 
is considered as belonging to "society," is qualified for social intercourse, and is 
visited and invited. Above all, this differentiation evolves in such a way as to make 
for strict submission to the fashion that is dominant at a given time in society. This 
submission to fashion also exists among men in America to a degree unknown in 
Germany; it appears as an indication of the fact that a given man puts forward a 
claim to qualify as a gentleman. This submission decides, at least prima facie, that 
he will be treated as such. And this recognition becomes just as important for his 
employment chances in swank establishments, and above all, for social intercourse 
and marriage with "esteemed" families, as the qualification for dueling among 
Germans. As for the rest, status honor is usurped by certain families resident for a 
long time, and, of course, correspondingly wealthy (e.g. F.F.V., the First Families of 
Virginia), or by the actual or alleged descendants of the "Indian Princess" Poca
hontas, of the Pilgrim fathers, or of the Knickerbockers , the members of almost 
inaccessible sects and all sorts of circles setting themselves apart by means o f any 
other characteristics and badges. In this case stratification is purely conventional 
and rests largely on usurpation (as does almost all status honor in its beginning). 
But the road to legal privilege, positive or negative, is easily traveled as soon as a 
certain stratification of the social order has in fact been "lived in" and has achieved 
stability by virtue o f a stable distribution of economic power. 

F. Ethnic Segregation and Caste 

Where the consequences have been realized to their full extent , the status group 
evolves into a closed caste. Status distinctions are then guaranteed not merely by 
conventions and laws, but also by religious sanctions. Th i s occurs in such a way 
that every physical contact with a member of any caste that is considered to be 
lower by the members o f a higher caste is considered as making for a ritualistic 
impurity and a stigma which must be expiated by a religious act . In addition, indi
vidual castes develop quite distinct cults and gods. 

In general, however, the status structure reaches such extreme consequences only 
where there are underlying differences which are held to be "e thnic ." T h e caste 
is, indeed, the normal form in which ethnic communities that believe in b lood 
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relationship and exclude exogarnous marriage and social intercourse usually 
associate with one another. As mentioned before, such a caste situation is part of 
the phenomenon of pariah peoples and is found all over the world. These people 
form communities, acquire specific occupational traditions of handicrafts or of other 
arts, and cultivate a belief in their ethnic community. They live in a diaspora strictly 
segregated from all personal intercourse, except that of an unavoidable sort, and 
their situation is legally precarious. Yet, by virtue of their economic indispensabil-
ity, they are tolerated, indeed frequently privileged, and they live interspersed in the 
political communities. The Jews are the most impressive historical example. 

A status segregation grown into a caste differs in its structure from a mere ethnic 
segregation: the caste structure transforms the horizontal and unconnected co
existences of ethnically segregated groups into a vertical social system o f super- and 
subordination. Correctly formulated: a comprehensive association integrates the 
ethnically divided communities into one political unit. They differ precisely in this 
way: ethnic coexistence, based on mutual repulsion and disdain, allows each ethnic 
community to consider its own honor as the highest one; the caste structure brings 
about a social subordination and an acknowledgement of "more honor" in favor 
o f the privileged caste and status groups. This is due to the fact that in the caste 
structure ethnic distinctions as such have become "functional" distinctions within 
the political association (warriors, priests, artisans that are politically important 
for war and for building, and so on}. But even pariah peoples who are most 
despised (for example, the Jews) are usually apt to continue cultivating the belief 
in their own specific "honor," a belief that is equally peculiar to ethnic and to 
status groups. . . . 

G. Status Privileges 

For all practical purposes, stratification by status goes hand in hand with a mono
polization of ideal and material goods or opportunities, in a manner we have come 
to know as typical. Besides the specific status honor, which always rests upon dis
tance and exclusiveness, honorific preferences may consist of the privilege of wearing 
special costumes, of eating special dishes taboo to others, of carrying arms ~ which 
is most obvious in its consequences - the right to be a dilettante, for example, to 
play certain musical instruments. However, material monopolies provide the most 
effective motives for the exclusiveness o f a status group; although, in themselves, 
they are rarely sufficient, almost always they come into play to some extent. Within 
a status circle there is the question of intermarriage: the interest o f the families in 
the monopolization o f potential bridegrooms is at least of equal importance and is 
parallel to the interest in the monopolization o f daughters. The daughters o f the 
members must be provided for. With an increased closure of the status group, the 
conventional preferential opportunities for special employment grow into a legal 
monopoly of special offices for the members. Certain goods become objects for 
monopolization by status groups, typically, entailed estates, and frequently also the 
possession of serfs or bondsmen and, finally, special trades. This monopolization 
occurs positively when the status group is exclusively entitled to own and to manage 
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them; and negatively when, in order to maintain its specific way of life, the status 
group must not own and manage them. For the decisive role of a style of life in status 
honor means that status groups are the specific bearers of all conventions. In what
ever way it may be manifest, all stylization of life either originates in status groups 
or is at least conserved by them. Even if the principles of status conventions differ 
greatly, they reveal certain typical traits, especially among the most privileged strata. 
Quite generally, among privileged status groups there is a status disqualification that 
operates against the performance of common physical labor. This disqualification is 
now "setting in" in America against the old tradition of esteem for labor. Very fre
quently every rational economic pursuit, and especially entrepreneurial activity, is 
looked upon as a disqualification of status. Artistic and literary activity is also con
sidered degrading work as soon as it is exploited for income, or at least when it is 
connected with hard physical exertion. An example is the sculptor working like a 
mason in his dusty smock as over against the painter in his salon-like studio and 
those forms of musical practice that are acceptable to the status group. 

H. Economic Conditions and Effects of Status Stratification 

The frequent disqualification of the gainfully employed as such is a direct result of 
the principle of status stratification, and of course, of this principle's opposition 
to a distribution of power which is regulated exclusively through the market. These 
rwo factors operate along with various individual ones, which will be touched 
upon below. 

We have seen above that the market and its processes knows no personal dis
tinctions: "functional" interests dominate it. It knows nothing of honor. The status 
order means precisely the reverse: stratification in terms of honor and styles of life 
peculiar to status groups as such. The status order would be threatened at its very 
root if mere economic acquisition and naked economic power still bearing the 
stigma of its extra-status origin could bestow upon anyone who has won them the 
same or even greater honor as the vested interests claim for themselves. . . . 

As to the general economic conditions making for the predominance o f stratifi
cation by status, only the following can be said. When the bases of the acquisition 
and distribution of goods are relatively stable, stratification by status is favored. 
Every technological repercussion and economic transformation threatens stratifica
tion by status and pushes the class situation into the foreground. Epochs and coun
tries in which the naked class situation is of predominant significance are regularly 
the periods o f technical and economic transformations. And every slowing down of 
the change in economic stratification leads, in due course, to the growth of status 
structures and makes for a resuscitation of the important role of social honor. 

I. Parties 

Whereas the genuine place of classes is within the economic order, the place o f status 
groups is within the social order, that is, within the sphere of the distribution of 
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honor. From withm these spheres, classes and status groups influence one another 
and the legal order and are in turn influenced by it. "Parties" reside in the sphere 
of power. Their action is oriented toward the acquisition o f social power, that is to 
say, toward influencing social action no matter what its content may be. In princi
ple, parties may exist in a social club as well as in a state. As over against the actions 
of classes and status groups, for which this is not necessarily the case, party-oriented 
social action always involves association. For it is always directed toward a goal 
which is striven for in a planned manner. This goal may be a cause (the party may 
aim at realizing a program for ideal or material purposes), or the goal may be 
personal (sinecures, power, and from these, honor for the leader and the followers 
o f the party). Usually the party aims at all these simultaneously. Parties are, there
fore, only possible within groups that have an associational character, that is, some 
rational order and a staff of persons available who are ready to enforce it. For parties 
aim precisely at influencing this staff, and if possible, to recruit from it party 
members. 

In any individual case, parties may represent interests determined through class 
situation or status situation, and they may recruit their following respectively from 
one or the other. But they need be neither purely class nor purely status parties; in 
fact, they are more likely to be mixed types, and sometimes they are neither. They 
may represent ephemeral or enduring structures. Their means of attaining power 
may be quite varied, ranging from naked violence of any sort to canvassing for votes 
with coarse or subtle means: money, social influence, the force of speech, sugges
tion, clumsy hoax , and so on to the rougher or more artful tactics of obstruction 
in parliamentary bodies. 

The sociological structure of parties differs in a basic way according to the kind 
of social action which they struggle to influence; that means, they differ according 
to whether or not the community is stratified by status or by classes. Above all else, 
they vary according to the structure of domination. For their leaders normally deal 
with its conquest. In our general terminology, parties are not only products of 
modern forms of domination. We shall also designate as parties the ancient and 
medieval ones, despite the fact that they differ basically from modern parties. Since 
a party always struggles for political control (Herrscbaft), its organization too is 
frequently strict and "authoritarian." 



The Types of Legitimate Domination [1914 ] 
M a x Weber 

The Basis of legitimacy 

Domination was defined as the probability that certain specific commands (or all 
commands} will be obeyed by a given group of persons. It thus does not include 
every mode o f exercising "power" or "influence" over other persons. Dominat ion 
("authority") in this sense may be based on the most diverse motives of compliance: 
all the way from simple habituation to the most purely rational calculation of advan
tage. Hence every genuine form o f domination implies a minimum o f voluntary 
compliance, that is, an interest (based on ulterior motives or genuine acceptance} in 
obedience. 

No t every case of domination makes use of economic means; still less does it 
always have economic objectives. However, normally the rule over a considerable 
number of persons requires a staff, that is, a special group which can normally be 
trusted to execute the general policy as well as the specific commands. The members 
of the administrative staff may be bound to obedience to their superior (or superi
ors) by custom, by affectual ties, by a purely material complex of interests, or by 
ideal [wertrationale] motives. The quality of these motives largely determines the 
type of domination. Purely material interests and calculations of advantages as the 
basis of solidarity between the chief and his administrative staff result, in this as in 
other connexions, in a relatively unstable situation. Normally other elements, affec
tual and ideal, supplement such interests. In certain exceptional cases the former 
alone may be decisive. In everyday life these relationships, like others, are governed 
by custom and material calculation of advantage. But custom, personal advantage, 
purely affectual or ideal motives of solidarity, do not form a sufficiently reliable 
basis for a given domination. In addition there is normally a further element, the 
belief in legitimacy. 

Max Weber, ; 'The Types of Legitimate Domination," pp. 3 2 4 - 5 , 3 2 8 - 3 0 , 3 3 3 ^ , 3 4 1 - 3 , 
358-64 , 367, 3 6 9 - 7 0 from Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, 
edited by Talcott Parsons, translated by A. M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, The Free Press, 1947). Copyright © 1947; copyright renewed 1975 by 
Talcott Parsons. Reprinted and edited with the permission of The Free Pressf a division of 
Simon & Schuster, Inc. 
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Experience shows that in no instance does domination voluntarily limit itself 
to the appeal to material or affectual or ideal motives as a basis for its contin
uance. In addition every such system attempts to establish and to cultivate 
the belief in its legitimacy. But according to the kind of legitimacy which is 
claimed, the type of obedience, the kind of administrative staff developed to 
guarantee it, and the mode of exercising authority, will all differ fundamentally. 
Equally fundamental is the variation in effect. Hence, it is useful to classify the 
types of domination according to the kind of claim to legitimacy typically made 
by each. In doing this, it is best to start from modern and therefore more 
familiar examples . . . . 

There are three pure types of legitimate domination. The validity of the claims 
co legitimacy may be based on: 

(1) Rat ional grounds - resting on a belief in the legality of enacted rules and the 
right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands (legal 
authority). 

(2) Traditional grounds - resting on an established belief in the sanctity of 
immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of those exercising authority under 
them (traditional authority); or finally, 

(3) Charismatic grounds - resting on devotion to the exceptional sanctity, heroism 
or exemplary character of an individual person, and of the normative patterns 
or order revealed or ordained by him (charismatic authority). 

In the case of legal authority, obedience is owed to the legally established im
personal order. It extends to the persons exercising the authority o f office under 
it by virtue of the formal legality of their commands and only within the scope 
of authority o f the office. In the case o f traditional authority, obedience is owed 
to the person of the chief who occupies the traditionally sanctioned position of 
authority and who is (within its sphere) bound by tradition. But here the obligation 
of obedience is a matter of personal loyalty within the area of accustomed obliga
tions. In the case of charismatic authority, it is the charismatically qualified leader 
as such who is obeyed by virtue of personal trust in his revelation, his heroism or 
his exemplary qualities so far as they fall within the scope of the individual's belief 
in his charisma. . . . 

Legal Authority with a Bureaucratic Administrative Staff 

Legal authority rests on the acceptance of the validity of the following mutually 
inter-dependent ideas. 

1 Tha t any given legal norm may be established by agreement or by imposi
tion, on grounds of expediency or value-rationality or both, with a claim to obedi
ence at least on the part of the members o f the organization. This is, however, usually 
extended to include all persons within the sphere of power in question - which in 
the case of territorial bodies is the territorial area - who stand in certain social 
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relationships or carry out forms of social action which in the order governing the 
organization have been declared to be relevant. 

2 Tha t every body of law consists essentially in a consistent system of abstract 
rules which have normally been intentionally established. Furthermore, administra
tion of law is held to consist in the application of these rules to particular cases; 
the administrative process in the rational pursuit of the interests which are 
specified in the order governing the organization within the limits laid down 
by legal precepts and following principles which are capable of generalized 
formulation and are approved in the order governing the group, or at least not 
disapproved in it. 

3 Tha t thus the typical person in authority, the "superior," is himself subject 
to an impersonal order by orienting his actions to it in his own dispositions 
and commands. (This is true not only for persons exercising legal authority 
who are in the usual sense "officials," but, for instance, for the elected president 
of a state.) 

4 Tha t the person who obeys authority does so, as it is usually stated, only in 
his capacity as a "member" of the organization and what he obeys is only "the 
law." (He may in this connection be the member of an association, of a commu
nity, of a church, or a citizen of a state.) 

5 In conformity with point 3 , it is held that the members of the organization, 
insofar as they obey a person in authority, do not owe this obedience to him as an 
individual, but to the impersonal order. Hence, it follows that there is an obligation 
to obedience only within the sphere of the rationally delimited jurisdiction which, 
in terms of the order, has been given to him. . . . 

The purest type of exercise of legal authority is that which employs a bureaucratic 
administrative staff. Only the supreme chief o f the organization occupies his 
position of dominance (Herrenstellung) by virtue of appropriation, of election, 
or of having been designated for the succession. But even his authority consists 
in a sphere of legal "competence." The whole administrative staff under the 
supreme authority then consists, in the purest type, of individual officials 
(constituting a "monocracy" as opposed to the "collegia!" type, which will be 
discussed below) who are appointed and function according to the following 
criteria: 

(1) They are personally free and subject to authority only with respect to their 
impersonal official obligations. 

(2) They are organized in a clearly defined hierarchy of offices. 
(3) Each office has a clearly defined sphere of competence in the legal sense. 
(4) The office is filled by a free contractual relationship. Thus, in principle, there 

is free selection. 
(5) Candidates are selected on the basis of technical qualifications. In the most 

rational case, this is tested by examination or guaranteed by diplomas certi
fying technical training, or both. They are appointed, not elected. 

(6) They are remunerated by fixed salaries in money, for the most part with a 
right to pensions. Only under certain circumstances does the employing 
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authority, especially in private organizations, have a right to terminate the 
appointment, but the official is always free to resign. The salary scale is graded 
according to rank in the hierarchy; but in addition to this criterion, the 
responsibility of the position and the requirements of the incumbent's social 
status may be taken into account. 

(7) The office is treated as the sole, or at least the primary, occupation of the 
incumbent. 

(8) It constitutes a career. There is a system of "promotion" according to senior
ity or to achievement, or both. Promotion is dependent on the judgment of 
superiors. 

(9) The official works entirely separated from ownership of the means o f admin
istration and without appropriation of his position. 

(10) He is subject to strict and systematic discipline and control in the conduct o f 
the office. 

This type of organization is in principle applicable with equal facility to a wide 
variety o f different fields. It may be applied in profit-making business or in chari
table organizations, or in any number of other types of private enterprises serving 
ideal or material ends. It is equally applicable to political and to hierocratic 
organizations. With the varying degrees o f approximation to a pure type, its his
torical existence can be demonstrated in all these fields.. . . 

Traditional Authority 

Authority will be called traditional if legitimacy is claimed for it and believed 
in by virtue of the sanctity of age-old rules and powers. The masters are design
ated according to traditional rules and are obeyed because of their traditional 
status {Eigenwiirde). This type of organized rule is, in the simplest case, primarily 
based on personal loyalty which results from common upbringing. The person 
exercising authority is not a "superior," but a personal master, his administrative 
staff does not consist mainly of officials but of personal retainers, and the ruled 
are not "members" o f an association but are either his traditional "comrades" 
or his "subjects ." Personal loyalty, not the official's impersonal duty, determines 
the relations o f the administrative staff to the master. 

Obedience is owed not to enacted rules but to the person who occupies a posi
tion of authority by tradition or who has been chosen for it by the traditional master. 
The commands o f such a person are legitimized in one of two ways: 

(a) partly in terms of traditions which themselves directly determine the content 
of the command and are believed to be valid within certain limits that cannot 
be overstepped without endangering the master's traditional status; 

(b) partly in terms o f the master's discretion in that sphere which tradition leaves 
open to him; this traditional prerogative rests primarily on the fact that the 
obligations of personal obedience tend to be essentially unlimited. 
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Thus there is a double sphere: 

(a) that of action which is bound to specific traditions; 
(b) that of action which is free of specific rules. 

In the latter sphere, the master is free to do good turns on the basis of his per
sonal pleasure and likes, particularly in return for gifts - the historical sources of 
dues (Gebiibren). So far as his action follows principles at all, these are governed 
by considerations of ethical common sense, of equity or of utilitarian expediency. 
They are not formal principles, as in the case of legal authority. The exercise of 
power is oriented toward the consideration o f how far master and staff can go in 
view of the subjects ' traditional compliance without arousing their resistance. When 
resistance occurs, it is directed against the master or his servant personally, 
the accusation being that he failed to observe the traditional limits of his 
power. Opposition is not directed against the system as such - it is a case o f 
"traditionalist revolution." 

In the pure type of traditional authority it is impossible for law or administra
tive rule to be deliberately created by legislation. Rules which in fact are innova
tions can be legitimized only by the claim that they have been "valid of yore," 
but have only now been recognized by means of "Wisdom" [the Weistum of 
ancient Germanic lawj. Legal decisions as "finding of the law" (Rechtsfindiwg) 
can refer only to documents of tradition, namely to precedents and earlier 
decisions. . . . 

In the pure type of traditional rule, the following features of a bureaucratic 
administrative staff are absent: 

(a) a clearly defined sphere of competence subject to impersonal rules, 
(b) a rationally established hierarchy, 
(c) a regular system of appointment on the basis of free contract , and orderly 

promotion, 
(d) technical training as a regular requirement, 
(e) (frequently) fixed salaries, in the type case paid in money. . . . 

Charismatic Authority 

The term "char isma" will be applied to a certain quality of an individual person
ality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with 
supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. 
These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of 
divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is 
treated as a "leader." In primitive circumstances this peculiar kind o f quality is 
thought of as resting on magical powers, whether o f prophets, persons with a rep
utation for therapeutic or legal wisdom, leaders in the hunt, or heroes in war. H o w 
the quality in question would be ultimately judged from any ethical, aesthetic, or 
other such point of view is naturally entirely indifferent for purposes o f definition. 
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What is alone important is how the individual is actually regarded by those subject 
to charismatic authority, by his "fol lowers" or "disciples." . . . 

I It is recognition on the part of those subject to authority which is decisive for 
the validity of charisma. This recognition is freely given and guaranteed by what is 
held to be a proof, originally always a miracle, and consists in devotion to the cor
responding revelation, hero worship, or absolute trust in the leader. But where 
charisma is genuine, it is not this which is the basis of the claim to legitimacy. This 
basis lies rather in the conception that it is the duty of those subject to charismatic 
authority to recognize its genuineness and to act accordingly. Psychologically this 
recognition is a matter of complete personal devotion to the possessor o f the quality, 
arising out of enthusiasm, or of despair and hope. . . . 

II I f p roof and success elude the leader for long, if he appears deserted by his 
god or his magical or heroic powers, above all, if his leadership fails to benefit his 
followers, it is likely that his charismatic authority will disappear. This is the genuine 
meaning of the divine right o f kings (Gottesgnadentum). . . . 

III An organized group subject to charismatic authority will be called a 
charismatic community [Gemeinde). It is based on an emotional form of 
communal relationship {Vergemeinscbaftung). The administrative staff o f a 
charismatic leader does not consist of "officials"; least of all are its members 
technically trained. It is not chosen on the basis of social privilege nor from 
the point of view of domestic or personal dependency. It is rather chosen in 
terms of the charismatic qualities of its members. The prophet has his disciples; 
the warlord his bodyguard; the leader, generally, his agents {Vertrauensmdnner). 
There is no such thing as appointment or dismissal, no career, no promotion. 
There is only a call at the instance of the leader on the basis o f the charismatic 
qualification of those he summons. There is no hierarchy; the leader merely 
intervenes in general or in individual cases when he considers the members o f his 
staff lacking in charismatic qualification for a given task. There is no such thing as 
a bailiwick or definite sphere of competence, and no appropriation of official powers 
on the basis of social privileges. There may, however, be territorial or functional 
limits to charismatic powers and to the individual's mission. There is no such thing 
as a salary or a benefice. . . . 

IV Pure charisma is specifically foreign to economic considerations. Wherever 
it appears, it constitutes a "ca l l " in the most emphatic sense o f the word, a 
"mission" or a "spiritual duty." In the pure type, it disdains and repudiates 
economic exploitation of the gifts of grace as a source of income, though, to 
be sure, this often remains more an ideal than a fact. It is not that charisma 
always demands a renunciation of property or even of acquisition, as under 
certain circumstances prophets and their disciples do. The heroic warrior and 
his followers actively seek booty; the elective ruler or the charismatic party 
leader requires the material means of power. The former in addition requires a 
brilliant display of his authority to bolster his prestige. W h a t is despised, so long 
as the genuinely charismatic type is adhered to, is traditional or rational 
everyday economizing, the attainment o f a regular income by continuous economic 
activity devoted to this end. . . . 
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V In traditionalist periods, charisma is the great revolutionary force. The like
wise revolutionary force of "reason" works from without: by altering the situations 
of life and hence its problems, finally in this way changing men's attitudes toward 
them; or it intellectuaiizes the individual. Charisma, on the other hand, may effect 
a subjective or internal reorientation born out of suffering, conflicts, or enthusiasm. 
It may then result in a radical alteration of the central attitudes and directions of 
action with a completely new orientation of all attitudes toward the different prob
lems of the "world." In prerationalistic periods, tradition and charisma between 
them have almost exhausted the whole of the orientation o f action. 

The Routinization of Charisma 

In its pure form charismatic authority has a character specifically foreign to every
day routine structures. The social relationships directly involved are strictly per
sonal, based on the validity and practice of charismatic personal qualities. If this is 
not to remain a purely transitory phenomenon, but to take on the character of a 
permanent relationship, a "community" of disciples or followers or a party orga
nization or any sort of political or hierocratic organization, it is necessary for the 
character of charismatic authority to become radically changed. Indeed, in its pure 
form charismatic authority may be said to exist only in statu nascendi. It cannot 
remain stable, but becomes either traditionalized or rationalized, or a combination 
o f both. 

The following are the principal motives underlying this transformation: fa) The 
ideal and also the material interests of the followers in the continuation and the 
continual reactivation of the community, fb) the still stronger ideal and also stronger 
material interests of the members of the administrative staff, the disciples, the party 
workers, or others in continuing their relationship. No t only this, but they have an 
interest in continuing it in such a way that both from an ideal and a material point 
o f view, their own position is put on a stable everyday basis. This means, above all, 
making it possible to participate in normal family relationships or at least to enjoy 
a secure social position in place of the kind of discipleship which is cut off from 
ordinary worldly connections, notably in the family and in economic relationships. 

These interests generally become conspicuously evident with the disappearance 
o f the personal charismatic leader and with the problem o f succession. The way in 
which this problem is met - if it is met at all and the charismatic community con
tinues to exist or now begins to emerge - is of crucial importance for the character 
of the subsequent social relat ionships. . . . 

Concomitant with the routinization of charisma with a view to insuring adequate 
succession, go the interests in its routinization on the part of the administrative staff. 
It is only in the initial stages and so long as the charismatic leader acts in a way 
which is completely outside everyday social organization, that it is possible for his 
followers to live communistically in a community of faith and enthusiasm, on gifts, 
booty, or sporadic acquisition. Only the members of the small group of enthusias
tic disciples and followers are prepared to devote their lives purely idealistically to 
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their call. The great majority of disciples and followers will in the long run "make 
their living" out of their "cal l ing" in a material sense as well. Indeed, this must be 
the case if the movement is not to disintegrate. 

Hence, the routinization of charisma also takes the form of the appropriation of 
powers and of economic advantages by the followers or disciples, and of regulat
ing recruitment. This process of traditionalization or of legalization, according to 
whether rational legislation is involved or not, may take any one of a number o f 
typical forms. . . . 

For charisma to be transformed into an everyday phenomenon, it is necessary that 
its anti-economic character should be altered. It must be adapted to some form o f 
fiscal organization to provide for the needs of the group and hence to the economic 
conditions necessary for raising taxes and contributions. When a charismatic move
ment develops in the direction o f prebendal provision, the "lai ty" becomes differ
entiated from the "c lergy" - derived from K A ^ O O C , , meaning a "share" - that is, the 
participating members of the charismatic administrative staff which has now 
become routinized. These are the priests of the developing "church." Correspond
ingly, in a developing political body - the "s ta te" in the rational case - vassals, 
benefice-holders, officials or appointed party officials (instead of voluntary party 
workers and functionaries) are differentiated from the " t ax payers." . . . 

It follows that, in the course o f routinization, the charismatically ruled organi
zation is largely transformed into one of the everyday authorities, the patrimonial 
form, especially in is estate-type or bureaucratic variant. Its original peculiarities are 
apt to be retained in the charismatic status honor acquired by heredity or office-
holding. This applies to all who participate in the appropriation, the chief himself 
and the members o f his staff. It is thus a matter o f the type o f prestige enjoyed by 
ruling groups. A hereditary monarch by "divine right" is not a simple patrimonial 
chief, patriarch, or sheik; a vassal is not a mere household retainer or official. 
Further details must be deferred to the analysis of status groups. 

As a rule, routinization is not free of conflict. In the early stages personal claims 
on the charisma o f the chief are not easily forgotten and the conflict between the 
charisma o f the office or o f hereditary status with personal charisma is a typical 
process in many historical situations. 
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Characteristics of Modern Bureaucracy 

Modern officialdom functions in the following manner: 

I. There is the principle of official jurisdictional areas, which are generally 
ordered by rules, that is, by laws or administrative regulations. This means: 

1 The regular activities required for the purposes of the bureaucratically governed 
structure are assigned as official duties. 

2 The authority to give the commands required for the discharge of these duties 
is distributed in a stable way and is strictly delimited by rules concerning the 
coercive means, physical, sacerdotal, or otherwise, which may be placed at the 
disposal of officials. 

3 Methodical provision is made for the regular and continuous fulfillment o f these 
duties and for the exercise of the corresponding rights; only persons who qualify 
under general rules are employed. 

In the sphere o f the state these three elements constitute a bureaucratic agency, 
in the sphere o f the private economy they constitute a bureaucratic enterprise. 
Bureaucracy, thus understood, is fully developed in political and ecclesiastical com
munities only in the modern state, and in the private economy only in the most 
advanced institutions o f capitalism. Permanent agencies, with fixed jurisdiction, are 
not the historical rule but rather the exception. This is even true of large political 
structures such as those of the ancient Orient, the Germanic and Mongol ian empires 
o f conquest, and o f many feudal states. In all these cases, the ruler executes the most 
important measures through personal trustees, table-companions, or court-servants. 
Their commissions and powers are not precisely delimited and are temporarily called 
into being for each case. 

Max Weber, "Bureaucracy," pp. 135-44 , 149-58 , 163-4 , 173-8 from H. H. Gerth and C. 
Wright Mills (eds. and trans.), From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Oxford 
University Press, Inc., 1946). Copyright © 1946, 1958 by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills. 
Used by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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II. The principles of office hierarchy and of channels o f appeal (Instanzenzug) 
stipulate a clearly established system of super- and subordination in which there is 
a supervision of the lower offices by the higher ones. Such a system offers the 
governed the possibility of appealing, in a precisely regulated manner, the decision 
of a lower office to the corresponding superior authority. With the full development 
of the bureaucratic type, the office hierarchy is monocratically organized. The prin
ciple of hierarchical office authority is found in all bureaucratic structures: in state 
and ecclesiastical structures as well as in large party organizations and private enter
prises. It does not matter for the character o f bureaucracy whether its authority is 
called "private" or "public." 

When the principle of jurisdictional "competency" is fully carried through, hier
archical subordination - at least in public office - does not mean that the "higher" 
authority is authorized simply to take over the business of the "lower." Indeed, the 
opposite is the rule; once an office has been set up, a new incumbent will always 
be appointed if a vacancy occurs. 

III. The management of the modern office is based upon written documents 
(the "f i les") , which are preserved in their original or draft form, and upon a staff 
of subaltern officials and scribes of all sorts. The body o f officials working in an 
agency along with the respective apparatus of material implements and the files 
makes up a bureau (in private enterprises often called the "counting house," 
Kontor). 

In principle, the modern organization o f the civil service separates the bureau from 
the private domicile of the official and, in general, segregates official activity from 
the sphere o f private life. Public monies and equipment are divorced from the private 
property of the official. This condition is everywhere the product o f a long devel
opment. Nowadays, it is found in public as well as in private enterprises; in the 
latter, the principle extends even to the entrepreneur at the top. In principle, the 
Kontor (office) is separated from the household, business from private correspon
dence, and business assets from private wealth. The more consistently the modern 
type of business management has been carried through, the more are these 
separations the case. The beginnings o f this process are to be found as early as the 
Middle Ages. 

It is the peculiarity of the modern entrepreneur that he conducts himself as 
the "first official" of his enterprise, in the very same way in which the ruler of a 
specifically modern bureaucratic state [Frederick II of Prussia] spoke of himself as 
"the first servant" of the state. The idea that the bureau activities of the state 
are intrinsically different in character from the management of private offices is a 
continental European notion and, by way of contrast, is totally foreign to the 
American way. 

IV. Office management, at least all specialized office management - and such 
management is distinctly modern - usually presupposes thorough training in a field 
of specialization. This , too, holds increasingly for the modern executive and 
employee of a private enterprise, just as it does for the state officials. 
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V. When the office is fully developed, official activity demands the full working 
capacity of the official, irrespective of the fact that the length of his obligatory 
working hours in the bureau may be limited. In the normal case, this too is only 
the product of a long development, in the public as well as in the private office. For
merly the normal state o f affairs was the reverse: Official business was discharged 
as a secondary activity. 

VI . The management of the office follows general rules, which are more or less 
stable, more or less exhaustive, and which can be learned. Knowledge of these 
rules represents a special technical expertise which the officials possess. It involves 
jurisprudence, administrative or business management. 

The reduction of modern office management to rules is deeply embedded in its very 
nature. The theory of modern public administration, for instance, assumes that the 
authority to order certain matters by decree - which has been legally granted to an 
agency - does not entitle the agency to regulate the matter by individual commands 
given for each case, but only to regulate the matter abstractly. This stands in extreme 
contrast to the regulation of all relationships through individual privileges and 
bestowals of favor, which, as we shall see, is absolutely dominant in patrimonial-
ism, at least in so far as such relationships are not fixed by sacred tradition. 

The Position of the Official within and outside of Bureaucracy 

All this results in the following for the internal and external position of the official: 

I. Office holding as a vocation 

That the office is a "vocat ion" {Beruf) finds expression, first, in the requirement o f 
a prescribed course of training, which demands the entire working capacity for a 
long period of time, and in generally prescribed special examinations as prerequi
sites of employment. Furthermore, it finds expression in that the position of the offi
cial is in the nature of a "duty" (Pflicbt). This determines the character of his 
relations in the following manner: Legally and actually, office holding is not con
sidered ownership of a source of income, to be exploited for rents or emoluments 
in exchange for the rendering of certain services, as was normally the case during 
the Middle Ages and frequently up to the threshold of recent times, nor is office 
holding considered a common exchange of services, as in the case of free employ
ment contracts. Rather, entrance into an office, including one in the private 
economy, is considered an acceptance of a specific duty o f fealty to the purpose of 
the office (Amtstreue) in return for the grant o f a secure existence. It is decisive for 
the modern loyalty to an office that, in the pure type, it does not establish a rela
tionship to a person, like the vassal's or disciple's faith under feudal or patrimonial 
authority, but rather is devoted to impersonal and functional purposes. These pur
poses, of course, frequently gain an ideological halo from cultural values, such as 
state, church, community, party or enterprise, which appear as surrogates for a this-
worldly or other-worldly personal master and which are embodied by a given group. 
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The political official - at least in the fully developed modern state ~ is not con
sidered the personal servant of a ruler. Likewise, the bishop, the priest and the 
preacher are in fact no longer, as in early Christian times, carriers of a purely per
sonal charisma, which offers other-worldly sacred values under the personal 
mandate o f a master, and in principle responsible only to him, to everybody who 
appears worthy of them and asks for them. In spite of the partial survival of the 
old theory, they have become officials in the service o f a functional purpose, a 
purpose which in the present-day "church" appears at once impersonalized and ide
ologically sanctified. 

II. The social position of the official 

A . S O C I A L E S T E E M A N D S T A T U S C O N V E N T I O N . Whether he is in a private office or 
a public bureau, the modern official, too, always strives for and usually attains a 
distinctly elevated social esteem vis-a-vis the governed. His social position is pro
tected by prescription about rank order and, for the political official, by special pro
hibitions of the criminal code against "insults to the office" and "contempt" o f state 
and church authorities. 

The social position of the official is normally highest where, as in old civilized 
countries, the following conditions prevail: a strong demand for administration by 
trained experts; a strong and stable social differentiation, where the official pre
dominantly comes from socially and economically privileged strata because of the 
social distribution of power or the costliness of the required training and o f status 
convent ions . . . . 

B . A P P O I N T M E N T V E R S U S E L E C T I O N : C O N S E Q U E N C E S F O R E X P E R T I S E . Typically, 
the bureaucratic official is appointed by a superior authority. An official elected by 
the governed is no longer a purely bureaucratic figure. O f course, a formal election 
may hide an appointment - in politics especially by party bosses. This does not 
depend upon legal statutes, but upon the way in which the party mechanism func
tions. Once firmly organized, the parties can turn a formally free election into the 
mere acclamation o f a candidate designated by the party chief, or at least into a 
contest, conducted according to certain rules, for the election of one of two desig
nated candidates. 

In all circumstances, the designation of officials by means of an election modi
fies the rigidity o f hierarchical subordination. In principle, an official who is elected 
has an autonomous position vis-a-vis his superiors, for he does not derive his posi
tion "from above" but "from below," or least not from a superior authority o f the 
official hierarchy but from powerful party men ("bosses") , who also determine his 
further career. The career of the elected official is not primarily dependent upon his 
chief in the administration. The official who is not elected, but appointed by a 
master, normally functions, from a technical point of view, more accurately because 
it is more likely that purely functional points of consideration and qualities will 
determine his selection and career. As laymen, the governed can evaluate the expert 
qualifications of a candidate for office only in terms of experience, and hence only 
after his service. Moreover, if political parties are involved in any sort of selection 
of officials by election, they quite naturally tend to give decisive weight not to tech-
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nical competence but to the services a follower renders to the party boss. This holds 
for the designation of otherwise freely elected officials by party bosses when they 
determine the slate of candidates as well as for free appointment o f officials by a 
chief who has himself been elected. The contrast, however, is relative: substantially 
similar conditions hold where legitimate monarchs and their subordinates appoint 
officials, except that partisan influences are then less controllable. 

Where the demand for administration by trained experts is considerable, and the 
party faithful have to take into account an intellectually developed, educated, and free 
"public opinion," the use of unqualified officials redounds upon the party in power 
at the next election. Naturally, this is more likely to happen when the officials are 
appointed by the chief. The demand for a trained administration now exists in the 
United States, but wherever, as in the large cities, immigrant votes are "corralled," 
there is, o f course, no effective public opinion. Therefore, popular election not only 
of the administrative chief but also of his subordinate officials usually endangers, at 
least in very large administrative bodies which are difficult to supervise, the expert 
qualification of the officials as well as the precise functioning of the bureaucratic mech
anism, besides weakening the dependence of the officials upon the hierarchy. . . . 

C . T E N U R E A N D T H E I N V E R S E R E L A T I O N S H I P B E T W E E N J U D I C I A L I N D E P E N D E N C E 

A N D S O C I A L P R E S T I G E . Normally, the position o f the official is held for life, at least 
in public bureaucracies, and this is increasingly the case for all similar structures. As 
a factual rule, tenure for life is presupposed even where notice can be given or 
periodic reappointment occurs. In a private enterprise, the fact o f such tenure 
normally differentiates the official from the worker. Such legal or actual life-tenure, 
however, is not viewed as a proprietary right of the official to the possession o f office 
as was the case in many structures of authority of the past. Wherever legal guarantees 
against discretionary dismissal or transfer are developed, as in Germany for all 
judicial and increasingly also for administrative officials, they merely serve the 
purpose of guaranteeing a strictly impersonal discharge of specific office d u t i e s . . . . 

D . R A N K A S T H E B A S I S O F R E G U L A R S A L A R Y . The official as a rule receives a mon
etary compensation in the form of a salary, normally fixed, and the old age security 
provided by a pension. The salary is not measured like a wage in terms o f work done, 
but according to "status," that is, according to the kind o f function (the " rank") and, 
possibly, according to the length of service. The relatively great security of the offi
cial's income, as well as the rewards of social esteem, make the office a sought-after 
position, especially in countries which no longer provide opportunities for colonial 
profits. In such countries, this situation permits relatively low salaries for officials. 

E . F I X E D C A R E E R L I N E S A N D S T A T U S R I G I D I T Y . T h e official is set for a "career" 
within the hierarchical order of the public service. He expects to move from the 
lower, less important and less well paid, to the higher positions. T h e average official 
naturally desires a mechanical fixing of the conditions of promotion: if not of the 
offices, at least o f the salary levels. He wants these conditions fixed in terms o f 
"seniority," or possibly according to grades achieved in a system of examinations. 
Here and there, such grades actually form a character indelebilis o f the official and 
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have lifelong effects on his career. To this is joined the desire to reinforce the right 
to office and to increase status group closure and economic security. All o f this makes 
for a tendency to consider the offices as "prebends" of those qualified by educational 
certificates. The necessity of weighing general personal and intellectual qualifications 
without concern for the often subaltern character of such patents of specialized 
education, has brought it about that the highest political offices, especially the "min
isterial" positions, are as a rule filled without reference to such certificates. . . . 

The Technical Superiority of Bureaucratic Organization over 
Administration by Notables 

The decisive reason for the advance of bureaucratic organization has always been its 
purely technical superiority over any other form of organization. The fully developed 
bureaucratic apparatus compares with other organizations exactly as does the 
machine with the non-mechanical modes of production. Precision, speed, unambigu-
ity, knowledge of the files, continuity, discretion, unity, strict subordination, reduc
tion of friction and of material and personal costs - these are raised to the optimum 
point in the strictly bureaucratic administration, and especially in its monocratic form. 
As compared with all collegiate, honorific, and avocatlonal forms o f administration, 
trained bureaucracy is superior on all these points. And as far as complicated tasks 
are concerned, paid bureaucratic work is not only more precise but, in the last analy
sis, it is often cheaper than even formally unremunerated honorific s e r v i c e . . . . 

Today, it is primarily the capitalist market economy which demands that the offi
cial business o f public administation be discharged precisely, unambiguously, con
tinuously, and with as much speed as possible. Normally, the very large modern 
capitalist enterprises are themselves unequaled models o f strict bureaucratic orga
nization. Business management throughout rests on increasing precision, steadiness, 
and, above all, speed of operations. This , in turn, is determined by the peculiar 
nature of the modern means of communicat ion, including, among other things, the 
news service o f the press. The extraordinary increase in the speed by which public 
announcements, as well as economic and political facts, are transmitted exerts a 
steady and sharp pressure in the direction o f speeding up the tempo of administra
tive reaction towards various situations. T h e optimum of such reaction time is 
normally attained only by a strictly bureaucratic organization. (The fact that the 
bureaucratic apparatus also can, and indeed does, create certain definite impedi
ments for the discharge of business in a manner best adapted to the individuality 
of each case does not belong in the present context .) 

Bureaucratization offers above all the optimum possibility for carrying through 
the principle o f specializing administrative functions according to purely objective 
considerations. Individual performances are allocated to functionaries who have 
specialized training and who by constant practice increase their expertise. "Objec 
tive" discharge of business primarily means a discharge of business according to 
calculable rules and "without regard for persons." 

"Without regard for person," however, is also the watchword of the market and, 
in general, o f all pursuits of naked economic interests. Consistent bureaucratic 
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domination means the leveling of "status honor." Hence, if the principle of the free 
market is not at the same time restricted, it means the universal domination of the 
"class situation." Tha t this consequence of bureaucratic domination has not set in 
everywhere proportional to the extent of bureaucratization is due to the differences 
between possible principles by which polities may supply their requirements. 
However, the second element mentioned, calculable rules, is the most important one 
for modern bureaucracy. The peculiarity of modern culture, and specifically of its 
technical and economic basis, demands this very "calculabil i ty" of results. When 
fully developed, bureaucracy also stands, in a specific sense, under the principle of 
sine ira ac studio. Bureaucracy develops the more perfectly, the more it is "dehu
manized," the more completely it succeeds in eliminating from official business love, 
hatred, and all purely personal, irrational, and emotional elements which escape 
calculation. This is appraised as its special virtue by capitalism. . . . 

The Leveling of Social Differences 

In spite of its indubitable technical superiority, bureaucracy has everywhere been a 
relatively late development. A number of obstacles-have contributed to this, and 
only under certain social and political conditions have they definitely receded into 
the background. 

A. Administrative democrat izat ion 

Bureaucratic organization has usually come into power on the basis of a leveling o f 
economic and social differences. This leveling has been at least relative, and has 
concerned the significance o f social and economic differences for the assumption o f 
administrative functions. 

Bureaucracy inevitably accompanies modern mass democracy, in contrast to the 
democratic self-government of small homogeneous units. This results from its char
acteristic principle: the abstract regularity of the exercise of authority, which is a 
result of the demand for "equality before the law" in the personal and functional 
sense - hence, o f the horror of "privilege," and the principled rejection o f doing 
business "from case to case ." Such regularity also follows from the social precon
ditions of its origin. Any non-bureaucratic administration o f a large social structure 
rests in some way upon the fact that existing social, material, or honorific prefer
ences and ranks are connected with administrative functions and duties. This usually 
means that an economic or a social exploitation o f position, which every sort of 
administrative activity provides to its bearers, is the compensation for the assump
tion of administrative functions. 

Bureaucratization and democratization within the administration o f the state 
therefore signify an increase of the cash expenditures o f the public treasury, in spite 
of the fact that bureaucratic administration is usually more "economica l " in char
acter than other forms. Until recent times - at least from the point o f view of the 
treasury ~ the cheapest way o f satisfying the need for administration was to leave 
almost the entire local administration and lower judicature to the landlords of 
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Eastern Prussia. The same is true of the administration by justices of the peace in 
England. Mass democracy which makes a clean sweep of the feudal, patrimonial, 
and - at least in intent - the plutocratic privileges in administration unavoidably 
has to put paid professional labor in place of the historically inherited "avocat ional" 
administration by notables. 

B. Mass parties and the bureaucratic consequences of democratization 

This applies not only to the state. For it is no accident that in their own organiza
tions the democratic mass parties have completely broken with traditional rule by 
notables based upon personal relationships and personal esteem. Such personal 
structures still persist among many old conservative as well as old liberal parties, 
but democratic mass parties are bureaucratically organized under the leadership o f 
party officials, professional party and trade union secretaries, etc. In Germany, for 
instance, this has happened in the Social Democrat ic party and in the agrarian mass-
movement; in England earliest in the caucus democracy o f Gladstone and Cham
berlain which spread from Birmingham in the 1 8 7 0 s . In the United States, both 
parties since Jackson 's administration have developed bureaucratically. In France, 
however, attempts to organize disciplined political parties on the basis of an elec
tion system that would compel bureaucratic organization have repeatedly failed. 
The resistance of local circles of notables against the otherwise unavoidable bureau
cratization o f the parties, which would encompass the entire country and break their 
influence, could not be overcome. Every advance of simple election techniques based 
on numbers alone as, for instance, the system o f proportional representation, means 
a strict and inter-local bureaucratic organization of the parties and therewith an 
increasing domination of party bureaucracy and discipline, as well as the elimina
tion of the local circles of notables - at least this holds for large states. 

The progress o f bureaucratization within the state administration itself is a phe
nomenon paralleling the development o f democracy, as is quite obvious in France, 
Nor th America, and now in England. O f course, one must always remember that 
the term "democratizat ion" can be misleading. The demos itself, in the sense of a 
shapeless mass, never "governs" larger associations, but rather is governed. Wha t 
changes is only the way in which the executive leaders are selected and the measure 
o f influence which the demos, or better, which social circles from its midst are able 
to exert upon the content and the direction o f administrative activities by means o f 
"public opinion." "Democrat izat ion," in the sense here intended, does not neces
sarily mean an increasingly active share o f the subjects in government. This may be 
a result o f democratization, but it is not necessarily the case. 

We must expressly recall at this point that the political concept of democracy, 
deduced from the "equal rights" of the governed, includes these further postulates: 

f l ) prevention of the development of a closed status group of officials in the inter
est of a universal accessibility o f office, and (2} minimization of the authority o f 
officialdom in the interest of expanding the sphere of influence of "public opinion" 
as far as practicable. Hence, wherever possible, political democracy strives to 
shorten the term of office through election and recall, and to be relieved from a 
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limitation to candidates with special expert qualifications. Thereby democracy 
inevitably comes into conflict with the bureaucratic tendencies which have been 
produced by its very fight against the notables. The loose term "democrat izat ion" 
cannot be used here, in so far as it is understood to mean the minimization of the 
civil servants' power in favor of the greatest possible "direct" rule of the demos, 
which in practice means the respective party leaders of the demos. The decisive 
aspect here - indeed it is rather exclusively so - is the leveling of the governed in 
face of the governing and bureaucraticaliy articulated group, which in its turn may 
occupy a quite autocratic position, both in fact and in form. . . . 

The Objective and Subjective Bases of Bureaucratic Perpetuity 

Once fully established, bureaucracy is among those social structures which are the 
hardest to destroy. Bureaucracy is the means of transforming social action into 
rationally organized action. Therefore, as an instrument of rationally organizing 
authority relations, bureaucracy was and is a power instrument of the first order 
for one who controls the bureaucratic apparatus. Under otherwise equal conditions, 
rationally organized and directed action {Gesellschaftshandeln) is superior to every 
kind of collective behavior (Massenhandeln) and also social action {Gemeinschaft-
shandeln) opposing it. Where administration has been completely bureaucratized, 
the resulting system of domination is practically indestructible. 

The individual bureaucrat cannot squirm out of the apparatus into which he has 
been harnessed. In contrast to the "notab le" performing administrative tasks as a 
honorific duty or as a subsidiary occupation (avocation), the professional bureau
crat is chained to his activity in his entire economic and ideological existence. In 
the great majority of cases he is only a small cog in a ceaselessly moving mecha
nism which prescribes to him an essentially fixed route of march. The official is 
entrusted with specialized tasks, and normally the mechanism cannot be put into 
motion or arrested by him, but only from the very top. The individual bureaucrat 
is, above all, forged to the common interest of all the functionaries in the perpetu
ation of the apparatus and the persistence o f its rationally organized domination. 

The ruled, for their part, cannot dispense with or replace the bureaucratic appa
ratus once it exists, for it rests upon expert training, a functional specialization of 
work, and an attitude set on habitual virtuosity in the mastery of single yet method
ically integrated functions. If the apparatus stops working, or if its work is inter
rupted by force, chaos results, which it is difficult to master by improvised 
replacements from among the governed. This holds for public administration as well 
as for private economic management. Increasingly the material fate of the masses 
depends upon the continuous and correct functioning of the ever more bureaucratic 
organizations of private capitalism, and the idea of eliminating them becomes more 
and more Utopian. 

Increasingly, all order in public and private organizations is dependent on the 
system of files and the discipline of officialdom, that means, its habit o f painstak
ing obedience within its wonted sphere of action. The latter is the more decisive 
element, however important in practice the files are. The naive idea of Bakuninism 
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of destroying the basis of "acquired rights" together with "dominat ion" by destroy
ing the public documents overlooks that the settled orientation of man for observ
ing the accustomed rules and regulations will survive independently of the 
documents. Every reorganization of defeated or scattered army units, as well as 
every restoration of an administrative order destroyed by revolts, panics, or other 
catastrophes, is effected by an appeal to this conditioned orientation, bred both in 
the officials and in the subjects, of obedient adjustment to such [social and politi
cal] orders. I f the appeal is successful it brings, as it were, the disturbed mechanism 
to "snap into gear" again. 

The objective indispensability of the once-existing apparatus, in connection with 
its peculiarly " impersonal" character, means that the mechanism - in contrast to 
the feudal order based upon personal loyalty - is easily made to work for anybody 
who knows how to gain control over it. A rationally ordered officialdom continues 
to function smoothly after the enemy has occupied the territory; he merely needs to 
change the top officials. It continues to operate because it is to the vital interest of 
everyone concerned, including above all the enemy. After Bismarck had, during the 
long course of his years in power, brought his ministerial colleagues into uncondi
tional bureaucratic dependence by eliminating all independent statesmen, he saw to 
his surprise that upon his resignation they continued to administer their offices 
unconcernedly and undismayedly, as if it had not been the ingenious lord and very 
creator of these tools who had left, but merely some individual figure in the bureau
cratic machine which had been exchanged for some other figure. In spite of all the 
changes of masters in France since the time of the First Empire, the power appara
tus remained essentially the same. 

Such an apparatus makes "revolution," in the sense of the forceful creation of 
entirely new formations of authority, more and more impossible - technically, 
because of its control over the modern means of communication (telegraph etc.) , 
and also because of its increasingly rationalized inner structure. T h e place of "rev
olutions" is under this process taken by coups d'etat, as again France demonstrates 
in the classical manner since all successful transformations there have been of this 
nature. . . . 





Part V 

Self and Society i n Classical Social 
Theory 





In this section, we have gathered work from four influential theorists active at the 
turn of the century: Georg Simmel, Stgmund Freud, George Herbert Mead, and 
William Edward Burghardt (W. E . B.) Du Bois. Although there were many differ
ences among these theorists, there were also significant points of comparison in their 
lives and their theories. In terms o f biography, the four were born at around the 
same time, and were influenced by some of the same intellectual currents. In their 
work, each of these authors grappled with the same central issue: the connection 
between an individual's sense o f "self" and his or her social context . 

The concept of "self" makes the work included in this section quite distinct from 
earlier social theory. These authors did not view society as the result of a contract 
among autonomous individuals, nor did they see social order as driven entirely by 
relations of power. Sociological work on the connection between self and society 
instead began from the premise that humans are social animals by nature. Society 
is thus an innate part of human life. An individual human being could physically 
exist without any form o f society, but that person would not be a "person" at all 
in the sense we normally mean. Such a person would have no social identity and 
no personality - in short, no sense of self. 

A person's sense o f self thus has a dual nature. On the one hand, it is the pos
session of the individual; it is in fact what makes a person unique from all other 
people. But at the same time, it is the reflection of the social group. This dual nature 
is reflected in the terms that these authors use to talk about the self. Mead argued 
that a person's self is composed of a part that is unique and spontaneous (what he 
called the " I " ) and a part that comes from the internalized expectations of society 
(the " M e " ) . Freud made a similar distinction with his famous distinction between 
"Id," " E g o " and "Superego." 

As a result of this interest in the connection between self and society, the work 
in this section claims a middle ground between Weber's action-centered approach 
and Durkheim's understanding of society as a sui generis reality. There are at least 
two important methodological ramifications to this fact. First, the authors in this 
section focus more specifically on the "mic ro" dimension of individuals as social 
beings without abandoning an interest in more " m a c r o " social formations. Second, 
they deal more explicitly with the mental states of individuals. 
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Lives and Intellectual Contexts 

Georg Simmel ( 1 8 5 8 - 1 9 1 8 ) and Sigmund Freud ( 1 8 5 6 - 1 9 3 9 ) were both German-
speaking Europeans, of the same intellectual generation as M a x Weber. Both were 
Jews who experienced the difficulties that their "'otherness" entailed. Simmel was 
born in Berlin to middle-class parents and remained there nearly all his life. Despite 
his rejection of religious ties, anti-Semitic prejudice hampered his career. After 
earning his doctorate in 1 8 8 1 , Simmel became a popular teacher at the University 
of Berlin, but had no regular faculty appointment. He eventually attained a full pro
fessorship at the University of Strasbourg in 1914_. Throughout his career, Simmel 
worked out his own conception of sociology in a series o f well-known articles and 
a few longer monographs in which his emphasis on "sociabi l i ty" as a central trait 
of humans is evident. 

Sigmund Freud grew up in Vienna. Like Simmel, Freud came from a Jewish family 
and experienced anti-Semitic prejudice despite his lack o f religious faith. At the Uni
versity of Vienna from 1 8 7 3 to 1 8 8 1 , Freud studied medicine, philosophy, and 
science. Afterward, he continued his studies whiie working as a physician special
izing in neurology. During the 1 8 9 0 s , Freud founded the psychoanalytic theory of 
the mind, and he became an associate professor at the University of Vienna in 1 9 0 2 . 
Freud's early work helped establish his psychoanalytic movement, while his later 
writings (especially Civilization and Its Discontents, excerpted here) tie his per
spective to more clearly sociological questions. He and his family fled to England 
in 1 9 3 8 following the Nazi invasion of Austria. Freud died the following year. 

By contrast, George Herbert M e a d ( 1 8 6 3 - 1 9 3 1 ) and W. E . B . Du Bois 
( 1 8 6 8 - 1 9 6 3 ) were Americans, and slightly younger than their European counter
parts. Mead grew up in Oberlin, Ohio where his father, a Protestant clergyman, was 
a theology professor. After graduating from Oberlin College in 1 8 8 3 , Mead spent 
several years working as a teacher, a surveyor, and a laborer. He entered graduate 
studies at Harvard in 1 8 8 7 , studying philosophy and physiological psychology. 
Mead eventually abandoned his dissertation, married, and began to teach at the 
University of Michigan, and later at the University of Chicago where he influenced 
generations of Chicago sociology students through his popular course in social psy
chology. Mead published more than 6 0 articles during his academic career, but never 
published a longer programmatic discussion o f his social thought. After his death, 
Mead's students published his four books, including Mind, Self, and Society, based 
on his lectures. 

Du Bois, a Black American, grew up in a middle-class family in Massachusetts . 
He earned his undergraduate degree at Fisk University and completed his Ph .D. in 
History at Harvard, becoming the University's first Black graduate. After teaching 
briefly elsewhere, he became a professor o f history and economics at Atlanta Uni
versity until moving to head the National Association fot the Advancement o f 
Colored People (NAACP) in 1 9 1 0 , where he also edited NAACP's journal, The 
Crisis. He remained a prolific author of academic articles, speeches, poetry, fiction, 
and four autobiographies. From 1 8 9 6 to 1 9 1 4 , Du Bois published at least one book 
each year based on his research. 
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Both Mead and Du Bois became accomplished academics, but they were also 
committed social activists. M e a d worked with j a n e Addams and others at Hull 
House in Chicago, and he was outspoken on issues of women's rights, prison reform, 
and education. Du Bois rose to national attention by opposing Booker T. 
Washington's ideas about social integration. Du Bois instead emphasized using polit
ical power to attain civil rights and encouraged the formation of a Black elite that 
would work for the progress of the whole race. He remained politically active in 
Marxis t and Pan-African movements until his death in 1 9 6 3 . 

Self and Society 

The work included in this section develops the relationship between the self and 
society in several different ways. The first reading is from Mead's discussion o f the 
importance of human communicat ion in the development of the self. While all 
humans carry the capacity to interpret the "significant symbols" used in communi
cation, it is only by being involved in social life that we learn to do so. Mead bases 
his distinction between "mind" (the ability to reflectively interpret symbols) and 
"self" (the experience of ourselves as unique individuals) upon this observation. 
According to Mead, both mind and self emerge through social interaction and thus 
must be distinguished from physical being. M e a d often used simple examples to 
generate complex points about the nature o f the self. His discussion of children at 
play, for instance, shows how through such play children learn to take on "the gen
eralized other" and to see themselves and others in specific roles and thereby to 
enter into meaningful social interaction. 

Simmel and Du Bois develop the theme o f self and society in a different way. In 
contrast to Mead, both authors discuss the way that aspects of the self are shaped 
under specific kinds of social circumstances. "Group Expansion and the Develop
ment of Individuality" demonstrates Simmel's "formal sociology" and his focus on 
the size o f groups, differentiation within and between groups, and the resulting 
forms o f individuation people experience. Simmel argues that individuality increases 
as a person's social circle expands, while differentiation within groups also leads to 
social ties across group boundaries. The social context in which an individual is 
embedded is thus extremely important for the way that she will define herself. 

"The Stranger" is an example o f Simmel's study of social types. Simmel suggests 
that all relationships have varying amounts of social distance. As a social being the 
stranger is created by the individual's place in the social world - he is "both near 
and far," as Simmel describes it. Drawing on the historical example o f Jewish traders 
in European society, Simmel shows how this combinat ion of physical proximity and 
social distance leads to a certain freedom of interaction and objectivity in relation
ships. In a related passage in his 1 9 0 5 article " H o w Is Society Possible?," which 
is not excerpted, Simmel suggested that such distance creates a "vei l" of inherent 
dissimilarity between people. Du Bois used the same metaphor of a veil in his 
own famous essay to describe social distance between white and Black Americans. 
Black Americans, Du Bois argued, have a "double consciousness" - both black and 
American - which could prevent the formation o f a unified sense of self. 
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The theme of self and society is developed in a different way in the work of Freud. 
Like Simmel, Freud was concerned with the forces holding societies together. Freud 
located these forces in individual and social drives rather than in the formal prop
erties of groups, however. Freud also emphasized the conflicts that occur between 
individual drives and social norms. The reading included here, from Civilization and 
Its Discontents, was Freud's most sociological work. The opening paragraphs of the 
excerpt set up Freud's argument. Society - or the process o f "civilization," as Freud 
put it - works to bind people together into sociological units of family, " r ace , " 
nation, and so on. Ties of love and passion are an important element of cohesion, 
and they help to check what Freud saw as the naturally aggressive instincts of 
humans. But such ties also lead to feelings o f guilt and jealousy, which inevitably 
come with living in human society. This tension is then manifest as a constant 
struggle between " e g o " and "superego." Although this view differs markedly from 
Simmel's claim that humans are inherently social beings, it nonetheless speaks to 
the broad claim made by all the authors that social life is deeply implicated in our 
experience of the self. 

Legacies of the Self 

The work of these four authors has had some important ramifications for later soci
ological theory, much of which is evident in the second volume of this reader, Con
temporary Sociological Theory. Individually, each of the authors has left their mark. 
The theoretical legacy o f Du Bois is probably the least clear, in part because his very 
long public life had so many different facets. Yet Du Bois ' work is now having a 
renaissance of sorts among theorists interested in questions o f identity and differ
ence. Simmel's influence can be clearly seen in modern exchange theory and social 
networks. Peter Blau, once a central figure in exchange theory, also brought aspects 
of Simmel's formal sociology to his later work on the properties o f social structure. 
Freud's legacy has influenced social theorists who explore how unconscious desires 
shape individuals' lives and social patterns, including the critical social theorists of 
the Frankfurt School . French poststructuralist theories and postmodern theories 
have also employed many of Freud's ideas about the contradictory forces of civi
lization and individuality. Mead is best known as the founding figure of the school 
of symbolic interactionism in sociology. Herbert Blumer, for example, developed 
symbolic interactionism in large part through a dialogue and interpretation o f 
Mead's ideas. M o r e generally, the central idea that the "self" - or whatever one 
wishes to call it - is both a personal property and a social structure is a distinctive 
claim of modern sociology. Although M a r x , "Weber, and Durkheim all hinted at this 
idea, it was not until the second or third decade of the twentieth century that the 
claim became widely acknowledged. 
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George Herbert Mead 

In our statement of the development of intelligence we have already suggested that 
the language process is essential for the development of the self. The self has a char
acter which is different from that of the physiological organism proper. The self is 
something which has a development; it is not initially there, at birth, but arises in 
the process of social experience and activity, that is, develops in the given individ
ual as a result of his relations to that process as a whole and to other individuals 
within that process. The intelligence of the lower forms of animal life, like a great 
deal of human intelligence, does not involve a self. In our habitual actions, for 
example, in our moving about in a world that is simply there and to which we are 
so adjusted that no thinking is involved, there is a certain amount o f sensuous ex
perience such as persons have when they are just waking up, a bare thereness of the 
world. Such characters about us may exist in experience without taking their place 
in relationship to the self. One must, of course, under those conditions, distinguish 
between the experience that immediately takes place and our own organization of 
it into the experience of the self. One says upon analysis that a certain item had its 
place in his experience, in the experience of his self. We do inevitably tend at a 
certain level of sophistication to organize all experience into that of a self. We do 
so intimately identify our experiences, especially our affective experiences, with the 
self that it takes a moment 's abstraction to realize that pain and pleasure can be 
there without being the experience o f the self. Similarly, we normally organize our 
memories upon the string of our self. If we date things we always date them from 
the point of view of our past experiences. We frequently have memories that we 
cannot date, that we cannot place. A picture comes before us suddenly and we are 
at a loss to explain when that experience originally took place. We remember per
fectly distinctly the picture, but we do not have it definitely placed, and until we 
can place it in terms of our past experience we are not satisfied. Nevertheless, I think 
it is obvious when one comes to consider it that the self is not necessarily involved 
in the life of the organism, nor involved in what we term our sensuous experience, 
that is, experience in a world about us for which we have habitual reactions. 

George Herbert Mead, "The Self," pp. 135-44 , 149-58 , 163-4 , 173-8 from George Herbert 
Mead, Mind, Self and Society; From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist, edited by Charles 
W. Morris (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934}. 
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We can distinguish very definitely between the self and the body. The body can 
be there and can operate in a very intelligent fashion without there being a self 
involved in the experience. The self has the characteristic that it is an object to itself, 
and that characteristic distinguishes it from other objects and from the body. It is 
perfectly true that the eye can see the foot, but it does not see the body as a whole. 
We cannot see our backs; we can feel certain portions of them, if we are agile, but 
we cannot get an experience of our whole body. There are, of course, experiences 
which are somewhat vague and difficult of location, but the bodily experiences are 
for us organized about a self. The foot and hand belong to the self. We can see our 
feet, especially if we look at them from the wrong end of an opera glass, as strange 
things which we have difficulty in recognizing as our own. The parts of the body 
are quite distinguishable from the self. We can lose parts of the body without any 
serious invasion of the self. The mere ability to experience different parts of the 
body is not different from the experience of a table. The table presents a different 
feel from what the hand does when one hand feels another, but it is an experience 
of something with which we come definitely into contact. The body does not expe
rience itself as a whole, in the sense in which the self in some way enters into the 
experience of the self. 

It is the characteristic of the self as an object to itself that I want to bring out. 
This characteristic is represented in the word "self," which is a reflexive, and indi
cates that which can be both subject and object. This type of object is essentially 
different from other objects, and in the past it has been distinguished as conscious, 
a term which indicates an experience with, an experience of, one's self. It was 
assumed that consciousness in some way carried this capacity of being an object to 
itself. In giving a behavioristic statement of consciousness we have to look for some 
sort of experience in which the physical organism can become an object to itself. 1 

When one is running to get away from someone who is chasing him, he is entirely 
occupied in this action, and his experience may be swallowed up in the objects about 
him, so that he has, at the time being, no consciousness of self at all. We must be, 
of course, very completely occupied to have that take place, but we can, I think, 
recognize that sort of a possible experience in which the self does not enter. We can, 
perhaps, get some light on that situation through those experiences in which in very 
intense action there appear in the experience of the individual, back of this intense 
action, memories and anticipations. Tolstoy as an officer in the war gives an account 
of having pictures of his past experience in the midst of his most intense action. 
There are also the pictures that flash into a person's mind when he is drowning. In 
such instances there is a contrast between an experience that is absolutely wound 
up in outside activity in which the self as an object does not enter, and an activity 
of memory and imagination in which the self is the principal object. The self is then 
entirely distinguishable from an organism that is surrounded by things and acts with 
reference to things, including parts of its own body. These latter may be objects like 
other objects, but they are just objects out there in the field, and they do not involve 
a self that is an object to the organism. This is, I think, frequently overlooked. It is 
that fact which makes our anthropomorphic reconstructions of animal life so fal
lacious. How can an individual get outside himself (experientiallyj in such a way as 
to become an object to himself? This is the essential psychological problem of self-



284 George Herbert Mead 

hood or of self-consciousness; and its solution is to be found by referring to the 
process of social conduct or activity in which the given person or individual is 
implicated. The apparatus of reason would not be complete unless it swept itself 
into its own analysis of the field of experience; or unless the individual brought 
himself into the same experiential field as that of the other individual selves in rela
tion to whom he acts in any given social situation. Reason cannot become imper
sonal unless it takes an objective, non-affective attitude toward itself; otherwise we 
have just consciousness, not se//"-consciousness. And it is necessary to rational 
conduct that the individual should thus take an objective, impersonal attitude 
toward himself, that he should become an object to himself. For the individual 
organism is obviously an essential and important fact or constituent element of the 
empirical situation in which it acts; and without taking objective account of itself 
as such, it cannot act intelligently, or rationally. 

The individual experiences himself as such, not directly, but only indirectly, from 
the particular standpoints of other individual members o f the same social group, or 
from the generalized standpoint of the social group as a whole to which he belongs. 
For he enters his own experience as a self or individual, not directly or immediately, 
not by becoming a subject to himself, but only in so far as he first becomes an object 
to himself just as other individuals are objects to him or in his experience; and he 
becomes an object to himself only by taking the attitudes of other individuals toward 
himself within a social environment or context of experience and behavior in which 
both he and they are involved. 

The importance o f what we term "communicat ion" lies in the fact that it provides 
a form of behavior in which the organism or the individual may become an object to 
himself. It is that sort o f communicat ion which we have been discussing - not com
munication in the sense of the cluck of the hen to the chickens, or the bark of a wolf 
to the pack, or the lowing of a cow, but communicat ion in the sense o f significant 
symbols, communication which is directed not only to others but also to the individ
ual himself. So far as that type of communicat ion is a part of behavior it at least intro
duces a self. O f course, one may hear without listening; one may see things that he 
does not realize; do things that he is not really aware of. But it is where one does 
respond to that which he addresses to another and where that response o f his own 
becomes a part of his conduct, where he not only hears himself but responds to 
himself, talks and replies to himself as truly as the other person replies to him, that we 
have behavior in which the individuals become objects to themselves. 

Such a self is not, I would say, primarily the physiological organism. The physi
ological organism is essential to it, but we are at least able to think o f a self without 
it. Persons who believe in immortality, or believe in ghosts, or in the possibility of 
the self leaving the body, assume a self which is quite distinguishable from the body. 
H o w successfully they can hold these conceptions is an open question, but we do, 
as a fact, separate the self and the organism. It is fair to say that the beginning o f 
the self as an object , so far as we can see, is to be found in the experiences o f people 
that lead to the conception of a "double." Primitive people assume that there is a 
double, located presumably in the diaphragm, that leaves the body temporarily in 
sleep and completely in death. It can be enticed out of the body o f one's enemy and 
perhaps killed. It is represented in infancy by the imaginary playmates which chil
dren set up, and through which they come to control their experiences in their play. 
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The self, as that which can be an object to itself, is essentially a social structure, 
and it arises in social experience. After a self has arisen, it in a certain sense pro
vides for itself its social experiences, and so we can conceive of an absolutely soli
tary self. But it is impossible to conceive of a self arising outside of social experience. 
When it has arisen we can think o f a person in solitary confinement for the rest of 
his life, but who still has himself as a companion, and is able to think and to con
verse with himself as he had communicated with others. Tha t process to which I 
have just referred, o f responding to one's self as another responds to it, taking part 
in one's own conversation with others, being aware of what one is saying and using 
that awareness o f what one is saying to determine what one is going to say there
after - that is a process with which we are all familiar. "We are continually follow
ing up our own address to other persons by an understanding of what we are saying, 
and using that understanding in the direction of our continued speech. We are 
finding out what we are going to say, what we are going to do, by saying and doing, 
and in the process we are continually controlling the process itself. In the conver
sation of gestures what we say calls out a certain response in another and that in 
turn changes our own action, so that we shift from what we started to do because 
of the reply the other makes. The conversation o f gestures is the beginning of com
munication. The individual comes to carry on a conversation of gestures with 
himself. He says something, and that calls out a certain reply in himself which makes 
him change what he was going to say. One starts to say something, we will presume 
an unpleasant something, but when he starts to say it he realizes it is cruel. The 
effect on himself o f what he is saying checks him; there is here a conversation of 
gestures between the individual and himself. We mean by significant speech that 
the action is one that affects the individual himself, and that the effect upon the 
individual himself is part of the intelligent carrying-out o f the conversation with 
others. N o w we, so to speak, amputate that social phase and dispense with it for 
the time being, so that one is talking to one's self as one would talk to another 
person. 

This process of abstraction cannot be carried on indefinitely. One inevitably seeks 
an audience, has to pour himself out to somebody. In reflective intelligence one 
thinks to act, and to act solely so that this action remains a part of a social process. 
Thinking becomes preparatory to social action. The very process of thinking is, of 
course, simply an inner conversation that goes on, but it is a conversation of ges
tures which in its completion implies the expression of that which one thinks to an 
audience. One separates the significance of what he is saying to others from the 
actual speech and gets it ready before saying it. He thinks it out, and perhaps writes 
it in the form of a book; but it is still a part of social intercourse in which one is 
addressing other persons and at the same time addressing one's self, and in which 
one controls the address to other persons by the response made to one's own gesture. 
Tha t the person should be responding to himself is necessary to the self, and it is 
this sort o f social conduct which provides behavior within which that self appears. 
I know of no other form of behavior than the linguistic in which the individual is 
an object to himself, and, so far as I can see, the individual is not a self in the reflex
ive sense unless he is an object to himself. It is this fact that gives a critical impor
tance to communication, since this is a type o f behavior in which the individual 
does so respond to himself. 
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We realize in everyday conduct and experience that an individual does not mean 
a great deal of what he is doing and saying. We frequently say that such an indi
vidual is not himseif. We come away from an interview with a realization that we 
have left out important things, that there are parts of the self that did not get into 
what was said. W h a t determines the amount of the self that gets into communica
tion is the social experience itself. O f course, a good deal of the self does not need 
to get expression. We carry on a whole series of different relationships to different 
people. We are one thing to one man and another thing to another. There are parts 
o f the self which exist only for the self in relationship to itself. We divide ourselves 
up in all sorts of different selves with reference to our acquaintances. We discuss 
politics with one and religion with another. There are all sorts of different selves 
answering to all sorts of different social reactions. It is the social process itself that 
is responsible for the appearance of the self; it is not there as a self apart from this 
type of experience. 

A multiple personality is in a certain sense normal, as I have just pointed out. 
There is usually an organization of the whole self with reference to the community 
to which we belong, and the situation in which we find ourselves. W h a t the society 
is, whether we are living with people of the present, people of our own imagina
tions, people of the past, varies, of course, with different individuals. Normally, 
within the sort of community as a whole to which we belong, there is a unified self, 
but that may be broken up. To a person who is somewhat unstable nervously and 
in whom there is a line of cleavage, certain activities become impossible, and that 
set of activities may separate and evolve another self. Two separate "me ' s" and " F s , " 
two different selves, result, and that is the condition under which there is a ten
dency to break up the personality. There is an account of a professor of education 
who disappeared, was lost to the community, and later turned up in a logging camp 
in the West. He freed himself of his occupation and turned to the woods where he 
felt, if you like, more at home. The pathological side of it was the forgetting, the 
leaving out of the rest o f the self. This result involved getting rid of certain bodily 
memories which would identify the individual to himself. We often recognize the 
lines of cleavage that run through us. We would be glad to forget certain things, get 
rid o f things the self is bound up with in past experiences. W h a t we have here is a 
situation in which there can be different selves, and it is dependent upon the set of 
social reactions that is involved as to which self we are going to be. I f we can forget 
everything involved in one set of activities, obviously we relinquish that part of the 
self. Take a person who is unstable, get him occupied by speech, and at the same 
time get his eye on something you are writing so that he is carrying on two sepa
rate lines of communication, and if you go about it in the right way you can get 
those two currents going so that they do not run into each other. You can get two 
entirely different sets of activities going on. You can bring about in that way the 
dissociation of a person's self. It is a process o f setting up two sorts o f communi
cation which separate the behavior of the individual. For one individual it is this 
thing said and heard, and for the other individual there exists only that which he 
sees written. You must, of course, keep one experience out o f the field of the other. 
Dissociations are apt to take place when an event leads to emotional upheavals. 
T h a t which is separated goes on in its own way. 
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The unity and structure of the complete self reflects the unity and structure of the 
social process as a whole; and each of the elementary selves of which it is composed 
reflects the unity and structure of one of the various aspects of that process in which 
the individual is implicated. In other words, the various elementary selves which con
stitute, or are organized into, a complete self are the various aspects of the structure 
of that complete self answering to the various aspects of the structure of the social 
process as a whole; the structure o f the complete self is thus a reflection of the com
plete social process. The organization and unification of a social group is identical 
with the organization and unification of any one of the selves arising within the social 
process in which that group is engaged, or which it is carrying on. 2 

The phenomenon o f dissociation of personality is caused by a breaking up of the 
complete, unitary self into the component selves o f which it is composed, and which 
respectively correspond to different aspects of the social process in which the person 
is involved, and within which his complete or unitary self has arisen; these aspects 
being the different social groups to which he belongs within that p r o c e s s . . . . 

Another set of background factors in the genesis of the self is represented in the 
activities of play and the game. 

Among primitive people, as I have said, the necessity o f distinguishing the self 
and the organism was recognized in what we term the "double": the individual has 
a thing-like self that is affected by the individual as it affects other people and which 
is distinguished from the immediate organism in that it can leave the body and come 
back to it. This is the basis for the concept o f the soul as a separate entity. 

We find in children something that answers to this double, namely, the invisible, 
imaginary companions which a good many children produce in their own experi
ence. They organize in this way the responses which they call out in other persons 
and call out also in themselves. O f course, this playing with an imaginary com
panion is only a peculiarly interesting phase of ordinary play. Play in this sense, 
especially the stage which precedes the organized games, is a play at something. A 
child plays at being a mother, at being a teacher, at being a policeman; that is, it is 
taking different roles, as we say. We have something that suggests this in what we 
call the play of animals: a cat will play with her kittens, and dogs play with each 
other. Two dogs playing with each other will at tack and defend, in a process which 
if carried through would amount to an actual fight. There is a combination of 
responses which checks the depth o f the bite. But we do not have in such a situa
tion the dogs taking a definite role in the sense that a child deliberately takes the 
role o f another. This tendency on the part of the children is what we are working 
with in the kindergarten where the roles which the children assume are made the 
basis for training. When a child does assume a role he has in himself the stimuli 
which call out that particular response or group of responses. He may, of course, 
run away when he is chased, as the dog does, or he may turn around and strike 
back just as the dog does in his play. But that is not the same as playing at some
thing. Children get together to "play Indian." This means that the child has a certain 
set o f stimuli which call out in itself the responses that they would call out in others, 
and which answer to an Indian. In the play period the child utilizes his own 
responses to these stimuli which he makes use of in building a self. The response 
which he has a tendency to make to these stimuli organizes them. He plays that he 
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is, for instance, offering himself something, and he buys it; he gives a letter to himself 
and takes it away; he addresses himself as a parent, as a teacher; he arrests himself 
as a policeman. He has a set of stimuli which call out in himself the sort of responses 
they call out in others. He takes this group of responses and organizes them into a 
certain whole. Such is the simplest form of being another to one's self, i t involves 
a temporal situation. The child says something in one character and responds in 
another character, and then his responding in another character is a stimulus to 
himself in the first character, and so the conversation goes on. A certain organized 
structure arises in him and in his other which replies to it, and these carry on the 
conversation of gestures between themselves. 

If we contrast play with the situation in an organized game, we note the essen
tial difference that the child who plays in a game must be ready to take the attitude 
of everyone else involved in that game, and that these different roles must have a 
definite relationship to each other. Taking a very simple game such as hide-and-seek, 
everyone with the exception of the one who is hiding is a person who is hunting. 
A child does not require more than the person who is hunted and the one who is 
hunting. If a child is playing in the first sense he just goes on playing, but there is 
no basic organization gained. In that early stage he passes from one role to another 
just as a whim takes him. But in a game where a number of individuals are involved, 
then the child taking one role must be ready to take the role o f everyone else. I f he 
gets in a ball nine he must have the responses of each position involved in his own 
position. He must know what everyone else is going to do in order to carry out his 
own play. He has to take all o f these roles. They do not all have to be present in 
consciousness at the same time, but at some moments he has to have three or four 
individuals present in his own attitude, such as the one who is going to throw the 
ball, the one who is going to catch it, and so on. These responses must be, in some 
degree, present in his own make-up. In the game, then, there is a set o f responses 
of such others so organized that the attitude of one calls out the appropriate atti
tudes of the other. 

This organization is put in the form of the rules of the game. Children take a 
great interest in rules. They make rules on the spot in order to help themselves out 
of difficulties. Part of the enjoyment of the game is to get these rules. Now, the rules 
are the set o f responses which a particular attitude calls out. You can demand a 
certain response in others if you take a certain attitude. These responses are all in 
yourself as well. There you get an organized set of such responses as that to which 
I have referred, which is something more elaborate than the roles found in play. 
Here there is just a set of responses that follow on each other indefinitely. At such 
a stage we speak of a child as not yet having a fully developed self. The child 
responds in a fairly intelligent fashion to the immediate stimuli that comes to him, 
but they are not organized. He does not organize his life as we would like to have 
him do, namely, as a whole. There is just a set of responses o f the type of play. The 
child reacts to a certain stimulus, and the reaction is in himself that is called out in 
others, but he Is not a whole self. In his game he has to have an organization o f 
these roles; otherwise he cannot play the game. The game represents the passage in 
the life of the child from taking the role of others in play to the organized part that 
is essential to self-consciousness in the full sense of the term. 
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We were speaking of the social conditions under which the self arises as an object. 
In addition to language we found two illustrations, one in play and the other in the 
game, and I wish to summarize and expand my account on these point. I have spoken 
of these from the point o f view of children. We can, of course, refer also to the atti
tudes of more primitive people out of which our civilization has arisen. . . . 

The fundamental difference between the game and play is that in the latter the 
child must have the attitude o f all the others involved in that game. The attitudes 
of the other players which the participant assumes organize into a sort of unit, and 
it is that organization which controls the response of the individual. The illustra
tion used was of a person playing baseball. Each one of his own acts is determined 
by his assumption o f the action of the others who are playing the game. Wha t he 
does is controlled by his being everyone else on that team, at least in so far as those 
attitudes affect his own particular response. We get then an "other" which is an 
organization o f the attitudes of those involved in the same process. 

The organized community or social group which gives to the individual his unity 
of self may be called "the generalized other." The attitude o f the generalized other 
is the attitude of the whole community. 3 Thus, for example, in the case of such a 
social group as a ball team, the team is the generalized other in so far as it enters 
~ as an organized process or social activity - into the experience of any one of the 
individual members of it. 

If the given human individual is to develop a self in the fullest sense, it is not suf
ficient for him merely to take the attitudes of other human individuals toward 
himself and toward one another within the human social process, and to bring that 
social process as a whole into his individual experience merely in these terms: he 
must also, in the same way that he takes the attitudes of other individuals toward 
himself and toward one another, take their attitudes toward the various phases or 
aspects of the common social activity or set of social undertakings in which, as 
members of an organized society or social group, they are all engaged; and he must 
then, by generalizing these individual attitudes of that organized society or social 
group itself, as a whole, act toward different social projects which at any given time 
it is carrying out, or toward the various larger phases o f the general social process 
which constitutes its life and of which these projects are specific manifestations. This 
getting of the broad activities of any given social whole or organized society as such 
within the experiential held of any one of the individuals involved or included in 
that whole is, in other words, the essential basis and prerequisite o f the fullest devel
opment of that individual's self: only in so far as he takes the attitudes of the orga
nized social group to which he belongs toward the organized, co-operative social 
activity or set o f such activities in which that group as such is engaged, does he 
develop a complete self or possess the sort of complete self he has developed. And 
on the other hand, the complex co-operative processes and activities and institu
tional functionings of organized human society are also possible only in so far as 
every individual involved in them or belonging to that society can take the general 
attitudes of all other such individuals with reference to these processes and activi
ties and institutional functionings, and to the organized social whole of experien
tial relations and interactions thereby constituted - and can direct his own behavior 
accordingly. 
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It is in the form of the generalized other that the social process influences the 
behavior of the individuals involved in it and carrying it on, i.e., that the commu
nity exercises control over the conduct of its individual members; for it is in this 
form that the social process or community enters as a determining factor into the 
individual's thinking. In abstract thought the individual takes the attitude of the 
generalized other toward himself, without reference to its expression in any partic
ular other individuals; and in concrete thought he takes that attitude in so far as it 
is expressed in the attitudes toward his behavior of those other individuals with 
whom he is involved in the given social situation or act. But only by taking the atti
tude of the generalized other toward himself, in one or another of these ways, can 
he think at all; for only thus can thinking - or the internalized conversation of ges
tures which constitutes thinking - occur. And only through the taking by individu
als of the attitude or attitudes of the generalized other toward themselves is the 
existence o f a universe of discourse, as that system o f common or social meanings 
which thinking presupposes at its context , rendered possible. 

The self-conscious human individual, then, takes or assumes the organized social 
attitudes o f the given social group or community (or of some one section thereof) 
to which he belongs, toward the social problems of various kinds which confront 
that group or community at any given time, and which arise in connection with the 
correspondingly different social projects or organized co-operative enterprises in 
which that group or community as such is engaged; and as an individual partici
pant in these social projects or co-operative enterprises, he governs his own conduct 
accordingly. In politics, for example, the individual identifies himself with an entire 
political party and takes the organized attitudes of that entire party toward the rest 
of the given social community and toward the problems which confront the party 
within the given social situation; and he consequently reacts or responds in terms 
of the organized attitudes of the party as a whole. He thus enters into a special set 
of social relations with all the other individuals who belong to that political party; 
and in the same way he enters into various other special sets of social relations, with 
various other classes of individuals respectively, the individuals o f each o f these 
classes being the other members of some one of the particular organized subgroups 
(determined in socially functional terms) of which he himself is a member within 
the entire given society or social community. In the most highly developed, orga
nized, and complicated human social communities - those evolved by civilized man 
- these various socially functional classes or subgroups of individuals to which any 
given individual belongs (and with the other individual members of which he thus 
enters into a special set of social relations) are of two kinds. Some of them are con
crete social classes or subgroups, such as political parties, clubs, corporations, which 
are all actually functional social units, in terms of which their individual members 
are directly related to one another. The others are abstract social classes or sub
groups, such as the class o f debtors and the class o f creditors, in terms o f which 
their individual members are related to one another only more or less indirectly, 
and which only more or less indirectly function as social units, but which afford or 
represent unlimited possibilities for the widening and ramifying and enriching of 
the social relations among all the individual members of the given society as an 
organized and unified whole. The given individual's membership in several o f these 



The Self 291 

abstract social classes or subgroups makes possible his entrance into definite social 
relations (however indirect) with an almost infinite number of other individuals who 
also belong to or are included within one or another of these abstract social classes 
or subgroups cutting across functional lines of demarcation which divide different 
human social communities from one another, and including individual members 
from several (in some cases from all) such communities. O f these abstract social 
classes or subgroups o f human individuals the one which is most inclusive and exten
sive is, of course, the one defined by the logical universe of discourse (or system of 
universally significant symbols) determined by the participation and communicative 
interaction of individuals; for o f all such classes or subgroups, it is the one which 
claims the largest number of individual members, and which enables the largest con
ceivable number o f human individuals to enter into some sort of social relation, 
however indirect or abstract it may be, with one another - a relation arising from 
the universal functioning o f gestures as significant symbols in the general human 
social process o f communicat ion. 

I have pointed out, then, that there are two general stages in the full develop
ment of the self. At the first o f these stages, the individual's self is constituted simply 
by an organization o f the particular attitudes o f other individuals toward himself 
and toward one another in the specific social acts in which he participates with 
them. But at the second stage in the full development of the individual's self that 
self is constituted not only by an organization of these particular individual atti
tudes, but also by an organization of the social attitudes of the generalized other or 
the social group as a whole to which he belongs. These social or group attitudes 
are brought within the individual's field of direct experience, and are included as 
elements in the structure or constitution of his self, in the same way that the atti
tudes of particular other individuals are; and the individual arrives at them, or suc
ceeds in taking them, by means o f further organizing, and then generalizing, the 
attitudes of particular other individuals in terms o f their organized social bearings 
and implications. So the self reaches its full development by organizing these indi
vidual attitudes of others into the organized social or group attitudes, and by thus 
becoming an individual reflection of the general systematic pattern of social or group 
behavior in which it and the others are all involved - a pattern which enters as a 
whole into the individual's experience in terms of these organized group attitudes 
which, through the mechanism of his central nervous system, he takes toward 
himself, just as he takes the individual attitudes of others. . . . 

I have so far emphasized what I have called the structures upon which the self 
is constructed, the framework o f the self, as it were. O f course we are not only what 
is common to all: each one of the selves is different from everyone else; but there 
has to be such a common structure as I have sketched in order that we may be 
members of a community at all. We cannot be ourselves unless we are also members 
in whom there is a community of attitudes which control the attitudes of all. We 
cannot have rights unless we have common attitudes. Tha t which we have acquired 
as self-conscious persons makes us such members of society and gives us selves. 
Selves can only exist in definite relationships to other selves. No hard-and-fast line 
can be drawn between our own selves and the selves of others, since our own selves 
exist and enter as such into our experience only in so far as the selves of others exist 
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and enter as such into our experience also. The individual possesses a self only in 
relation to the selves of the other members of his social group; and the structure of 
his self expresses or reflects the general behavior pattern o f this social group to 
which he belongs, just as does the structure of the self of every other individual 
belonging to this social g r o u p . . . . 

The " 1 " and the " M e " 

We have discussed at length the social foundations of the self, and hinted that the 
self does not consist simply in the bare organization of social attitudes. We may 
now explicitly raise the question as to the nature of the " I " which is aware of the 
social " m e . " I do not mean to raise the metaphysical question o f how a person can 
be both " I " and " m e , " but to ask for the significance of this distinction from the 
point of view o f conduct itself. Where in conduct does the " I " come in as over 
against the " m e " ? If one determines what his position is in society and feels himself 
as having a certain function and privilege, these are all defined with reference to an 
" I , " but the " I " is not a " m e " and cannot become a " m e . " We may have a better 
self and a worse self, but that again is not the " I " as over against the " m e , " because 
they are both selves. We approve of one and disapprove of the other, but when we 
bring up one or the other they are there for such approval as "me's ." The " I " does 
not get into the limelight; we talk to ourselves, but do not see ourselves. The " I " 
reacts to the self which arises through the taking o f the attitudes o f others. Though 
taking those attitudes we have introduced the " m e " and we react to it as an " I . " 

The simplest way of handling the problem would be in terms of memory. I talk 
to myself, and I remember what I said and perhaps the emotional content that went 
with it. The " I " of this moment is present in the " m e " o f the next moment. There 
again I cannot turn around quick enough to catch myself. I become a " m e " in so 
far as I remember what I said. The " I " can be given, however, this functional rela
tionship. It is because of the " I " that we say that we are never fully aware of what 
we are, that we surprise ourselves by our own action. It is as we act that we are 
aware of ourselves. It is in memory that the " I " is constantly present in experience. 
We can go back directly a few moments in our experience, and then we are depen
dent upon memory images for the rest. So that the " I " in the memory is there as 
the spokesman of the self o f the second, or minute, or day ago. As given, it is a 
"me ," but it is a " m e " which was the " I " at the earlier time. If you ask, then, where 
directly in your own experience the " I " comes in, the answer is that it comes in as 
a historical figure. It is what you were a second ago that is the " I " of the " m e . " It 
is another " m e " that has to take that role. You cannot get the immediate response 
of the " I " in the process. The " I " is in a certain sense that with which we do iden
tify ourselves. The getting o f it into experience constitutes one of the problems of 
most o f our conscious experience; it is not directly given in experience. 

The " I " is the response o f the organism to the attitudes o f the others, the " m e " 
is the organized set o f attitudes of others which one himself assumes. The attitudes 
o f the others constitute the organized "me ," and then one reacts toward that as an 
" I . " I now wish to examine these concepts in greater detail. 
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There is neither " I " nor " m e " in the conversation of gestures; the whole act is 
not yet carried out, but the preparation takes place in this field of gesture. Now, in 
so far as the individual arouses in himself the attitudes of the others, there arises an 
organized group of responses. And it is due to the individual's ability to take the 
attitudes o f these others in so far as they can be organized that he gets self-
consciousness. The taking o f all of those organized sets of attitudes gives him his 
" m e " ; that is the self he is aware of. He can throw the ball to some other member 
because o f the demand made upon him from other members of the team. Tha t is 
the self that immediately exists for him in his consciousness. He has their attitudes, 
knows what they want and what the consequence of any act of his will be, and he 
has assumed responsibility for the situation. Now, it is the presence of those orga
nized sets of attitudes that constitutes that " m e " to which he as an " I " is respond
ing. But what that response will be he does not know and nobody else knows. 
Perhaps he will make a brilliant play or an error. The response to that situation as 
it appears in his immediate experience is uncertain, and it is that which constitutes 
the " I . " 

The " I " is his action over against that social situation within his own conduct, 
and it gets into his experience only after he has carried out the act. Then he is aware 
o f it. He had to do such a thing and he did it. He fulfils his duty and he may look 
with pride at the throw which he made. The " m e " arises to do that duty - that is 
the way in which it arises in his experience. He had in him all the attitudes o f others, 
calling for a certain response; that was the " m e " o f that situation, and his response 
is the " I . " 

I want to call attention particularly to the fact that this response of the " I " is 
something that is more or less uncertain. The attitudes o f others which one assumes 
as affecting his own conduct constitute the " m e , " and that is something that is there, 
but the response to it is as yet not given. When one sits down to think anything 
out, he has certain data that are there. Suppose that it is a social situation which 
he has to straighten out. He sees himself from the point o f view of one individual 
or another in the group. These individuals, related all together, give him a certain 
self. Well, what is he going to do? He does not know and nobody else knows. He 
can get the situation into his experience because he can assume the attitudes o f the 
various individuals involved in it. He knows how they feel about it by the assump
tion of their attitudes. He says, in effect, " I have done certain things that seem to 
commit me to a certain course o f conduct ." Perhaps if he does so act it will place 
him in a false position with another group. The " I " as a response to this situation, 
in contrast to the " m e " which is involved in the attitudes which he takes, is uncer
tain. And when the response takes place, then it appears in the field of experience 
largely as a memory i m a g e . . . . 

The " I " then, in this relation of the " 1 " and the "me ," is something that is, so 
to speak, responding to a social situation which is within the experience of the indi
vidual. It is the answer which the individual makes to the attitude which others take 
toward him when he assumes an attitude toward them. Now, the attitudes he is 
taking toward them are present in his own experience, but his response to them will 
contain a novel element. The " I " gives the sense o f freedom, of initiative. T h e sit
uation is there for us to act in a self-conscious fashion. We are aware of ourselves, 
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and of what the situation is, but exactly how we will act never gets into experience 
until after the action takes place. 

Such is the basis for the fact that the " I " does not appear in the same sense in 
experience as does the " m e . " The " m e " represents a definite organization of the 
community there in our own attitudes, and calling for a response, but the response 
that takes place is something that just happens. There is no certainty in regard to 
it. There is a moral necessity but no mechanical necessity for the act. When it does 
take place then we find what has been done. The above account gives us, I think, 
the relative position of the " I " and " m e " in the situation, and the grounds for the 
separation o f the two in behavior. The two are separated in the process but they 
belong together in the sense of being parts o f a whole. They are separated and yet 
they belong together. The separation of the " I " and the " m e " is not fictitious. They 
are not identical, for, as I have said, the " I " is something that is never entirely cal
culable. The " m e " does call for a certain sort of an " I " in so far as we meet the 
obligations that are given in conduct itself, but the " I " is always something differ
ent from what the situation itself calls for. So there is always that distinction, if you 
like, between the " I " and the " m e . " The " I " both calls out the " m e " and responds 
to it. Taken together they constitute a personality as it appears in social experience. 
The self is essentially a social process going on with these two distinguishable phases. 
If it did not have these two phases there could not be conscious responsibility, and 
there would be nothing novel in experience. 

N O T E S 

1 Man's behavior is such in his social group that he is able to become an object to himself, 
a fact which constitutes him a more advanced product of evolutionary development than 
are the lower animals. Fundamentally it is this social fact - and not his alleged posses
sion of a soul or mind with which he, as an individual, has been mysteriously and super-
naturaily endowed, and with which the lower animals have not been endowed - that 
differentiates him from them. 

2 The unity of the mind is not identical with the unity of the self. The unity of the self is 
constituted by the unity of the entire relational pattern of social behavior and experience 
in which the individual is implicated, and which is reflected in the structure of the self; 
but many of the aspects or features of this entire pattern do not enter into consciousness, 
so that the unity of the mind is in a sense an abstraction from the more inclusive unity 
of the self. 

3 It is possible for inanimate objects, no less than for other human organisms, to form parts 
of the generalized and organized - the completely socialized - other for any given human 
individual, in so far as he responds to such objects socially or in a social fashion (by 
means of the mechanism of thought, the internalized conversation of gestures). 



Georg Simmel 

If wandering, considered as a state of detachment from every given point in space, 
is the conceptual opposite of attachment to any point, then the sociological form 
o f "the stranger" presents the synthesis, as it were, of both of these properties. 
(This is another indication that spatial relations not only are determining conditions 
o f relationships among men, but are also symbolic of those relationships.) The 
stranger will thus not be considered here in the usual sense of the term, as the wan
derer who comes today and goes tomorrow, but rather as the man who comes today 
and stays tomorrow - the potential wanderer, so to speak, who, although he has 
gone no further, has not quite got over the freedom o f coming and going. He is 
fixed within a certain spatial circle - or within a group whose boundaries are anal
ogous to spatial boundaries - but his position within it is fundamentally affected 
by the fact that he does not belong in it initially and that he brings qualities into it 
that are not, and cannot be, indigenous to it. 

In the case of the stranger, the union o f closeness and remoteness involved in every 
human relationship is patterned in a way that may be succinctly formulated as 
follows: the distance within this relation indicates that one who is close by is remote, 
but his strangeness indicates that one who is remote is near. The state of being a 
stranger is of course a completely positive relation; it is a specific form of interac
tion. The inhabitants o f Sirius are not exactly strangers to us, at least not in the soci
ological sense o f the word as we are considering it. In that sense they do not exist 
for us at all; they are beyond being far and near. The stranger is an element o f the 
group itself, not unlike the poor and sundry "inner enemies" - an element whose 
membership within the group involves both being outside it and confronting it. 

The following statements about the stranger are intended to suggest how factors 
of repulsion and distance work to create a form o f being together, a form o f union 
based on interaction. 

In the whole history o f economic activity the stranger makes his appearance 
everywhere as a trader, and the trader makes his as a stranger. As long as 

Georg Simmel, "The Stranger," pp. 143-9 from Georg Simmel, Georg Simmel: On Individ
uality and Social Forms, edited by Donald N. Levine (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1971). 



296 Georg Simmel 

production for one's own needs is the general rule, or products are exchanged within 
a relatively small circle, there is no need for a middleman within the group. A trader 
is required only for goods produced outside the group. Unless there are people who 
wander out into foreign lands to buy these necessities, in which case they are them
selves "strange" merchants in this other region, the trader must be a stranger; there 
is no opportunity for anyone else to make a living at it. 

This position of the stranger stands out more sharply if, instead of leaving the 
place of his activity, he settles down there. In innumerable cases even this is pos
sible only if he can live by trade as a middleman. Any closed economic group where 
land and handicrafts have been apportioned in a way that satisfies local demands 
will still support a livelihood for the trader. For trade alone makes possible unlim
ited combinations, and through it intelligence is constantly extended and applied in 
new areas, something that is much harder for the primary producer with his more 
limited mobility and his dependence on a circle o f customers that can be expanded 
only very slowly. Trade can always absorb more men than can primary production. 
It is therefore the most suitable activity for the stranger, who intrudes as a super
numerary, so to speak, into a group in which all the economic positions are already 
occupied. The classic example of this is the history o f European Jews. T h e stranger 
is by his very nature no owner of land - land not only in the physical sense but also 
metaphorically as a vital substance which is fixed, if not in space, then at least in 
an ideal position within the social environment. 

Although in the sphere o f intimate personal relations the stranger may be attrac
tive and meaningful in many ways, so long as he is regarded as a stranger he is no 
"landowner" in the eyes o f the other. Restriction to intermediary trade and often 
(as though sublimated from it) to pure finance gives the stranger the specific char
acter of mobility. The appearance of this mobility within a bounded group occa
sions that synthesis of nearness and remoteness which constitutes the formal 
position of the stranger. The purely mobile person comes incidentally into contact 
with every single element but is not bound up organically, through established ties 
of kinship, locality, or occupation, with any single one. 

Another expression of this constellation is to be found in the objectivity o f the 
stranger. Because he is not bound by roots to the particular constituents and parti
san dispositions of the group, he confronts all of these with a distinctly "object ive" 
attitude, an attitude that does not signify mere detachment and nonparticipation, 
but is a distinct structure composed o f remoteness and nearness, indifference and 
involvement. I refer to my analysis of the dominating positions gained by aliens, in 
the discussion o f superordination and subordination, typified by the practice in 
certain Italian cities of recruiting their judges from outside, because no native was 
free from entanglement in family interests and factionalism. 

Connected with the characteristic of objectivity is a phenomenon that is found 
chiefly, though not exclusively, in the stranger who moves on. This is that he often 
receives the most surprising revelations and confidences, at times reminiscent of a 
confessional, about matters which are kept carefully hidden from everybody with 
whom one is close. Objectivity is by no means nonparticipation, a condition that is 
altogether outside the distinction between subjective and objective orientations. It 
is rather a positive and definite kind of participation, in the same way that the objec-
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tivity of a theoretical observation clearly does not mean that the mind is a passive 
tabula rasa on which things inscribe their qualities, but rather signifies the full activ
ity of a mind working according to its own laws, under conditions that exclude 
accidental distortions and emphases whose individual and subjective differences 
would produce quite different pictures of the same object. 

Objectivity can also be defined as freedom. The objective man is not bound by 
ties which could prejudice his perception, his understanding, and his assessment of 
data. This freedom, which permits the stranger to experience and treat even his close 
relationships as though from a bird's-eye view, contains many dangerous possibi
lities. From earliest times, in uprisings of all sorts the attacked party has claimed 
that there has been incitement from the outside, by foreign emissaries and agitators. 
Insofar as this has happened, it represents an exaggeration o f the specific role o f the 
stranger: he is the freer man, practically and theoretically; he examines conditions 
with less prejudice; he assesses them against standards that are more general and 
more objective; and his actions are not confined to custom, piety, or precedent. 1 

Finally, the proportion of nearness and remoteness which gives the stranger the 
character of objectivity also finds practical expression in the more abstract nature 
of the relation to him. Tha t is, with the stranger one has only certain more general 
qualities in common, whereas the relation with organically connected persons is 
based on the similarity of just those specific traits which differentiate them from the 
merely universal. In fact, all personal relations whatsoever can be analyzed in terms 
o f this scheme. They are not determined only by the existence of certain common 
characteristics which the individuals share in addition to their individual differences, 
which either influence the relationship or remain outside of it. Rather, the kind of 
effect which that commonali ty has on the relation essentially depends on whether 
it exists only among the participants themselves, and thus, although general within 
the relation, is specific and incomparable with respect to all those on the outside, 
or whether the participants feel that what they have in common is so only because 
it is common to a group, a type, or mankind in general. In the latter case, the effect 
of the common features becomes attenuated in proportion to the size of the group 
bearing the same characteristics. The commonali ty provides a basis for unifying the 
members, to be sure; but it does not specifically direct these particular persons to 
one another. A similarity so widely shared could just as easily unite each person 
with every possible other. This , too , is evidently a way in which a relationship 
includes both nearness and remoteness simultaneously. To the extent to which the 
similarities assume a universal nature, the warmth of the connection based on them 
will acquire an element o f coolness, a sense of the contingent nature of precisely 
this relation - the connecting forces have lost their specific, centripetal character. 

In relation to the stranger, it seems to me, this constellation assumes an extraor
dinary preponderance in principle over the individual elements peculiar to the rela
tion in question. The stranger is close to us insofar as we feel between him and 
ourselves similarities o f nationality or social position, of occupation or o f general 
human nature. He is far from us insofar as these similarities extend beyond him and 
us, and connect us only because they connect a great many people. 

A trace of strangeness in this sense easily enters even the most intimate relation
ships. In the stage of first passion, erotic relations strongly reject any thought of 
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generalization. A love such as this has never existed before; there is nothing to 
compare either with the person one loves or with our feelings for that person. An 
estrangement is wont to set in (whether as cause or effect is hard to decide) at the 
moment when this feeling of uniqueness disappears from the relationship. A skep
ticism regarding the intrinsic value of the relationship and its value for us adheres 
to the very thought that in this relation, after all, one is only fulfilling a general 
human destiny, that one has had an experience that has occurred a thousand times 
before, and that, if one had not accidentally met this precise person, someone else 
would have acquired the same meaning for us. 

Something of this feeling is probably not absent in any relation, be it ever so 
close, because that which is common to two is perhaps never common only to them 
but belongs to a general conception which includes much else besides, many pos
sibilities of similarities. N o matter how few of these possibilities are realized and 
how often we may forget about them, here and there, nevertheless, they crowd in 
like shadows between men, like a mist eluding every designation, which must 
congeal into solid corporeality for it to be called jealousy. Perhaps this is in many 
cases a more general, at least more insurmountable, strangeness than that due to 
differences and obscurities. It is strangeness caused by the fact that similarity, 
harmony, and closeness are accompanied by the feeling that they are actually not 
the exclusive property of this particular relation, but stem from a more general one 
- a relation that potentially includes us and an indeterminate number of others, and 
therefore prevents that relation which alone was experienced from having an inner 
and exclusive necessity. 

O n the other hand, there is a sort o f "strangeness" in which this very connec
tion on the basis of a general quality embracing the parties is precluded. The rela
tion of the Greeks to the barbarians is a typical example; so are all the cases in 
which the general characteristics one takes as peculiarly and merely human are dis
allowed to the other. But here the expression "the stranger" no longer has any posi
tive meaning. The relation with him is a non-relation; he is not what we have been 
discussing here: the stranger as a member of the group itself. 

As such, the stranger is near and far at the same time, as in any relationship based 
on merely universal human similarities. Between these two factors o f nearness and 
distance, however, a peculiar tension arises, since the consciousness of having only 
the absolutely general in common has exactly the effect o f putting a special empha
sis on that which is not common. For a stranger to the country, the city, the race, 
and so on, what is stressed is again nothing individual, but alien origin, a quality 
which he has, or could have, in common with many other strangers. For this reason 
strangers are not really perceived as individuals, but as strangers o f a certain type. 
Their remoteness is no less general than their nearness. 

This form appears, for example, in so special a case as the tax levied on Jews in 
Frankfurt and elsewhere during the Middle Ages. Whereas the tax paid by Christ
ian citizens varied according to their wealth at any given time, for every single J e w 
the tax was fixed once and for all. This amount was fixed because the J e w had his 
social position as a jew, not as the bearer of certain objective contents. With respect 
to taxes every other citizen was regarded as possessor of a certain amount of wealth, 
and his tax could follow the fluctuations of his fortune. But the Jew as taxpayer 
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was first of all a Jew, and thus his fiscal position contained an invariable element. 
This appears most forcefully, of course, once the differing circumstances of indi
vidual Jews are no longer considered, limited though this consideration is by fixed 
assessments, and all strangers pay exactly the same head tax. 

Despite his being inorganically appended to it, the stranger is still an organic 
member of the group, its unified life includes the specific conditioning of this 
element. Only we do not know how to designate the characteristic unity of this 
position otherwise than by saying that it is put together of certain amounts o f near
ness and of remoteness. Although both these qualities are found to some extent in 
all relationships, a special proportion and reciprocal tension between them produce 
the specific form of the relation to the "stranger." 

N O T E 

1 Where the attacked parties make such an assertion falsely, they do so because those in 
higher positions tend to exculpate inferiors who previously have been in a close, solidary 
relationship with them. By introducing the fiction that the rebels were not really guilty, 
but only instigated, so they did not actually start the rebellion, they exonerate themselves 
by denying that there were any real grounds for the uprising. 
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Group Expansion and the Transformation of Social Bonds 

Individuation of personality, on the one hand, and the influences, interests, and rela
tionships that attach the personality to its social circle, on the other hand, show a 
pattern of interdependent development that appears in the most diverse historical 
and institutional setting as a typical form. Individuality in being and action gener
ally increases to the degree that the social circle encompassing the individual 
expands. 

O f the diverse modalities in which group expansion occurs and gives rise to the 
correlation just underscored, I will first mention the one that occurs when circles 
that are isolated from one another become approximately alike. Imagine that there 
are two social groups, M and N , that are sharply distinguished from one another 
both in characteristic attributes and in opposing systems of shared belief; and 
imagine further that each of these groups is composed o f homogeneous and tightly 
cohesive elements. This being so, quantitative expansion will produce an increase 
in social differentation. Wha t were once minimal differences in inner predilection, 
external resources, and actualizations of these will be accentuated by the necessity 
of competing for a livelihood with more and more people using more and more spe
cialized means. Competit ion will develop the speciality of the individual in direct 
ratio to the number of participants. 

Different as its points of origin in M and N may have been, this process will 
inevitably produce a gradually increasing likeness between the two groups. After 
all, the number of fundamental human formations upon which a group can build 
is relatively limited, and it can only slowly be increased. The more of these forma
tions that are present in a group - that is, the greater the dissimilarity of constituent 
elements in M and N respectively - the greater is the likelihood that an ever increas-

Georg Simmei, "Group Expansion and the Development of Individuality," pp. 2 5 2 - 6 6 , 
2 6 8 - 7 4 , 2 9 0 - 2 from Georg Simmel, Georg Simmel: On Individuality and Social Forms, 
edited by Donald N. Levine {Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971). 
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ing number of structures will develop in one group that have equivalents in the 
other. Deviation in all directions from what had thus far been the prevailing norm 
in each group complex must necessarily result in a likening - at first a qualitative 
or ideal equivalence - between parts of the two complexes. 

This likening will come about if for no other reason than because even within 
very diverse groups, the forms o f social differentiation are identical or approxi
mately the same. W h a t I have in mind here are such forms as the relational pattern 
of simple competit ion, the alliance of many who are weak against one who is strong, 
the pleonexy of lone individuals, the progression in which relationships among indi
viduals, once initiated, become stabilized, the attraction or repulsion that arises 
between individuals by virtue o f their qualitative differentiation, and so on. 

This process, quite apart from all bonds based on shared substantive interests, 
will often lead to actual relations between the elements of any two - or of many -
groups that have been made alike in this way. One observes this, for example, in 
the international sympathy that aristocrats hold for one another. To an astonishing 
degree, these feelings of solidarity are independent of the specific character o f the 
individuals concerned, a matter that is otherwise decisive in determining personal 
attraction and repulsion. In the same way, by specialization within groups that were 
originally independent of one another, solidarities also develop at the other end of 
the social scale, as in the internationalism o f social democrats and in the sentiments 
underlying the earlier journeymen's unions. 

After the process of social differentiation has led to a separation between high 
and low, the mere formal fact of occupying a particular social position creates 
among the similarly characterized members o f the most diverse groups a sense of 
solidarity and, frequently, actual relationships. Accompanying such a differentiation 
of social groups, there arise a need and an inclination to reach out beyond the orig
inal spatial, economic, and mental boundaries o f the group and, in connection with 
the increase in individualization and concomitant mutual repulsion o f group ele
ments, to supplement the original centripetal forces of the lone group with a cen
trifugal tendency that forms bridges with other groups. 

For example, the guilds were once ruled by the spirit of strict equality. On the 
one hand, the individual's production was limited to the level of quality and quan
tity that all other guild members attained; on the other hand, the guild's norms of 
sale and exchange sought to protect the individual from being outdone by other 
members. In the long run, it was impossible to maintain this condition of undiffer-
entiation. The master who became rich under whatever circumstances was not 
inclined to submit further to regulations stipulating that he might sell only his own 
products, might maintain no more than one salesplace, might have no more than a 
very limited number o f apprentices, and so forth. 

Once the affluent masters had won the right - partly after intense struggle - to 
ignore these restrictions, a certain duality began to appear. The once homogeneous 
mass of guild members became differentiated with increasing decisiveness into rich 
and poor, capitalists and laborers. Once the principle of equality had been broken 
through to the extent that one member could have another labor for him and that 
he could select his sales market on the basis of his own personal capacity and energy, 
his knowledge of the market, and his assessment o f its prospects, it was inevitable 
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that just these personal attributes, once given the opportunity to unfold, would con
tinue to develop, leading to an ever increasing specialization and individualization 
within the fellowship of the guild and, finally, to the dissolution of that fellowship. 
On the other hand, however, structural change made possible an extension far 
beyond the confines of previous sales regions. Formerly, producer and merchant had 
been united in one person; once they had been differentiated from one another, the 
merchant won an incomparable freedom of movement, and previously unattainable 
commercial relations were established. 

Individual freedom and the expansion of commercial enterprise are interdepen
dent. Thus, in the case of the coexistence o f guild restrictions and large, factory-
style workshops around the beginning of the nineteenth century in Germany, it 
always proved necessary to let the factories have freedoms of production and 
trade that could or would have been collectivistically restricted in the circles o f 
smaller and more modest enterprises. In this manner, the development away 
from narrow, homogeneous guild circles prepared their dissolution along two 
lines: one led to individualizing differentiation, the other to expansion involving 
ties across great distances. For this reason, the differentiation o f English guild 
members into merchants and actual workers was exhibited most strikingly by 
those, such as tanners and textile manufacturers, who produced articles of foreign 
demand. 

A fissioning is inherent in this correlation with group expansion that involves not 
only the content of labor but also its sociological dimension. Even given a certain 
technical division of labor, as long as the small, primitive group is self-sufficient, a 
pervasive equality exists in that each member of the group works for the group 
itself; every achievement is sociologically centripetal. However, as soon as the 
boundaries o f the group are ruptured and it enters into trade in special products 
with another group, internal differentiation develops between those who produce 
for export and those who produce for domestic consumption ~ two wholly opposed 
inner modes of being. 

The history of the emancipation of the serfs, as for example in Prussia, demon
strates a process that is similar in this regard. As he existed in Prussia until about 
1 8 1 0 , the enserfed peasant found himself in a peculiar intermediate position regard
ing both his lord and his land. The land belonged to the lord, to be sure, but not 
in such a way that the peasant himself could have no right at all to it. Likewise, the 
peasant was of course bound to work the lord's fields for him, but close by he also 
worked the land that had been allotted to him for his own benefit. With the aboli
tion of serfdom, a certain part of the land that the peasant had formerly owned in 
a limited sense was converted into true, free property. The lord was left to seek wage 
laborers, whom he recruited for the most part from among the owners of smaller 
parcels that he had purchased. Thus, whereas the peasant had had within himself 
the partial attributes of owner and of laborer for another's benefit, a sharp differ
entiation of these attributes followed the abolition of serfdom: one part became pure 
owner, the other part pure laborer. 

It is obvious how free movement of the person and his involvement in spatially 
more distant relations emerged from this situation. No t only the eradication o f the 
external bond to the soil was involved, but also the very condition of the laborer 
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as one who receives work first in one place, then in another. On the other hand, 
alienable property was involved, since it made possible sale and hence commercial 
relations, resettlement, and so on. 

So it is that the observation made at the beginning of this section has its justifi
cation: differentiation and individualization loosen the bond of the individual with 
those who are most near in order to weave in its place a new one - both real and 
ideal - with those who are more distant. . . . 

An Englishman who had lived for many years in India once told me that it was 
impossible for a European to get at all close to the natives where castes existed; but 
that where caste divisions did not prevail this was very easy. The insularity of the 
caste - maintained by an internal uniformity no less strict than its exclusion o f out
siders - seems to inhibit the development of what one has to call a more universal 
humanity, which is what makes relationships between racial aliens possible. 

Consistent with the above, the broad uneducated masses of one civilized people 
are more homogeneous internally, and they are separated from the masses o f a 
second people by more distinct characteristics, than is the case either within or 
between the educated strata of these populations. This same pattern of synthesis 
and antithesis repeats itself intraculturally. The older German corporate system set 
out to unite guild members tightly in order to keep guild memberships strictly sep
arated. The modern voluntary association, on the other hand, restricts its members 
and imposes uniformity upon them only so far as the strictly circumscribed orga
nizational goal requires. In all other matters, it allows members complete freedom 
and tolerates every individuality and heterogeneity of their full personalities. But for 
all that, the modern association gravitates toward an all-embracing union o f orga
nizations by virtue of interpenetrating division of labor, leveling that results from 
equal justice and the cash economy, and solidarity of interests in the national 
economy. 

These examples hint at a relation that will be found everywhere in the course of 
this inquiry. The nonindividuation of elements in the narrower circle and their dif
ferentiation in the wider one are phenomena that are found, synchronically, among 
coexistent groups and group elements, just as they appear, diachronically, in the 
sequence o f stages through which a single group develops. 

The Relation between Personal and Collective individuality 

This basic idea can be generalized to the proposition that in each person, other 
things being equal, there is, as it were, an unalterable ratio between individual and 
social factors that changes only its form. The narrower the circle to which we 
commit ourselves, the less freedom of individuality we possess; however, this nar
rower circle is itself something individual, and it cuts itself off sharply from all other 
circles precisely because it is small. Correspondingly, if the circle in which we are 
active and in which our interests hold sway enlarges, there is more room in it 
for the development o f our individuality; but as parts of this whole, we have less 
uniqueness: the larger whole is less individual as a social group. Thus, the level
ing of individual differences corresponds not only to the relative smallness and 
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narrowness of the collectivity, but also - or above all - to its own individualistic 
coloring. 

Expressed in a very terse schema, the elements of a distinctive social circle are 
undifferentiated, and the elements of a circle that is not distinctive are differenti
ated. O f course this is not a sociological "natural law," but rather what might be 
called a phenomenological formula that seeks to conceptualize the regular outcome 
of regularly coexisting sequences o f events. It designates no cause of phenomena; 
instead, it designates a single phenomenon whose underlying, general structure is 
represented in each individual case as the effect of very diverse cause, but causes 
whose combined effect is always to release identical formative energies. 

Illustrations of the Formula in Religious and Political Settings 

The first aspect of this relationship - lack of differentiation among the members o f 
a differentiated group - is exhibited by the social order of the Quakers , in a form 
that is based on the deepest motives of its members. As a whole, as a religious prin
ciple of the most extreme individualism and subjectivism, Quakerism binds members 
of the congregation to a style o f life and a mode of being that are highly uniform 
and democratic, seeking to exclude, as far as possible, ail individual differences. 
And in turn, Quakerism lacks all understanding for the higher political union and 
its goals so that the individuality of the smaller group not only precludes the 
individuality of the person, but also his commitment to the large group. The spe
cific manifestation o f this is as follows: in the affairs of the congregation, in the 
assemblies of worship, each person may act as preacher and may say whatever he 
tikes whenever he likes. O n the other hand, the congregation watches over personal 
affairs such as marriage, and these cannot occur without the permission of a 
committee that is appointed to investigate each case. Thus, the Quakers are 
individual only in collective matters, and in individual matters, they are socially 
regulated. 

Both aspects of the formula are exemplified in the differences between the polit
ical structures in the Northern and Southern states in the United States, most clearly 
so during the period before the Civil "War. The New England states in Nor th America 
had a pronounced local orientation from the very beginning. They developed town
ships in which the individual was tightly bound by his obligations to the whole, and 
although this whole was relatively small, it was also self-sufficient. The Southern 
states, by contrast, were populated to a greater extent by lone adventurers who were 
not particularly predisposed to local self-government. T h e South very early devel
oped extensive counties as units o f administration. Indeed, for the Southerner, the 
state as a whole is the site o f true political significance, whereas in N e w England, 
the state is more a combination o f towns. The more abstract, less colorful general 
political structure corresponds to the more independent - to the point o f anarchis
tic inclinations - Southern personalities that were included in it, whereas the more 
strictly regulated Northern personalities were inclined toward narrower municipal 
structures that each, as wholes, possessed strongly individual coloring and 
autonomous characters. 
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The Basic Relation as a Dualistic Drive 

With all the above qualifications in mind, one could speak of a particular quantum 
of the tendency toward individualization and o f the tendency toward nondifferen-
tiation. This quantum is determined by personal, historical, and social circum
stances; and it remains constant, whether it applies to purely psychological 
configurations or to the social community to which the personality belongs. 

We lead, as it were, a doubled, or if one will, a halved existence. We live as an 
individual within a social circle, with tangible separation from its other members, 
but also as a member o f this circle, with separation from everything that does not 
belong to it. If now there is a need within us both for individuation and for its oppo
site, then this need can be realized on either side o f our existence. The differentia
tion drive receives satisfaction from the contrast of one's particular personality with 
one's fellow members, but this plus corresponds to a minus in the satisfaction that 
the same person, as a purely social being, derives from oneness with his fellows. 
That is to say: intensified individualization within the group is accompanied by 
decreased individualization of the group itself, and vice versa, whenever a certain 
portion of the drive is satiated. 

A Frenchman has made the following observation about the mania for clubs in 
Germany: "I t is this that accustoms the German, on the one hand, not to count 
solely on the state; on the other hand, not to count solely on himself. It keeps him 
from locking himself up in his particular interests, and from relying on the state in 
all matters o f general interest." Thus, in this negative mode o f expression it is argued 
that a tendency to the most individual and one to the most general are present, but 
that they cannot both be satisfied in radically separated special structures; rather, 
the club is said to constitute an intermediate structure that satiates the dualistic drive 
quantum in a certain fusion. 

The Differentiation Drive as a Heuristic Principle 

If one uses this notion as a heuristic principle (i.e., not as designating the actual 
causality of phenomena, but merely as maintaining that phenomena occur as if they 
were governed by such a dual drive whose manifestations on the two sides of our 
existence balance one another), then what we have here is a most universal norm 
that is particularly salient when differences in group size are involved, but one that 
also applies to other arrangements. For example, in certain circles, and perhaps even 
in certain peoples, where extravagance, nervous enthusiasm, and moody impul
siveness predominate, we notice nonetheless a decidedly slavish preoccupation with 
fashion. One person perpetrates some madness, and it is aped by all the others as 
though they were automatons. In contrast, there are other circles whose life style is 
of a more sober and soldierly cut, hardly as colorful as the former, but whose 
members have a far stronger individuality drive, and distinguish themselves much 
more sharply and concisely within their uniform and simple life style than do those 
others in their bright and transitory way. So in one case, the totality has a very 
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individual character, but its parts are very much alike; in the other, the totality is 
less colorful and less modeled on an extreme, but its parts are strikingly differenti
ated from one another. 

Fashion, in and of itself, as a form of social life, is a preeminent case of this cor
relation. The adornment and accentuation that it lends to the personality is accorded 
to it only as the member of a class that is collectively distinguishing itself from other 
classes by adopting the new fashion. (As soon as a fashion has diffused into the other 
classes, it is abandoned and replaced with another.) The adoption of a fashion rep
resents an internal leveling o f the class and its self-exaltation above all other classes. 

For the moment, however, our principal concern is with the correlation that 
involves the extent of social circles, the one that generally relates the freedom of the 
group to the restriction o f the individual. A good example o f this is the coexistence 
o f communal restrictions and political freedom as found in the Russian governmental 
system during the preczarist period. Especially in the period o f the Mongo l wars, 
Russia had a large number of territorial units, principalities, cities, and village com
munes that were not held together by any kind o f unifying political bond; and thus 
on the whole they enjoyed great political freedom. For all that, however, the restric
tion of the individual in commune society was the narrowest imaginable, so much 
so that there was absolutely no private ownership o f land, which only the commune 
possessed. This narrow confinement in the circle of the commune, which deprived 
the individual o f personal property and often of freedom o f movement as well, is the 
counterpart o f the lack o f all binding relations with a wider political circle. 

Bismarck once said that there was a much more narrow-minded small-town 
provincialism in a French city of 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 than in a German city of 1 0 , 0 0 0 , and he 
explained this by the fact that Germany was composed o f a large number o f smaller 
states. Apparently the very large state allows the local community to have a certain 
mental self-sufficiency and insularity; and if even a relatively small community views 
itself as a whole, it will exhibit that cherishing o f minutiae which constitutes small
town provincialism. In a smaller state, the community can view itself more as a part 
of the whole; it is not so much thrown back upon itself. Because the community does 
not have so much individuality, it can dispense with that internal, coercive leveling 
o f individuals which, because of our psychological sensitivity to differences, must 
produce a heightened awareness of the smallest and most petty events and interests. 

In a narrow circle, one can preserve one's individuality, as a rule, in only two 
ways. Either one leads the circle (it is for this reason that strong personalities some
times like to be "number one in the village"), or one exists in it only externally, 
being independent of it in all essential matters. The latter alternative is possible only 
through great stability of character or through eccentricity - both traits that are 
conspicuous most often in small towns. 

Stages of Social Commitment 

We are surrounded by concentric circles of special interests. The more narrowly they 
enclose us, the smaller they must be. However, a person is never merely a collective 
being, just as he is never merely an individual being. For that reason we are natu
rally speaking here only in terms o f more or less, of single aspects and determinants 
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of human existence in which we can see the development away from an excess of 
one and into an excess of the other. 

This development can go through stages in which memberships in both the small 
and the larger social circle coincide in characteristic sequences. Thus, although com
mitment to a narrower circle is generally less conducive to the strength of individ
uality as such than it is in the most general realm possible, it is still psychologically 
significant that in a very large cultural community, belonging to a family promotes 
individuation. The lone individual cannot save himself from the totality: only by 
surrendering a part o f his absolute ego to a few others, joining himself in with them, 
can he preserve his sense of individuality and still avoid excessive isolation, bitter
ness, and idiosyncrasy. And by extending his personality and his interests around 
those o f a set o f other persons, the individual opposes himself in the broader mass, 
as it were, to the remaining whole. To be sure, individuality in the sense o f eccen
tricity and every kind o f abnormality is given broader scope by life without a family 
in a wider social circle; but for the differentiation that also benefits the greatest 
whole, for the sort that derives from strength, not from succumbing to one-sided 
drives - for this, belonging to a narrower circle within the widest is often useful, 
frequently, to be sure, only as preparation or transition. 

The family's significance is at first political and real; then with the growth of 
culture, it is more and more psychological and ideal. The family as a collective indi
vidual offers its members a preliminary differentiation that at least prepares them 
for differentiation in the sense of absolute individuality; on the other hand, the 
family offers members a shelter behind which that absolute individuality can develop 
until it has the strength to stand up against the greatest universality. Belonging to 
a family in a more advanced culture, where the rights o f individuality and of the 
widest circle developed simultaneously, represents a mixture o f the characteristic 
significance of the narrow and of the expanded circle. 

The same observation has been made with respect to the animal kingdom. The 
tendencies to the creation of families and to the creation o f large groups are inversely 
related. Monogamous and even polygamous relations have something so exclusive 
about them, and concern for the progeny demands so much from the parents, that 
a more extensive socialization suffers among such animals. Hence, organized groups 
are relatively rare among birds, whereas among wild dogs, to name an example in 
which complete sexual promiscuity and mutual indifference after the act are the 
rule, the animals live mostly in tightly cohesive packs. 

Among the mammals that have both familial and social drives, we invariably 
notice that during those periods in which the former predominate, that is, during 
the period of pairing off and mating, the latter decline significantly. The union of 
parents and offspring is also tighter if the number of young is smaller. I will cite 
only one distinctive example: within the class of fishes, those whose offspring are 
left entirely on their own lay countless millions of eggs, whereas among the brood
ing and nesting fish, where the beginnings o f a familial cohesion are found, few eggs 
are produced. 

It is in this sense that it has been argued that social relations among the animals 
originated not in conjugal or filial ties, but rather in sibling ties alone, since the 
latter allow much greater freedom to the individual than do the former; hence, they 
make the individual more inclined to attach itself closely to the larger circle, which 
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certainly first proffers itself in the individual's siblings. Being confined in an animal 
family has thus been viewed as the greatest hindrance to becoming involved in a 
larger animal society. 

The Sociological Duality of the Family 

The family has a peculiar sociological double role. O n the one hand, it is an exten
sion of one's own personality; it is a unit through which one feels one's own blood 
coursing, one which arises in being closed to all other social units and in enclosing 
us as a part of itself. On the other hand, the family also constitutes a complex within 
which the individual distinguishes himself from all others and in which, in opposi
tion to other members, he develops a selfhood and an antithesis. This double role 
unavoidably results in the sociological ambiguity of the family: it appears some
times as a unitary structure that acts as an individual, thereby assuming a charac
teristic position in larger and in the largest circles; and sometimes it appears as an 
intermediate circle that intervenes between the individual and the larger circle that 
encloses both family and individual. 

The developmental history o f the family, at least as it still seems to be recogniz
able from a series o f points, recapitulates this schema. The family appears first as 
the embracing circle that entirely encloses the life horizons o f the individual, while 
it is itself largely independent and exclusive. Then it contracts into a narrower struc
ture and thereby becomes adapted to playing the role o f an individual in a social 
circle that has expanded considerably beyond the boundaries of the previous one. 
After the matriarchal family had been displaced by the rise of masculine force, at 
first it was much less the fact of procreation by the father that established a family 
as one than it was the domination that he exercised over a particular number o f 
people. Under his unitary authority, he held together not only his offspring, but also 
his followers, those whom he had bought, those whom he had married and their 
entire families, and so on. From this primal patriarchal family, the more recent 
family o f mere blood relationship differentiated itself, a family in which parents and 
their children constitute an autonomous household. This one was naturally far 
smaller and more individual in character than the embracing patriarchal family had 
been. Tha t older group had been self-sufficient in all matters, in gaining a livelihood 
as in carrying out warlike activity; but once it had individualized itself into small 
families, it became possible and necessary for these to be amalgamated into a newly 
expanded group, the superfamilial community of the state. The Platonic Ideal State 
merely extended this line o f development by dissolving the family altogether, setting 
in place of this intermediate structure only individuals, on the one hand, and the 
state, on the other. 

Methodological implications 

Incidentally, there is a typical epistemological difficulty in sociology that finds its 
clearest example in the double role of the family: when instead o f having simply a 
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larger and a smaller group standing opposed to one another so that the position of 
the individual in them can readily be compared, one has several continuously 
expanding, superimposed circles, this relation can seem to shift, since a circle can 
be the narrower one in relation to a second, but it can be the wider one in relation 
to a third. Short o f the largest circle around us that is still effective, all circles 
included therein have a double meaning: on the one hand, they function as entities 
with an individual character, often directly as sociological individualities; while on 
the other hand, depending on their makeup, they function as higher-order complexes 
that may also include complexes of lower order in addition to their individual 
members. 

It is always precisely the intermediate structure that exhibits the pattern in ques
tion - internal cohesion, external repulsion - when contrasted with a more general 
higher structure and a more individual lower structure. The latter is a relative indi
vidual in relation to the former, regardless of whether in relation to still others it is 
a collective structure. Thus, wherever one seeks, as we do here, the normal corre
lation between three levels that are distinguished by their magnitudes - between the 
primarily individual element, and the narrower and the wider circle - there one will 
find that under different circumstances one and the same complex can play all three 
roles, depending on the relationships into which it enters. This hardly diminishes 
the theoretical value of the statement of this correlation; on the contrary, it proves 
that the correlation has a formal character that is open to every determinate content. 

The Individuation of Collectivities 

There are naturally more than enough sociological constellations in which the value 
of individuality and the need for it focus exclusively on the individual person, where 
in comparison to him, every complex of several persons emerges under all circum
stances as the essentially other level. But on the other hand, it has already been 
demonstrated that the meaning and the motive power of individuality do not always 
stop at the boundaries of individual personality, that this is something more general 
and more formal that can affect the group as a whole and the individual as its 
element as soon as something is present that is more inclusive, antithetical; over 
against this something, the (now relatively individual) collective structure can gain 
its conscious particularity, its character of uniqueness of indivisibility. 

Given this formulation, we can explain phenomena that would seem to discon-
firm the correlation at issue here, one o f which is the following from the history of 
the United States. The Anti-Federalist party, which first called itself the Republicans, 
then the Whigs, then the Democrats , defended the autonomy and the sovereignty 
of the states at the expense of centralization and of national authority - but always 
with an appeal to the principle of individual freedom, of noninterference by the 
totality in the affairs of the individual. On no account does this contradict the rela
tionship of individual freedom to just the relatively large circle, for here the sense 
of individuality has permeated the narrower circle enclosing many individual 
persons, and thus the narrower circle serves here the same sociological function as 
the discrete individual would o t h e r w i s e . . . . 
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F r e e d o m a n d I n d i v i d u a l i t y 

The meanings of f reedom 

The relatively most individual and the relatively most extensive configurations relate 
to one another over the head of the intermediate one, as it were. And at this point 
we have arrived at the basis of a fact that figures prominently in the foregoing dis
cussion as well as in what now follows: the larger circle encourages individual 
freedom, the smaller one restricts it. 

As it is used here, the concept of individual freedom covers various meanings 
that are differentiated according to the diversity o f our provinces of interest. They 
range, say, from freedom in choosing a spouse to freedom in economic initiative. 
I wili cite one example each for just these two. 

During periods o f strict group separation by clans, families, occupational and 
hereditary estates, castes, and so on, the circle within which a man or woman can 
marry tends to be a relatively narrow one - narrow, that is, relative to advanced or 
liberal conditions. But so far as we can survey this state o f affairs, and so far as we 
can judge by certain contemporary analogies, selecting a partner from among the 
available individuals was not at all difficult. The lesser differentiation o f persons 
and of marital relations had its counterpart in the fact that the individual male could 
take almost any girl from the appropriate circle, choosing on the basis of external 
attractiveness, since there were no highly specific internal impulses or a loof reser
vations to be considered by either side. 

Culture as it has matured has now displaced this earlier condition in two direc
tions. The circle of possible marriage partners has been vastly expanded by the 
mixing of status groups, the elimination of religious barriers, the decline of parental 
authority, free mobility in both the geographic and the social sense, and so forth. 
But for all that, individual selection is far more stern, a fact and a right of wholly 
personal inclination. The conviction that out of all mankind, two and only two 
people are "meant" for each other has now reached a stage of development that 
was still unheard of by the bourgeoisie of the eighteenth century. 

A more profound meaning of freedom emerges here: individual freedom is 
freedom that is limited by individuality. Out of the uniqueness of the individual's 
being, there arises a corresponding uniqueness of that which can complement and 
free him, a specificity o f needs whose correlate is the availability of the largest pos
sible circle of possible selections, since as one's wishes and inner drives become more 
individual, it becomes that much less likely that they will find satisfaction in a nar
rowly hounded domain. In the earlier condition, conversely, there was far less 
restriction by the rigidity of personalities: from the standpoint of his own concerns, 
the individual was much more free in making a choice, since instead of a compelling 
differentiation o f choice objects, there was an approximate equivalence of all those 
that might come under consideration. For this reason, there was no need for the 
circle of choice objects to be significantly more extensive. So the relatively unde
veloped condition certainly imposed a social constraint on the individual; however, 
this was linked to the negative freedom of nondifferentiation, to the liberum arbi-
trium that was provided by the mere identical worth of objects. In the more 
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advanced state, on the other hand, social possibilities are much enlarged, but now 
they are restricted by the positive meaning o f freedom in which every choice is - or 
at least ideally should be - the unambiguously determined expression of an unal
terable kind of personality. 

N o w in the general, societal meaning of freedom, 1 would say that feudalism gen
erated nothing but narrow circles that bound individual to individual and restricted 
each by his obligation to the other. For this reason, within the feudal system there 
was room neither for national enthusiasm or public spirit, nor for the spirit of indi
vidual enterprise and private energy. The same restrictions that prevented the emer
gence of conceptions of a higher social union also prevented, at the lower level, the 
actualization of individual freedom. For just this reason, it is especially pertinent 
and profound that during the feudal period, the "freeman" is defined as a man who 
is subject to the law o f the realm; bound and unfree is the man who is party to a 
feudal tie, that is, whose law derives from this narrower circle to the exclusion of 
the wider one. 

If freedom swings to extremes; if the largest group, as I indicated above, affords 
greater play to extreme formations and malformations of individualism, to misan
thropic detachment, to baroque and moody life styles, to crass egoism - then all 
this is merely the consequence of the wider group's requiring less of us, of its being 
less concerned with us, and thus of its lesser hindering of the full development even 
of perverse impulses. The size of the circle has a negative influence here, and it is 
more a matter, so to speak, of developments outside rather than inside the group, 
developments in which the large circle gives its members more opportunity to get 
involved than does the smaller one. 

The meanings of individuality 

The meaning of individuality in general can be separated into two more specific 
meanings. One has been emphasized in the above, namely, individuality in the sense 
of the freedom and the responsibility for oneself that comes from a broad and fluid 
social environment, whereas the smaller group is "narrower" in a dual sense: not 
only with regard to its extent, but also with regard to the restraints It imposes upon 
the individual, the control it exercises over him, the trifling radius o f the prospects 
and the kinds of impetus it allows him. The other meaning o f individuality is qual
itative: it means that the single human being distinguishes himself from all others; 
that his being and conduct - in form, content, or both - suit him alone; and that 
being different has a positive meaning and value for his life. 

The elaborations that the principle or ideal of individualism has undergone in 
the modern era differ according to the accentuation given to the first or the second 
of these meanings. On the whole, the eighteenth century sought individuality in the 
form o f freedom, the lack of every kind o f restraint on personal powers, regardless 
whether this restraint came from the estates or from the church, whether it was 
political or economic. But at the same time, the assumption prevailed that once men 
had been freed from all sociohistorical fetters, they would show themselves to be 
essentially equal; that "man in general," along with all the goodness and perfection 
of his nature, was inherent in every personality, needing only to be emancipated 
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from those distorting and diverting bonds. Tha t once men had freedom, they would 
use it to differentiate themselves; to rule or to become enslaved; to be better or worse 
than others; in short, to unfold the full diversity o f their individual powers - this 
fact escaped the kind of individualism for which "freedom and equality" were two 
peacefully coexisting - indeed, two mutually necessary - values. 

It should be obvious how this kind of individualism was involved in blowing 
apart every narrow and narrowing accommodation; partly, this was its historical, 
real effect, and at least partly, it was involved as a yearning and a demand. In the 
French Revolution, even the workers were forbidden to join into unions for better 
working conditions: such a federation would limit the freedom o f individual 
members! So it is that the correlate of this kind of individualism is a wholly 
"cosmopol i tan" disposition; even national integration recedes behind the idea of 
"mankind." The particularistic rights of status groups and of circles are replaced in 
principle by the rights of the individual, and these, quite significantly, are called 
"human rights"; that is, they are the rights that derive from belonging to the widest 
conceivable circle. 

It was the other meaning of individuality that was developed by the nineteenth 
century, and its contradiction of the meaning just described was not seen on the 
whole by the eighteenth. This other meaning found its preeminent theoretical 
expression in Romanticism and its practical expression in the ascendancy o f the 
division o f labor. Flere individualism means that the person assumes and should 
assume a position that he and no one else can fill; that this position awaits him, as 
it were, in the organization of the whole, and that he should search until he finds 
it; that the personal and social, the psychological and metaphysical meaning of 
human existence is realized in this immutability of being, this intensified differenti
ation of performance. This ideal image of individualism seems to have nothing at 
all to do with the earlier notion of "the generally human," with the idea o f a uniform 
human nature that is present in everyone and that only requires freedom for its 
emergence. Indeed, the second meaning fundamentally contradicts the first. In the 
first, the value emphasis is on what men have in common; in the second, it is on 
what separates them. But with regard to the correlation I am seeking to verify, they 
coincide. 

The enlargement o f the circle that is associated with the first conception o f indi
viduality also promotes the emergence of the second. Although the second concep
tion does not look to the totality o f mankind; although it makes individuals mutually 
complementary and dependent instead of atomizing society into uniform and 
absolutely "free" individuals; although historically it promotes nationalism and a 
certain illiberalism instead of free cosmopolitanism - nevertheless, it too requires a 
group of relatively considerable size for its origination and survival. One need only 
refer to the manner in which the mere expansion of the economic circle, the increase 
in population, or the geographic boundlessness of competit ion has directly com
pelled a specialization o f performance. 

It is no different for mental differentiation, especially since this usually originates 
in the meeting of latent mental abilities with objectively preexisting mental prod
ucts. The unmediated interaction of subjectivities or the purely inner energy of a 
human being rarely elicits all the mental distinctiveness that one possesses; rather, 
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this seems to be associated with the extent of what has been called "objective mind," 
that is, the traditions and the experiences of one's group, set down in thousands o f 
forms; the art and learning that are present in tangible structures; all the cultural 
materials that the historical group possesses as something super-subjective and yet 
available to everyone. The peculiarity of this generally accessible Mind that crys
tallizes itself in objective structures is that it provides both the material and the 
impetus for the development of a distinct personal mental type. It is the essence of 
"being cultured" that our purely personal dispositions are sometimes realized as the 
form of what is given as a content of objective culture [Geist], sometimes as the 
content o f what is given as a form in objective culture. Only in this synthesis does 
our mental life attain its full idiom and personality; only thereby do its unique and 
wholly individual attributes become tangibly incarnated. 

This , then, is the connection that links mental differentiation to the size of the 
circle in which objective mind originates. The circle may be a social, real one, or it 
may be of a more abstract, literary, historical sort: as that circle enlarges, so too do 
the possibilities of developing our inner lives; as its cultural offerings increase, 
regardless o f how objective or abstract they may be, so too do the chances of devel
oping the distinctiveness, the uniqueness, the sufficiency of existence of our inner 
lives and their intellectual, aesthetic, and practical productivity. 

The individualism of equality is not, from the very beginning, a contradictio in 
adjecto only if one takes it to mean the freedom and self-sufficiency that are not 
limited by narrower social bonds. The individualism of inequality is a consequence 
of that freedom, given the infinite variability of human capacities, and therefore it 
is incompatible with equality. In the fundamental antithesis o f these two forms of 
individualism, there is one point at which they coincide: each of them has a poten
tial for development to the degree that quantitative expansion of the circle that 
encloses the individual provides the necessary room, impetus, and material. . . . 

Group Expansion and Consciousness of the Ego 

Beyond the significance that expansion of the circle has for the differentiation of 
the determinants o f will, one sees its significance for the emergence of the sensation 
of a personal ego. Surely no one can fail to recognize that the style of modern life 
- precisely because of its mass character, its rushing diversity, its unboundable equal-
izaion of countless previously conserved idiosyncrasies - has led to unprecedented 
levelings o f the personality form o f life. But neither should one fail to recognize the 
countertendencies, much as these may be diverted and paralyzed in the joint effect 
that ultimately appears. 

Life in a wider circle and interaction with it develop, in and of themselves, more 
consciousness of personality than arises in a narrower circle; this is so above all 
because it is precisely through the alternation of sensations, thoughts, and activities 
that personality documents itself. The more uniformly and unwaveringly life pro
gresses, and the less the extremes of sensate experience depart from an average level, 
the less strongly does the sensation of personality arise; but the farther apart they 
stretch, and the more energetically they erupt, the more intensely does a human 



314 Georg Simmel 

being sense himself as a personality, jus t as duration can be determined only in the 
presence of alternation, and just as it is only the alternation o f nonessential prop
erties that throws constancy of substance into bold relief, so too the ego is appar
ently perceived as the one constant in all the alternation of psychological contents, 
especially when these contents provide a particularly rich opportunity. 

Personality is not a single immediate state, not a single quality or single destiny, 
unique as this last may be; rather it is something that we sense beyond these sin
gularities, something grown into consciousness out of their experienced reality. This 
is so even if this retroactively generated personality, as it were, is only the sign, the 
ratio cognoscendi of a more deeply unitary individuality that lies at the determina
tive root o f the diverse singularities, an individuality that we cannot become aware 
of directly, but only as the gradual experience of these multiple contents and 
variations. 

As long as psychic stimulations, especially the stimulations of sensation, occur 
only in small number, the ego is fused with them and stays latently embedded in 
them; it rises above them only to the degree that, precisely via a fullness o f dissim
ilarity, it becomes clear to our awareness that the ego itself is common to all this 
variation. This is just the same as when a general concept cannot be abstracted out 
of single phenomena if we are familiar with only one or a few o f their e laborat ions, 
but only if we know very many o f them; and its abstractness and purity are all the 
greater as dissimilarity contrasts more distinctly with the generality. N o w this alter
nation of the contents of the ego, which is what actually first poses the ego to con
sciousness as the stable pole in the play of psychic phenomena, is extraordinarily 
more lively within a large circle than it is for life in a narrower group. Stimulations 
of sensation, which are especially important for subjective ego consciousness, occur 
most where a highly differentiated individual stands amid other highly differenti
ated individuals, and where comparisons, frictions, and specialized relations release 
a profusion of reactions that remain latent in a narrower undifferentiated circle, but 
which in the larger circle, by virtue o f their abundance and diversity, elicit the sen
sation of the ego as that which is absolutely "one's own." 



Sigmund Freud 

In all that follows I adopt the standpoint that the inclination to aggression is an 
original, self-subsisting instinctual disposition in man, and I return to my view that 
it constitutes the greatest impediment to civilization. At one point in the course of 
this enquiry I was led to the idea that civilization was a special process which 
mankind undergoes, and I am still under the influence of that idea. I may now add 
that civilization is a process in the service of Eros, whose purpose is to combine 
single human individuals, and after that families, then races, peoples and nations, 
into one great unity, the unity of mankind. Why this has to happen, we do not 
know; the work o f Eros is precisely this. These collections of men are to be libidi-
nally bound to one another. Necessity alone, the advantages of work in common, 
will not hold them together. But man's natural aggressive instinct, the hostility o f 
each against all and o f all against each, opposes this programme o f civilization. This 
aggressive instinct is the derivative and the main representative of the death instinct 
which we have found alongside of Eros and which shares world-dominion with it. 
And now, I think, the meaning of the evolution of civilization is no longer obscure 
to us. It must present the struggle between Eros and Death, between the instinct of 
life and the instinct of destruction, as it works itself out in the human species. This 
struggle is what all life essentially consists of, and the evolution of civilization may 
therefore be simply described as the struggle for life of the human species. And it 
is this battle of the giants that our nurse-maids try to appease with their lullaby 
about H e a v e n . 1 . . . 

Another question concerns us more nearly. Wha t means does civilization employ in 
order to inhibit the aggressiveness which opposes it, to make it harmless, to get rid 
of it, perhaps? We have already become acquainted with a few of these methods, 
but not yet with the one that appears to be the most important. This we can study 
in the history of the development o f the individual. Wha t happens in him to render 
his desire for aggression innocuous? Something very remarkable, which we should 
never have guessed and which is nevertheless quite obvious. His aggressiveness is 
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introjected, internalized; it is, in point o f fact, sent back to where it came from -
that is, it is directed towards his own ego. There it is taken over by a por t ion o f the 
ego, which sets itself over against the rest of the ego as super-ego, and which now, 
in the form o f 'conscience ' , is ready to put into act ion against the ego the same 
harsh aggressiveness that the ego would have liked to satisfy upon other, extrane
ous individuals. The tension between the harsh super-ego and the ego that is sub
jected to it, is called by us the sense o f guilt; it expresses itself as a need for 
punishment. Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery over the individual's danger
ous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming it and by setting up an agency 
within him to watch over it, like a garrison in a conquered city. 

As to the origin o f the sense of guilt, the analyst has different views from other 
psychologists; but even he does not find it easy to give an account o f it. T o begin 
with, if we ask how a person comes to have a sense of guilt, we arrive at an answer 
which cannot be disputed: a person feels guilty (devout people would say 'sinful') 
when he has done something which he knows to be 'bad ' . But then we not ice how 
little this answer tells us. Perhaps, after some hesitation, we shall add that even 
when a person has not actually done the bad thing but has only recognized in himself 
an intention to do it, he may regard himself as guilty; and the question then arises 
of why the intention is regarded as equal to the deed. Bo th cases, however, presup
pose that one had already recognized that what is bad is reprehensible, is something 
that must not be carried out. H o w is this judgement arrived at? We may reject the 
existence o f an original, as it were natural, capacity to distinguish good from bad. 
W h a t is bad is often not at all what is injurious or dangerous to the ego; on the 
contrary, it may be something which is desirable and enjoyable to the ego. Here , 
therefore, there is an extraneous influence at work , and it is this that decides what 
is to be called good or bad. Since a person's own feelings would not have led him 
along this path, he must have had a motive for submitting to this ex t raneous influ
ence. Such a motive is easily discovered in his helplessness and his dependence on 
other people, and it can best be designated as fear o f loss o f love. I f he loses the 
love of another person upon whom he is dependent, he also ceases to be protected 
from a variety of dangers. Above all, he is exposed to the danger that this s tronger 
person will show his superiority in the form o f punishment. At the beginning, there
fore, what is bad is whatever causes one to be threatened with loss o f love. For fear 
of that loss, one must avoid it. This , too , is the reason why it makes little differ
ence whether one has already done the bad thing or only intends to do it. In either 
case the danger only sets in if and when the authority discovers it, and in either case 
the authority would behave in the same way. 

This state o f mind is called a 'bad conscience ' ; but actually it does not deserve 
this name, for at this stage the sense of guilt is clearly only a fear o f loss o f love, 
' social ' anxiety. In small children it can never be anything else, but in many adults, 
t oo , it has only changed to the extent that the place o f the father o r the two parents 
is taken by the larger human community. Consequently, such people habitually 
allow themselves to do any bad thing which promises them enjoyment , so long as 
they are sure that the authority will not know anything about it o r canno t blame 
them for it; they are afraid only o f being found out. Present-day society has to reckon 
in general with this state of mind. 
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A great change takes place only when the authority is internalized through the 
establishment of a super-ego. The phenomena of conscience then reach a higher 
stage. Actually, it is not until now that we should speak of conscience or a sense of 
guilt. At this point, too , the fear of being found out comes to an end; the distinc
tion, moreover, between doing something bad and wishing to do it disappears 
entirely, since nothing can be hidden from the super-ego, not even thoughts. It is 
true that the seriousness of the situation from a real point o f view has passed away, 
for the new authority, the super-ego, has no motive that we know of for ill-
treating the ego, with which it is intimately bound up; but genetic influence, which 
leads to the survival of what is past and has been surmounted, makes itself felt in 
the fact that fundamentally things remain as they were at the beginning. The super
ego torments the sinful ego with the same feeling o f anxiety and is on the watch for 
opportunities o f getting it punished by the external w o r l d . . . . 

Thus we know of two origins of the sense o f guilt: one arising from fear o f an 
authority, and the other, later on, arising from fear of the super-ego. The first insists 
upon a renunciation o f instinctual satisfactions; the second, as well as doing this, 
presses for punishment, since the continuance of the forbidden wishes cannot be 
concealed from the super-ego. We have also learned how the severity of the super
ego - the demands of conscience - is to be understood. It is simply a continuation 
of the severity o f the external authority, to which it has succeeded and which it has 
in part replaced. We now see in what relationship the renunciation of instincts stands 
to the sense o f guilt. Originally, renunciation of instinct was the result of fear of an 
external authority: one renounced one's satisfactions in order not to lose its love. If 
one has carried out this renunciation, one is, as it were, quits with the authority 
and no sense of guilt should remain. But with fear of the super-ego the case is dif
ferent. Here, instinctual renunciation is not enough, for the wish persists and cannot 
be concealed from the super-ego. Thus, in spite of the renunciation that has been 
made, a sense o f guilt comes about. This constitutes a great economic disadvantage 
in the erection of a super-ego, or, as we may put it, in the formation of a conscience. 
Instinctual renunciation now no longer has a completely liberating effect; virtuous 
continence is no longer rewarded with the assurance of love. A threatened external 
unhappiness - loss o f love and punishment on the part o f the external authority -
has been exchanged for a permanent internal unhappiness, for the tension of the 
sense of g u i l t . . . . 

Now, I think, we can at last grasp two things perfectly clearly: the part played 
by love in the origin o f conscience and the fatal inevitability of the sense o f guilt. 
Whether one has killed one's father or has abstained from doing so is not really the 
decisive thing. One is bound to feel guilty in either case, for the sense o f guilt is an 
expression of the conflict due to ambivalence, of the external struggle between Eros 
and the instinct o f destruction or death. This conflict is set going as soon as men 
are faced with the task o f living together. So long as the community assumes no 
other form than that of the family, the conflict is bound to express itself in the 
Oedipus complex, to establish the conscience and to create the first sense o f guilt. 
When an attempt is made to widen the community, the same conflict is continued 
in forms which are dependent on the past; and it is strengthened and results in a 
further intensification of the sense o f guilt. Since civilization obeys an internal erotic 
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impulsion which causes human beings to unite in a closely-knit group, it can only 
achieve this aim through an ever-increasing reinforcement o f the sense o f guilt. Wha t 
began in relation to the father is completed in relation to the group. If civilization 
is a necessary course of development from the family to humanity as a whole, then 
- as a result of the inborn conflict arising from ambivalence, of the eternal struggle 
between the trends of love and death - there is inextricably bound up with it an 
increase of the sense of guilt, which will perhaps reach heights that the individual 
finds hard to tolerate. . . . 

When we look at the relation between the process of human civilization and the 
developmental or educative process o f individual human beings, we shall conclude 
without much hesitation that the two are very similar in nature, if not the very same 
process applied to different kinds of object. T h e process o f the civilization o f the 
human species is, of course, an abstraction o f a higher order than is the develop
ment of the individual and it is therefore harder to apprehend in concrete terms, 
nor should we pursue analogies to an obsessional extreme; but in view of the sim
ilarity between the aims o f the two processes - in the one case the integration of a 
separate individual into a human group, and in the other case the creation o f a 
unified group out o f many individuals - we cannot be surprised at the similarity 
between the means employed and the resultant phenomena. 

In view o f its exceptional importance, we must not long postpone the mention 
o f one feature which distinguishes between the two processes. In the developmen
tal process of the individual, the programme of the pleasure principle, which con
sists in finding the satisfaction of happiness, is retained as the main aim. Integration 
in, or adaptation to, a human community appears as a scarcely avoidable condit ion 
which must be fulfilled before this a im o f happiness can be achieved. I f it could be 
done without that condition, it would perhaps be preferable. To put it in other 
words, the development of the individual seems to us to be a product o f the inter
action between two urges, the urge towards happiness, which we usually call 'ego
istic' , and the urge towards union with others in the community, which we call 
'altruistic'. Neither o f these descriptions goes much below the surface. In the process 
of individual development, as we have said, the main accent falls mostly on the ego
istic urge (or the urge towards happiness); while the other urge, which may be 
described as a 'cultural ' one, is usually content with the role o f imposing restric
tions. But in the process of civilization things are different. Here by far the most 
important thing is the aim o f creating a unity out o f the individual human beings. 
It is true that the aim o f happiness is still there, but it is pushed into the background. 
It almost seems as if the creation o f a great human community would be most suc
cessful if no attention had to be paid to the happiness of the individual. T h e devel
opmental process of the individual can thus be expected to have special features o f 
its own which are not reproduced in the process o f human civilization. It is only in 
so far as the first of these processes has union with the community as its aim that 
it need coincide with the second process. 

jus t as a planet revolves around a central body as well as rotating on its own 
axis , so the human individual takes part in the course of development o f mankind 
at the same time as he pursues his own path in life. But to our dull eyes the play o f 
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forces in the heavens seems fixed in a never-changing order; in the field of organic 
life we can still see how the forces contend with one another, and how the effects 
of the conflict are continually changing. So, also, the two urges, the one towards 
personal happiness and the other towards union with other human beings must 
struggle with each other in every individual; and so, also, the two processes of indi
vidual and o f cultural development must stand in hostile opposition to each other 
and mutually dispute the ground. But this struggle between the individual and 
society is not a derivative of the contradiction - probably an irreconcilable one -
between the primal instincts of Eros and death. It is a dispute within the econom
ics o f the libido, comparable to the contest concerning the distribution o f libido 
between ego and objects; and it does admit of an eventual accommodation in the 
individual, as, it may be hoped, it will also do in the future o f civilization, however 
much that civilization may oppress the life of the individual to-day. 

The analogy between the process o f civilization and the path o f individual devel
opment may be extended in an important respect. It can be asserted that the com
munity, too , evolves a super-ego under whose influence cultural development 
proceeds. It would be a tempting task for anyone who has a knowledge of human 
civilizations to follow out this analogy in detail. I will confine myself to bringing 
forward a few striking points. T h e super-ego of an epoch of civilization has an origin 
similar to that of an individual. It is based on the impression left behind by the per
sonalities of great leaders - men o f overwhelming force o f mind or men in whom 
one of the human impulsions has found its strongest and purest, and therefore often 
its most one-sided, expression. In many instances the analogy goes still further, in 
that during their lifetime these figures were - often enough, even if not always -
mocked and maltreated by others and even despatched in a cruel fashion. In the 
same way, indeed, the primal father did not attain divinity until long after he had 
met his death by violence. The most arresting example of this fateful conjunction 
is to be seen in the figure of Jesus Christ - if, indeed, that figure is not a part o f 
mythology, which called it into being from an obscure memory of that primal event. 
Another point of agreement between the cultural and the individual super-ego is 
that the former, just like the latter, sets up strict ideal demands, disobedience to 
which is visited with 'fear o f conscience' . Here, indeed, we come across the remark
able circumstance that the mental processes concerned are actually more familiar 
to us and more accessible to consciousness as they are seen in the group than they 
can be in the individual man. In him, when tension arises, it is only the aggressive
ness of the super-ego which, in the form of reproaches, makes itself noisily heard; 
its actual demands often remain unconscious in the background. If we bring them 
to conscious knowledge, we find that they coincide with the precepts of the pre
vailing cultural super-ego. At this point the two processes, that of the cultural devel
opment o f the group and that o f the cultural development of the individual, are, as 
it weje , always interlocked. For that reason some o f the manifestations and prop
erties o f the super-ego can be more easily detected in its behaviour in the cultural 
community than in the separate individual. 

The cultural super-ego has developed its ideals and set up its demands. Among 
the latter, those which deal with the relations of human beings to one another are 
comprised under the heading of ethics. People have at all times set the greatest value 
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on ethics, as though they expected that it in particular would produce especially 
important results. And it does in fact deal with a subject which can easily be rec
ognized as the sorest spot in every civilization. Ethics is thus to be regarded as a 
therapeutic attempt - as an endeavour to achieve, by means of a command of the 
super-ego, something which has so far not been achieved by means of any other cul
tural activities. As we already know, the problem before us is how to get rid o f the 
greatest hindrance to civilization - namely, the constitutional inclination o f human 
beings to be aggressive towards one another; and for that very reason we are espe
cially interested in what is probably the most recent of the cultural commands of 
the super-ego, the commandment to love one's neighbour as oneself. In our research 
into, and therapy of, a neurosis, we are led to make two reproaches against the 
super-ego of the individual. In the severity of its commands and prohibit ions it trou
bles itself too little about the happiness of the ego, in that it takes insufficient account 
of the resistances against obeying them ~ of the instinctual strength o f the id (in the 
first place), and o f the difficulties presented by the real external environment (in 
the second). Consequently we are very often obliged, for therapeutic purposes, to 
oppose the super-ego, and we endeavour to lower its demands. Exac t ly the same 
objections can be made against the ethical demands o f the cultural super-ego. It, 
too, does not trouble itself enough about the facts of the mental consti tut ion o f 
human beings. It issues a command and does not ask whether it is possible for 
people to obey it. On the contrary, it assumes that a man's ego is psychologically 
capable of anything that is required of it, that his ego has unlimited mastery over 
his id. This is a mistake; and even in what are known as normal people the id cannot 
be controlled beyond certain limits. I f more is demanded o f a man, a revolt will be 
produced in him or a neurosis, or he will be made unhappy. T h e commandment , 
'Love thy neighbour as thysel f , is the strongest defence against human aggressive
ness and an excellent example of the unpsychological proceedings of the cultural 
super-ego. T h e commandment is impossible to fulfil; such an enormous inflation o f 
love can only lower its value, not get rid o f the difficulty. Civilization pays no atten
tion to all this; it merely admonishes us that the harder it is to obey the precept, 
the more meritorious it is to do so. But anyone who follows such a precept in 
present-day civilization only puts himself at a disadvantage vis-a-vis the person who 
disregards it. Wha t a potent obstacle to civilization aggressiveness must be, if the 
defence against it can cause as much unhappiness as aggressiveness itself! 'Natura l ' 
ethics, as it is called, has nothing to offer here except the narcissistic satisfaction o f 
being able to think oneself better than others. At this point the ethics based on reli
gion introduces its promises o f a better afterlife. But so long as virtue is not rewarded 
here on earth, ethics will, I fancy, preach in vain. I too think it quite certain that a 
real change in the relations o f human beings to possessions would be o f more help 
in this direction than any ethical commands; but the recognition o f this fact among 
socialists has been obscured and made useless for practical purposes by a fresh ide
alistic misconception of human nature. 

I believe the line o f thought which seeks to trace in the phenomena o f cultural 
development the part played by a super-ego promises still further discoveries. I 
hasten to come to a close. But there is one question which I can hardly evade. If 
the development o f civilization has such a far-reaching similarity to the develop-
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ment of the individual and if it employs the same methods, may we not be justified 
in reaching the diagnosis that, under the influence of cultural urges, some civiliza
tions, or some epochs of civilization - possibly the whole of mankind - have become 
'neurotic '? An analytic dissection of such neuroses might lead to therapeutic rec
ommendations which could lay claim to great practical interest. I would not say 
that an attempt of this kind to carry psycho-analysis over to the cultural commu
nity was absurd or doomed to be fruitless. But we should have to be very cautious 
and not forget that, after all, we are only dealing with analogies and that it is dan
gerous, not only with men but also with concepts, to tear them from the sphere in 
which they have originated and been evolved. Moreover, the diagnosis of commu
nal neuroses is faced with a special difficulty. In an individual neurosis we take as 
our starting-point the contrast that distinguishes the patient from his environment, 
which is assumed to be 'normal 1 . For a group all o f whose members are affected by 
one and the same disorder no such background could exist; it would have to be 
found elsewhere. And as regards the therapeutic application of our knowledge, what 
would be the use of the most correct analysis of social neuroses, since no one pos
sesses authority to impose such a therapy upon the group? But in spite of all these 
difficulties, we may expect that one day someone will venture to embark upon a 
pathology of cultural communities. 

For a wide variety of reasons, it is very far from my intention to express an opinion 
upon the value of human civilization. I have endeavoured to guard myself against 
the enthusiastic prejudice which holds that our civilization is the most precious thing 
that we possess or could acquire and that its path will necessarily lead to heights 
of unimagined perfection. I can at least listen without indignation to the critic who 
is of the opinion that when one surveys the aims of cultural endeavour and the 
means it employs, one is bound to come to the conclusion that the whole effort is 
not worth the trouble, and that the outcome of it can only be a state of affairs which 
the individual will be unable to tolerate. M y impartiality is made all the easier to 
me by my knowing very little about all these things. One thing only do I know for 
certain and that is that man's judgements of value follow directly his wishes for hap
piness - that, accordingly, they are an attempt to support his illusions with argu
ments. I should find it very understandable if someone were to point out the 
obligatory nature of the course of human civilization and were to say, for instance, 
that the tendencies to a restriction of sexual life or to the institution of a humani
tarian ideal at the expense o f natural selection were developmental trends which 
cannot be averted or turned aside and to which it is best for us to yield as though 
they were necessities of nature. I know, too, the objection that can be made against 
this, to the effect that in the history of mankind, trends such as these, which were 
considered unsurmountable, have often been thrown aside and replaced by other 
trends. Thus I have not the courage to rise up before my fellow-men as a prophet, 
and I bow to their reproach that I can offer them no consolation: for at bot tom that 
is what they are all demanding - the wildest revolutionaries no less passionately 
than the most virtuous believers. 

The fateful question for the human species seems to me to be whether and to 
what extent their cultural development will succeed in mastering the disturbance of 
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their communal life by the human instinct of aggression and self-destruction. It may 
be that in this respect precisely the present time deserves a special interest. Men 
have gained control over the forces o f nature to such an extent that with their help 
they would have no difficulty in exterminating one another to the last man. They 
know this, and hence comes a large part of their current unrest, their unhappiness 
and their mood of anxiety. And now it is to be expected that the other o f the two 
'Heavenly Powers ' , eternal Eros, will make an effort to assert himself in the strug
gle with his equally immortal adversary. But who can foresee with what success and 
with what result? 2 

N O T E S 

1 {'Eiapopeia vom HimmeV A quotation from Heine's poem Deutscbland, Caput 1.) 
2 (The final sentence was added in 1931 - when the menace of Hitler was already begin

ning to be apparent.} 



W. E. B . Du Bois 

Of Our Spiritual Strivings 

O water, voice of my heart, crying in the sand, 
All night long crying with a mournful cry, 

As I lie and listen, and cannot understand 
The voice of my heart in my side or the voice of the sea, 

O water, crying for rest, is it I, is it I? 
All night long the water is crying to me. 

Unresting water, there shall never be rest 
Till the last moon droop and the last tide fail, 

And the fire of the end begin to burn in the west; 
And the heart shall be weary and wonder and cry like the sea, 

All life long crying without avail, 
As the water all night long is crying to me. 

A R T H U R S Y M O N S 
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Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by 
some through feeling of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing 
it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a half-hesitant sort o f 
way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, H o w 
does it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; 
or, I fought at Mechanicsviile; or, D o not these Southern outrages make your blood 
boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the 
occasion may require. To the real question, H o w does it feel to be a problem? I 
answer seldom a word. 

And yet, being a problem is a strange experience, - peculiar even for one who 
has never been anything else, save perhaps in babyhood and in Europe. It is in the 
early days of rollicking boyhood that the revelation first bursts upon one, all in a 

W.E.B. Du Bois, "The Souls of Black Folk," p. 1-9 from The Souls of Black Folk, 1903. 
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day, as it were. I remember well when the shadow swept across me. I was a little 
thing, away up in the hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic winds 
between Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea. In a wee wooden schoolhouse, some
thing put it into the boys ' and girls' heads to buy gorgeous visiting-cards - ten cents 
a package - and exchange. The exchange was merry, till one girl, a tall newcomer, 
refused my card, - refused it peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned upon me 
with a certain suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in 
heart and life longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter 
no desire to tear down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common 
contempt, and lived above it in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. 
Tha t sky was bluest when I could beat my mates at examination-t ime, or beat them 
at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy heads. Alas, with the years all this fine con
tempt began to fade; for the words I longed for, and all their dazzling opportuni
ties, were theirs, not mine. But they should not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, 
I would wrest from them, j u s t how I would do it I could never decide: by reading 
law, by healing the sick, by telling the wonderful tales that swam in my head, -
some way. With other black boys the strife was not so fiercely sunny: their youth 
shrunk into tasteless sycophancy, or into silent hatred of the pale world about them 
and mocking distrust of everything white; or wasted itself in a bitter cry, W h y did 
God make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own house? The shades o f the 
prison-house closed round about us all: walls strait and stubborn to the whitest, 
but relentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons o f night who must plod darkly 
on in resignation, or beat unavailing palms against the stone, or steadily, half hope
lessly, watch the streak of blue above. 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and R o m a n , the Teuton and M o n g o 
lian, the Negro is a sort o f seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-
sight in this American world - a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, 
but only lets him see himself through the revelation o f the other world. It is a pecu
liar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense o f always looking at one's self 
through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks 
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness - an American, a Negro; 
two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark 
body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, - this longing to 
attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. 
In this merging he wishes neither o f the older selves to be lost. He would not African
ize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would 
not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro 
blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man 
to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his 
fellows, without having the doors o f Opportunity closed roughly in his face. 

This , then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom o f culture, 
to escape both death and isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his 
latent genius. These powers of body and mind have in the past been strangely 
wasted, dispersed, or forgotten. The shadow of a mighty Negro past flits through 
the tale o f Ethiopia the Shadowy and of Egypt the Sphinx. Through history, the 
powers o f single black men flash here and there like falling stars, and die sometimes 



The Souls of Black Folk 325 

before the world has rightly gauged their brightness. Here in America, in the few 
days since Emancipation, the black man's turning hither and thither in hesitant and 
doubtful striving has often made his very strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like 
absence of power, like weakness. And yet it is not weakness - it is the contradic
tion of double aims. T h e double-aimed struggle of the black artisan - on the one 
hand to escape white contempt for a nation o f mere hewers of wood and drawers 
of water, and on the other hand to plough and nail and dig for a poverty-stricken 
horde - could only result in making him a poor craftsman, for he had but half a 
heart in either cause. By the poverty and ignorance of his people, the Negro minis
ter or doctor was tempted toward quackery and demagogy; and by the criticism of 
the other world, toward ideals that made him ashamed of his lowly tasks. The 
would-be black savant was confronted by the paradox that the knowledge his 
people needed was a twice-told tale to his white neighbors, while the knowledge 
which would teach the white world was Greek to his own flesh and blood. The 
innate love of harmony and beauty that set the ruder souls of his people a-dancing 
and a-singing raised but confusion and doubt in the soul of the black artist; for the 
beauty revealed to him was the soul-beauty of a race which his larger audience 
despised, and he could not articulate the message of another people. This waste of 
double aims, this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals, has wrought sad havoc 
with the courage and faith and deeds o f ten thousand people, - has sent them often 
wooing false gods and invoking false means o f salvation, and at times has even 
seemed about to make them ashamed o f themselves. 

Away back in the days of bondage they thought to see in one divine event the 
end o f all doubt and disappointment; few men ever worshipped Freedom with half 
such unquestioning faith as did the American Negro for two centuries. To him, so 
far as he thought and dreamed, slavery was indeed the sum of all villainies, the 
cause of all sorrow, the root o f all prejudice; Emancipation was the key to a 
promised land of sweeter beauty than ever stretched before the eyes of wearied 
Israelites. In song and exhortat ion swelled one refrain - Liberty; in his tears and 
curses the God he implored had Freedom in his right hand. At last it came, -
suddenly, fearfully, like a dream. With one wild carnival of blood and passion came 
the message in his own plaintive cadences: -

"Shout, O children! 
Shout, you're free! 
For God has bought your liberty!" 

Years have passed away since then, - ten, twenty, forty; forty years of national 
life, forty years of renewal and development, and yet the swarthy spectre sits in its 
accustomed seat at the Nation's feast. In vain do we cry to this our vastest social 
problem: -

"Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves 
Shall never tremble!" 

The Nat ion has not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman has not yet found 
in freedom his promised land. Whatever of good may have come in these years of 
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change, the shadow of a deep disappointment rests upon the Negro people, - a dis
appointment all the more bitter because the unattained ideal was unbounded save 
by the simple ignorance o f a lowly people. 

The first decade was merely a prolongation of the vain search for freedom, the 
boon that seemed ever barely to elude their grasp, - like a tantalizing will-o'-the-
wisp, maddening and misleading the headless host. The holocaust o f war, the terrors 
of the Ku-Klux Klan, the lies of carpet-baggers, the disorganization of industry, and 
the contradictory advice of friends and foes, left the bewildered serf with no new 
watchword beyond the old cry for freedom. As the time flew, however, he began to 
grasp a new idea. The idea o f liberty demanded for its attainment powerful means, 
and these the Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which before he had 
looked upon as a visible sign o f freedom, he now regarded as the chief means of 
gaining and perfecting the liberty with which war had partially endowed him. And 
why not? Had not votes made war and emancipated millions? H a d not votes enfran
chised the freedmen? Was anything impossible to a power that had done all this? 
A million black men started with renewed zeal to vote themselves Into the kingdom. 
So the decade flew away, the revolution of 1 8 7 6 came, and left the half-free serf 
weary, wondering, but still inspired. Slowly but steadily, in the following years, a 
new vision began gradually to replace the dream of political power, - a powerful 
movement, the rise of another ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar of fire by 
night after a clouded day. It was the ideal o f "book-learning"; the curiosity, born 
of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of the cabalistic letters o f the 
white man, the longing to know. Here at last seemed to have been discovered the 
mountain path to Canaan; longer than the highway of Emancipat ion and law, steep 
and rugged, but straight, leading to heights high enough to overlook life. 

Up the new path the advance guard toiled, slowly, heavily, doggedly; only those 
who have watched and guided the faltering feet, the misty minds, the dull under
standings, of the dark pupils of these schools know how faithfully, how piteously, 
this people strove to learn. It was weary work. The cold statistician wrote down 
the inches of progress here and there, noted also where here and there a foot had 
slipped or some one had fallen. To the tired climbers, the horizon was ever dark, 
the mists were often cold, the Canaan was always dim and far away. If, how
ever, the vistas disclosed as yet no goal, no resting-place, little but flattery and crit
icism, the journey at least gave leisure for reflection and self-examination; it changed 
the child o f Emancipat ion to the youth with dawning self-consciousness, self-
realization, self-respect. In those sombre forests o f his striving his own soul rose 
before him, and he saw himself, - darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in himself 
some faint revelation o f his power, o f his mission. He began to have a dim feeling 
that, to attain his place in the world, he must be himself, and not another. For 
the first time he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his back, that dead
weight of social degradation partially masked behind a half-named Negro problem. 
He felt his poverty; without a cent, without a home, without land, tools, or savings, 
he had entered into competition with rich, landed, skilled neighbors. T o be a 
poor man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land o f dollars is the very bo t tom o f 
hardships. He felt the weight o f his ignorance, - not simply o f letters, but o f life, 
o f business, of the humanities; the accumulated sloth and shirking and awkward-
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ness of decades and centuries shackled his hands and feet. Nor was his burden all 
poverty and ignorance. The red stain of bastardy, which two centuries of system
atic legal defilement of Negro women had stamped upon his race, meant not only 
the loss of ancient African chastity, but also the hereditary weight o f a mass 
of corruption from white adulterers, threatening almost the obliteration o f the 
Negro home. 

A people thus handicapped ought not to be asked to race with the world, but 
rather allowed to give all its time and thought to its own social problems. But alas! 
while sociologists gleefully count his bastards and his prostitutes, the very soul of 
the toiling, sweating black man is darkened by the shadow o f a vast despair. M e n 
call the shadow prejudice, and learnedly explain it as the natural defence of culture 
against barbarism, learning against ignorance, purity against crime, the "higher" 
against the " lower" races. To which the Negro cries Amen! and swears that to so 
much o f this strange prejudice as is founded on just homage to civilization, culture, 
righteousness, and progress, he humbly bows and meekly does obeisance. But before 
that nameless prejudice that leaps beyond all this he stands helpless, dismayed, and 
well-nigh speechless; before that personal disrespect and mockery, the ridicule and 
systematic humiliation, the distortion of fact and wanton license of fancy, the cynical 
ignoring of the better and the boisterous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervading 
desire to inculcate disdain for everything black, from Toussaint to the devil, - before 
this there rises a sickening despair that would disarm and discourage any nation 
save that black host to whom "discouragement" is an unwritten word. 

But the facing of so vast a prejudice could not but bring the inevitable self-
questioning, self-disparagement, and lowering o f ideals which ever accompany 
repression and breed in an atmosphere o f contempt and hate. Whisperings and por
tents came borne upon the four winds: Lo! we are diseased and dying, cried the dark 
hosts; we cannot write, our voting is vain; what need of education, since we must 
always cook and serve? And the Nation echoed and enforced this self-criticism, 
saying: Be content to be servants, and nothing more; what need of higher culture for 
halfmen? Away with the black man's ballot, by force or fraud, - and behold the 
suicide of a race! Nevertheless, out o f the evil came something of good, - the more 
careful adjustment of education to real life, the clearer perception o f the Negroes ' 
social responsibilities, and the sobering realization of the meaning o f progress. 

So dawned the time of Sturm und Drang: storm and stress to-day rocks our little 
boat on the mad waters of the world-sea; there is within and without the sound o f 
conflict, the burning of body and rending of soul; inspiration strives with doubt, 
and faith with vain questionings. The bright ideals of the past, - physical freedom, 
political power, the training o f brains and the training of hands, - all these in turn 
have waxed and waned, until even the last grows dim and overcast. Are they all 
wrong, - all false? N o , not that, but each alone was over-simple and incomplete, -
the dreams of a credulous race-childhood, or the fond imaginings o f the other world 
which does not know and does not want to know our power. To be really true, all 
these ideals must be melted and welded into one. The training of the schools we 
need to-day more than ever, - the training of deft hands, quick eyes and ears, and 
above all the broader, deeper, higher culture of gifted minds and pure hearts. The 
power o f the ballot we need in sheer self-defence, - else what shall save us from a 
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second slavery? Freedom, too , the long-sought, we still seek, - the freedom o f life 
and limb, and freedom to work and think, the freedom to love and aspire. Work , 
culture, liberty, - all these we need, not singly but together, not successively but 
together, each growing and aiding each, and all striving toward that vaster ideal 
that swims before the Negro people, the ideal o f human brotherhood, gained 
through the unifying ideal of Race ; the ideal o f fostering and developing the traits 
and talents of the Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for other races, but rather 
in large conformity to the greater ideals o f the American Republic , in order that 
some day on American soil two world-races may give each to each those charac
teristics both so sadly lack. We the darker ones come even now not altogether empty-
handed: there are to-day no truer exponents of the pure human spirit o f the 
Declaration of Independence than the American Negroes; there is no true Ameri
can music but the wild sweet melodies o f the Negro slave; the American fairy tales 
and folklore are Indian and African; and, ail in all, we black men seem the sole 
oasis of simple faith and reverence in a dusty desert o f dollars and smartness. Will 
America be poorer if she replace her brutal dyspeptic blundering with light-hearted 
but determined Negro humility? or her coarse and cruel wit with loving jovial good-
humor? or her vulgar music with the soul of the Sorrow Songs? 

Merely a concrete test o f the underlying principles o f the great republic is the 
Negro Problem, and the spiritual striving o f the freedmen's sons is the travail o f 
souls whose burden is almost beyond the measure o f their strength, but w h o bear 
it in the name of an historic race, in the name of this the land of their fathers ' fathers, 
and in the name of human opportunity. 



Part VI 

Critical Theory and the Sociology 
of Knowledge 

i 
I 

I 

j 

{ 





The sociology o f knowledge and the related academic movement known as critical 
theory grew out o f the fertile, if contentious, dialogue between German idealism, 
the radical critique of society and culture associated with Marx i sm (see Part II in 
this volume), and Freudian theory and the nascent science of psychoanalysis (see 
Part V ) . It sought to understand the social foundation of ideas, the sociological con
ditions that shaped them, and the role of knowledge in the maintenance and repro
duction of class-divided society. As Horkeimer announced in his programmatic essay 
on "Traditional and Critical Theory" (excerpted below), Critical Theory would 
break with the conventions o f both social philosophy and positivistic social science 
in favor of a social analysis that would negate existing knowledge. 

The chief figures in this movement were associated with the so-called Frankfurt 
School o f Critical Theory established at the Institute for Social Research in Frank
furt. The School , founded in Germany but forced into exile in the United States in 
1 9 3 3 (to return again after the Nazi defeat), involved such prominent figures as 
M a x Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and later Jiirgen Haber-
mas. Frankfurt School critical theory offered a new synthesis that drew upon the 
thought of M a r x , Weber, and Freud. Unlike traditional philosophers, the Frankfurt 
School theorists wished to make critical interventions in politics, social policy, 
and the arts. The School developed a sustained program of theoretically oriented 
sociological research that critically analyzed, among other things, the development 
of socialism, the eclipse o f the labor movement, the rise o f fascism, characteristics 
of authoritarian personality, and the emergence o f mass consumer culture. 

The Critical Theory of Society 

A central, though often unacknowledged, figure in the development o f the sociol
ogy of knowledge and the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory was M a x Weber (see 
Part IV). Weber's theories concerning the role of cultural change and the shift in 
values in the transition to modernity suggested how a revolution in consciousness 
might contribute to social revolutions. This contrasted with the common Marx ian 
understanding of ideas as little more than after-the-fact justifications for material 
and social inequalities. For M a r x and his followers, philosophy and learning 
reflected the material interests of rulers. Knowledge became ideology that could only 
be dispelled through the proper scientific understanding of material conditions based 
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on the concrete standpoint of a universal subject (i.e. the industrial proletariat). 
Weber's history of ideas, on the other hand, was hostile to the notion o f a trans-
historical subject and recognized a more independent role for culture and ideas in 
social development. 

Moving away from Marx ' s theory of knowledge, Critical Theory was concerned 
particularly with the role of intellectuals in a society fraught with conflict. Was 
knowledge merely a serviceable good to be put to use in legitimating political and 
social inequities? Could something of knowledge as the search for truth and eman
cipation, as expressed in Enlightenment ideals, be recovered? In Ideology and Utopia 
(excerpted below), Karl Mannheim, drawing on both M a r x and Weber, tries to 
reformulate the theory o f ideology. Utopias are ideas that are incongruous with 
existing social practice but which grow out of or extend the values crystallized in 
institutionalized ideologies. Utopian movements embrace the pure form of these 
values. Consequently, those in power tend to label as Utopian those ideas that can 
only be realized at the expense o f the existing order; hence they are portrayed as 
unrealistic and "impossible" by its defenders. Utopian insurgents, by contrast , 
dismiss conservative ideas as ossified ideologies (e.g., "false consciousness") . 

Because social orders legitimize themselves by reference to ultimate values, ide
ological systems themselves contain the seeds of Utopia. Utopian longings are thus 
"explosive material" that inspires attacks against the social order. Intellectuals, in 
particular, are the bearers o f Utopia because they are the most versed in and inspired 
by ideological systems. I f Utopian intellectuals succeed in their insurgencies, they 
remake the social order by institutionalizing their ideals - as had occurred histori
cally with Utopian movements as diverse as Christianity and Liberalism and might 
occur again with Socialism. Hence, through ideally inspired social conflict, "Utopias 
o f today may become the realities of tomorrow." 

Confidence in Utopian movements was shaken by the mounting difficulties of the 
European democracies and the global economic disaster of the 1 9 3 0 s . In Germany, 
where the modern sociology of knowledge had developed, the triumph o f the Nazis 
and the establishment of a totalitarian dictatorship enjoying broad popular support 
cemented a crisis in Western Marx i sm. These intellectuals were already divided by 
disappointment with the bureaucratic authoritarianism o f the Bolshevik regime in 
the Soviet Union. For many, the rise of totalitarianism indicated both the eclipse of 
the European Enlightenment and the decline of the working class as a subject of 
historical progress. Confidence in the liberating potential o f knowledge was replaced 
with a pessimistic appraisal o f culture and society that drew upon Freudian theory. 
Theorists painted a picture of a pathological modernity in which the psychological 
need o f the masses to be dominated promoted a masochistic desire for strong leaders 
and a taste for political violence. Fascism was portrayed as a reaction to the deep-
seated alienation and frustrated desires of a modern world fractured by capitalism 
and aggression. 

In this, Weber's account of capitalist modernity as the progressive rationalization 
o f society that had imprisoned humankind in a "iron cage" o f instrumental ration
alism was also influential. The cultural theorist Walter Benjamin, in probing essays 
such as "The Work o f Art in the Age o f Mechanical Reproduct ion" ( 1 9 3 6 ) , 
excerpted in this volume, considered the implications o f industrial technologies, 
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standardization, and the commercialization of art for society from a Marxis t per
spective, arguing that creativity, authenticity, and individuality had lost their tradi
tional meanings. Weber had described modernity as a process that inevitably 
entailed the decline of the religious world-view and the disenchantment of everyday 
life. For the Frankfurt School theorists this aspect of capitalism - the triumph of 
instrumental rationality at the expense of substantive values, authentic experience, 
and the ethic of emancipation - became a chief concern, evident especially in M a x 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno's The Dialectic of Englightenment ( 1 9 4 4 ) . In the 
excerpt from this book provided below, "The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as 
Mass Deception," Horkheimer and Adorno mercilessly expose the techniques of 
manipulation employed by the ruling interests of mass societies and the self-
deception that makes ordinary people the willing instruments of their domination. 
Their ringing indictment of the commercialization o f culture and the unfulfilled 
promise of general enlightenment through communications technology have taken 
on new meaning in light of the proliferation of new media and new strains of 
popular culture. 

The Frankfurt School theorists shared a deep sense o f political disillusionment 
and profound pessimism with an age of bureaucratic control and the mass media. 
In Marcuse 's indictment of "One-dimensional M a n , " excerpted here, human capac
ities for autonomy and self-expression had been smothered under the weight of 
techniques of domination -~ ranging from propaganda, advertisements, and mass 
marketing to "scientific" management - that were the mechanics o f the capitalist 
system. If the Enlightenment ideal, expressed so clearly in Kant 's political ethics, 
had been one of universal education and a responsible citizenship, it had been 
crushed in the face of a "culture industry" that practiced mass deception through 
entertainment, diversion, and propaganda. 

The radical critique that the Frankfurt School thinkers reached was that there 
was a drift toward totalitarianism occurring even in liberal capitalist societies. This 
conclusion was clearly colored by their preoccupation with explaining the disaster 
of fascism and the decline of European high culture. However, the Frankfurt School 
proved an inspiration to student radicals in their opposition to the Vietnam War, in 
struggles for civil rights and tolerance for social and cultural diversity, and in chal
lenges to institutional authority in the universities, the schools, government bureau
cracies, and even in the churches. Beyond the New Left and the radical social 
movements of the 1 9 6 0 s and 1 9 7 0 s , Critical Theory's fundamental insight into the 
irrationality of an overly rationalized, bureaucratic society that threatened to suf
focate individual personality and self-expression, and its unmasking of the tech
niques o f manipulation that suffused a mass culture, based on consumption remain 
for many remarkably relevant today. 

The Legacy of Critical Theory 

Critical Theory remains an important tradition in linking the contemporary sociol
ogy of knowledge to diverse strands of Marx i sm, feminism, and cultural studies (see 
Parts VII and VIII in Contemporary Sociological Theory). Its basic critique of social 
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inequality and the corrosion of culture as well as its vigilant criticism of the forces 
that undermine a genuine democratic citizenship continue to inspire criticism and 
research. Concepts drawn from Critical Theory are essential to understanding the 
capacity of actors in society to communicate and act collectively on the basis of 
common understandings and interests. The problem o f knowledge in the struggle 
for emancipation, explored by Mannheim and the Frankfurt School theorists in the 
sociology o f knowledge, has become an important part of the theoretical arsenal of 
feminism and critical ethnic studies. The influential social theorist Michel Foucault 
(Part IV in Contemporary Sociological Theory) drew on many of the themes of truth 
and power raised by critical theorists. In raising the issues o f epistemological stand
point, of the biases and theoretical lacunae of traditional social sciences, and the 
techniques by which ruling elites produce consensus, Critical Theory's most impor
tant legacy may have been to defend the liberating potential o f knowledge in the 
face of new and continuing threats from ideology and inequality. 
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Karl Mannheim 

In order to understand the present situation of thought, it is necessary to start with 
the problems o f "ideology." For most people, the term "ideology" is closely bound 
up with Marx ism, and their reactions to the term are largely determined by the asso
ciation. It is therefore first necessary to state that although Marx i sm contributed a 
great deal to the original statement o f the problem, both the word and its meaning 
go farther back in history than Marx i sm, and ever since its time new meanings of 
the word have emerged, which have taken shape independently o f it. 

There is no better introduction to the problem than the analysis of the meaning 
of the term "ideology": firstly we have to disentangle all the different shades o f 
meaning which are blended here into a pseudo-unity, and a more precise statement 
o f the variations in the meanings o f the concept, as it is used to-day, will prepare 
the way for its sociological and historical analysis. Such an analysis will show that 
in general there are two distinct and separable meanings o f the term "ideology" -
the particular and the total. 

The particular conception of ideology is implied when the term denotes that we 
are sceptical o f the ideas and representations advanced by our opponent. They are 
regarded as more or less conscious disguises of the real nature o f a situation, the 
true recognition o f which would not be in accord with his interests. These distor
tions range all the way from conscious lies to half-conscious and unwitting disguises; 
from calculated attempts to dupe others to self-deception. This conception of ide
ology, which has only gradually become differentiated from the common-sense 
notion of the lie, is particular in several senses. Its particularity becomes evident 
when it is contrasted with the more inclusive total conception o f ideology. Here we 
refer to the ideology of an age or of a concrete historico-social group, e.g. of a class, 
when we are concerned with the characteristics and composi t ion o f the total struc
ture o f the mind o f this epoch or o f this group. 

The common as well as the distinctive elements of the two concepts are readily 
evident. The common element in these two conceptions seems to consist in the fact 
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that neither relies solely on what is actually said by the opponent in order to reach 
an understanding of his real meaning and intention. Both fall back on the subject, 
whether individual or group, proceeding to an understanding of what is said by the 
indirect method of analysing the social conditions o f the individual or his group. 
The ideas expressed by the subject are thus regarded as functions o f his existence. 
This means that opinions, statements, propositions, and systems of ideas are not 
taken at their face value but are interpreted in the light o f the life-situation of the 
one who expresses them. It signifies further that the specific character and life-
situation o f the subject influence his opinions, perceptions, and interpretations. 

Both these conceptions of ideology, accordingly, make these so-called "ideas" a 
function o f him who holds them, and of his position in his social milieu. Although 
they have something in common, there are also significant differences between them. 
O f the latter we mention merely the most important: -

(a) Whereas the particular conception o f ideology designates only a part of the 
opponent's assertions as ideologies - and this only with reference to their content, 
the total conception calls into question the opponent's total "Weltanschauung 
(including his conceptual apparatus), and attempts to understand these concepts as 
an outgrowth of the collective life o f which he partakes. 

(b) The particular conception of "ideology" makes its analysis of ideas on a 
purely psychological level. I f it is claimed for instance that an adversary is lying, or 
that he is concealing or distorting a given factual situation, it is still nevertheless 
assumed that both parties share common criteria of validity - it is still assumed that 
it is possible to refute lies and eradicate sources of error by referring to accepted 
criteria of objective validity common to both parties. The suspicion that one's oppo
nent is the victim of an ideology does not go so far as to exclude him from discus
sion on the basis of a common theoretical frame of reference. The case is different 
with the total conception of ideology. When we attribute to one historical epoch 
one intellectual world and to ourselves another one, or if a certain historically deter
mined social stratum thinks in categories other than our own, we refer not to the 
isolated cases of thought-content, but to fundamentally divergent thought-systems 
and to widely differing modes of experience and interpretation. We touch upon the 
theoretical or noological level whenever we consider not merely the content but also 
the form, and even the conceptual framework o f a mode o f thought as a function 
of the life-situation of a thinker. "The economic categories are only the theoretical 
expressions, the abstractions, of the social relations of p r o d u c t i o n . . . . The same 
men who establish social relations conformably with their material productivity, 
produce also the principles, the ideas, the categories, conformably with their social 
relations" (Karl M a r x , The Poverty of Philosophy). These are the two ways of 
analysing statements as functions of their social background; the first operates only 
on the psychological, the second on the noological level. 

(c) Corresponding to this difference, the particular conception of ideology oper
ates primarily with a psychology of interests, while the total conception uses a more 
formal functional analysis, without any reference to motivations, confining itself to 
an objective description of the structural differences in minds operating in different 
social settings. The former assumes that this or that interest is the cause of a given 
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lie or deception. The latter presupposes simply that there is a correspondence 
between a given social situation and a given perspective, point o f view, or 
apperception mass. In this case, while an analysis o f constellations of interests may 
often be necessary it is not to establish causal connect ions but to characterize the 
total situation. Thus interest psychology tends to be displaced by an analysis o f the 
correspondence between the situation to be known and the forms o f knowledge. 

Since the particular conception never actually departs from the psychological level, 
the point of reference in such analyses is always the individual. This is the case even 
when we are dealing with groups, since all psychic phenomena must finally be reduced 
to the minds of individuals. The term "group ideology" occurs frequently, to be sure, 
in popular speech. Group existence in this sense can only mean that a group o f persons, 
either in their immediate reactions to the same situation or as a result of direct psychic 
interaction, react similarly. Accordingly, conditioned by the same social situation, they 
are subject to the same illusions. I f we confine our observations to the mental processes 
which take place in the individual and regard him as the only possible bearer o f ide
ologies, we shall never grasp in its totality the structure o f the intellectual world belong
ing to a social group in a given historical situation. Although this mental world as a 
whole could never come into existence without the experiences and productive 
responses of the different individuals, Its inner structure is not to be found in a mere 
integration of these individual experiences. The individual members of the working-
class, for instance, do not experience all the elements of an outlook which could be 
called the proletarian Weltanschauung. Every individual participates only in certain 
fragments of this thought-system, the totality of which is not in the least a mere sum o f 
these fragmentary individual experiences. As a totality the thought-system is integrated 
systematically, and is no mere casual jumble o f fragmentary experiences of discrete 
members o f the group. Thus it follows that the individual can only be considered as the 
bearer of an ideology as long as we deal with that conception o f ideology which, by def
inition, is directed more to detached contents than to the whole structure of thought, 
uncovering false ways of thought and exposing lies. As soon as the total conception of 
ideology is used, we attempt to reconstruct the whole outlook o f a social group, and 
neither the concrete individuals nor the abstract sum o f them can legitimately be con
sidered as bearers of this ideological thought-system as a whole. The aim o f the analy
sis on this level is the reconstruction of the systematic theoretical basis underlying the 
single judgments of the individual. Analyses of ideologies in the particular sense, 
making the content o f individual thought largely dependent on the interests o f the 
subject, can never achieve this basic reconstruction of the whole out look o f a social 
group. They can at best reveal the collective psychological aspects o f ideology, o r lead 
to some development of mass psychology, dealing either with the different behaviour 
of the individual in the crowd, or with the results o f the mass integration of the psychic 
experiences of many individuals. And although the collective-psychological aspect may 
very often approach the problems o f the total ideological analysis, it does not answer 
its questions exactly. It is one thing to know how far my attitudes and judgments are 
influenced and altered by the co-existence of other human beings, but it is another thing 
to know what are the theoretical implications o f my mode o f thought which are iden
tical with those o f my fellow members of the group or social s t r a t u m . . . . 
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The Problem of False Consciousness 

Through the dialectical process of history there inevitably proceeds the gradual tran
sition from the non-evaluative, total, and general conception of ideology to the eval
uative conception. The evaluation to which we now refer, however, is quite different 
from that previously known and described. We are no longer accepting the values of 
a given period as absolute, and the realization that norms and values are historically 
and socially determined can henceforth never escape us. The ontological emphasis is 
now transferred to another set o f problems. Its purpose will be to distinguish the true 
from the untrue, the genuine from the spurious among the norms, modes of thought, 
and patterns o f behaviour that exist alongside of one another in a given historical 
period. The danger o f "false consciousness" nowadays is not that it cannot grasp an 
absolute unchanging reality, but rather that it obstructs comprehension of a reality 
which is the outcome o f constant reorganization of the mental processes which make 
up our worlds. Hence it becomes intelligible why, compelled by the dialectical 
processes o f thought, it is necessary to concentrate our attention with greater inten
sity upon the task of determining which o f all the ideas current are really valid in a 
given situation. In the light of the problems we face in the present crisis of thought, 
the question o f "false consciousness" is encountered in a new setting. The notion of 
"false consciousness" already appeared in one o f its most modern forms when, having 
given up its concern with transcendental-religious factors, it transferred its search for 
the criterion of reality to the realm of practice and particularly political practice in a 
manner reminiscent o f pragmatism. But contrasted with its modern formulation, it 
still lacked a sense of the historical. Thought and existence were still regarded as fixed 
and separate poles, bearing a static relationship to one another in an unchanging uni
verse. It is only now that the new historical sense is beginning to penetrate and a 
dynamic concept of ideology and reality can be conceived of. 

Accordingly, from our point of view, an ethical attitude is invalid if it is oriented 
with reference to norms, with which action in a given historical setting, even with 
the best of intentions, cannot comply. It is invalid then when the unethical action 
of the individual can no longer be conceived as due to his own personal trans
gression, but must be attributed rather to the compulsion of an erroneously founded 
set of moral axioms. The moral interpretation of one's own action is invalid, when, 
through the force of traditional modes o f thought and conceptions of life, it does 
not allow for the accommodat ion o f action and thought to a new and changed sit
uation and in the end actually obscures and prevents this adjustment and transfor
mation of man. A theory then is wrong if in a given practical situation it uses 
concepts and categories which, if taken seriously, would prevent man from adjust
ing himself at that historical stage. Antiquated and inapplicable norms, modes o f 
thought, and theories are likely to degenerate into ideologies whose function it is 
to conceal the actual meaning o f conduct rather than to reveal it. In the following 
paragraphs we cite a few characteristic examples of the most important types of the 
ideological thinking that has just been described. 

The history of the taboo against taking interest on loans may serve as an example 
o f the development o f an antiquated ethical norm into an ideology. The rule that 



340 Karl Mannheim 

lending be carried out without interest could be put into practice only in a society 
which economically and socially was based upon intimate and neighbourly rela
tions. In such a social world "lending without interest" is a usage that c o m m a n d s 
observance without difficulty, because it is a form of behaviour corresponding fun
damentally to the social structure. Arising in a world o f intimate and neighbourly 
relations this precept was assimilated and formalized by the Church in its ethical 
system. The more the real structure of society changed, the more this ethical precept 
took on an ideological character, and became virtually incapable o f pract ical accep
tance. Its arbitrariness and its unworldliness became even more evident in the period 
of rising capitalism when, having changed its function, it could be used as a weapon 
in the hands of the Church against the emergent economic force o f capital ism. In 
the course of the complete emergence o f capitalism, the ideological nature o f this 
norm, which expressed itself in the fact that it could be only circumvented but no t 
obeyed, became so patent that even the Church discarded it. 

As examples o f "false consciousness" taking the form o f an incorrect interpre
tation of one's own self and one's role, we may cite those cases in which persons 
try to cover up their " real" relations to themselves and to the world, and falsify t o 
themselves the elementary facts of human existence by deifying, romant ic iz ing, o r 
idealizing them, in short, by resorting to the device o f escape from themselves and 
the world, and thereby conjuring up false interpretations o f experience. We have a 
case of ideological distortion, therefore, when we try to resolve conflicts and anx i 
eties by having recourse to absolutes, according to which it is no longer possible to 
live. This is the case when we create "myths ," worship "greatness in itself," avow 
allegiance to "ideals," while in our actual conduct we are following other interests 
which we try to mask by simulating an unconscious righteousness, which is only 
too easily transparent. 

Finally an example of the third type of ideological distortion may be seen when 
this ideology as a form of knowledge is no longer adequate for comprehending the 
actual world. This may be exemplified by a landed proprietor, whose estate has 
already become a capitalistic undertaking, but who still attempts to explain his rela
tions to his labourers and his own function in the undertaking by means o f ca te
gories reminiscent of the patriarchal order. I f we take a total view o f all these 
individual cases, we see the idea of "false consciousness" taking on a new meaning. 
Viewed from this standpoint, knowledge is distorted and ideological when it fails 
to take account o f the new realities applying to a situation, and when it a t tempts 
to conceal them by thinking o f them in categories which are inappropriate. . . . 

Utopia, Ideology, and the Problem of Reality 

A state of mind is Utopian when it is incongruous with the state o f reality wi thin 
which it occurs. 

This incongruence is always evident in the fact that such a state o f mind in expe
rience, in thought, and in practice, is oriented towards objects which do not exis t 
in the actual situation. However, we should not regard as Utopian every state o f 
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mind which is incongruous with and transcends the immediate situation (and in this 
sense, "departs from reali ty"}. Only those orientations transcending reality will be 
referred to by us as Utopian which, when they pass over into conduct, tend to shatter, 
either partially or wholly, the order of things prevailing at the time. 

In limiting the meaning of the term "utopia" to that type of orientation which 
transcends reality and which at the same time breaks the bonds of the existing order, 
a distinction is set up between the Utopian and the ideological states of mind. One 
can orient himself to objects that are alien to reality and which transcend actual 
existence - and nevertheless still be effective in the realization and the maintenance 
of the existing order of things. In the course o f history, man has occupied himself 
more frequently with objects transcending his scope of existence than with those 
immanent in his existence and, despite this, actual and concrete forms of social life 
have been built upon the basis o f such "ideological" states of mind which were 
incongruent with reality. Such an incongruent orientation became Utopian only 
when in addition it tended to burst the bonds of the existing order. Consequently 
representatives o f a given order have not in all cases taken a hostile attitude towards 
orientations transcending the existing order. Rather they have always aimed to 
control those situationally transcendent ideas and interests which are not realizable 
within the bounds of the present order, and thereby to render them socially impo
tent, so that such ideas would be confined to a w o r l d beyond history and society, 
where they could not affect the status quo. 

Every period in history has contained ideas transcending the existing order, but 
these did not function as Utopias; they were rather the appropriate ideologies o f this 
stage o f existence as long as they were "organically" and harmoniously integrated 
into the world-view characteristic of the period (i.e. did not offer revolutionary pos
sibilities). As long as the clerically and feudally organized medieval order was able 
to locate its paradise outside of society, in some other-worldly sphere which tran
scended history and dulled its revolutionary edge, the idea o f paradise was still an 
integral part of medieval society. Not until certain social groups embodied these 
wish-images into their actual conduct, and tried to realize them, did these ideolo
gies become Utopian. If for the moment we follow Landauer's terminology (G. 
Landauer, Die Revolution) and, in conscious opposition to the usual definition, call 
every actually existing and ongoing social order, a " topia" (from the word TOTCOQ 
then these wish-images which take on a revolutionary function will become Utopias. 

It is clear that a definite conception o f "exis tence" and a corresponding concep
tion of the transcendence of existence underlies the above distinction. This assump
tion must be thoroughly investigated before proceeding farther. The nature of 
"reali ty" or "existence as such" is a problem which belongs to philosophy, and is of 
no concern here. However, what is to be regarded as "real" historically or socio
logically at a given time is o f importance to us and fortunately can be definitely ascer
tained. Inasmuch as man is a creature living primarily i n history and society, the 
"exis tence" that surrounds him is never "existence as such," but is always a con
crete historical form of social existence. For the sociologist, "exis tence" is that which 
is "concretely effective," i.e. a functioning social order, which does not exist only in 
the imagination of certain individuals but according to which people really act. 
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Every concretely "operating order of life" is to be conceived and characterized 
most clearly by means of the particular economical and political structure on which 
it is based. But it embraces also all those forms of human "living-together" (spe
cific forms of love, sociability, conflict, etc.) which the structure makes possible or 
requires; and also all those modes and forms of experience and thought which are 
characteristic of this social system and are consequently congruous with it. (For the 
present statement of the problem this will be sufficiently precise. It is not to be 
denied that if the point of view from which the analysis is made were pressed further 
there would be much more to be explained. The extent to which a concept explains 
something can never be absolute; it always keeps step with the expansion and inten
sification of insight into the total structure.) But every "actually operat ing" order 
o f life is at the same time enmeshed by conceptions which are to be designated as 
"transcendent" or "unreal" because their contents can never be realized in the soci
eties in which they exist, and because one could not live and act according to them 
within the limits of the existing social order. 

In a word, all those ideas which do not fit into the current order are "situation-
ally transcendent" or unreal. Ideas which correspond to the concretely existing and 
de facto order are designated as "adequate" and situationally congruous. These are 
relatively rare and only a state of mind that has been sociologically fully clarified 
operates with situationally congruous ideas and motives. Contrasted with situa
tionally congruous and adequate ideas are the two main categories of ideas which 
transcend the situation - ideologies and Utopias. 

Ideologies are the situationally transcendent ideas which never succeed de facto 
in the realization of their projected contents. Though they often become the good-
intentioned motives for the subjective conduct of the individual, when they are actu
ally embodied in practice their meanings are most frequently distorted. T h e idea of 
Christian brotherly love, for instance, in a society founded on serfdom remains an 
unrealizable and, in this sense, ideological idea, even when the intended meaning is, 
in good faith, a motive in the conduct of the individual. To live consistently, in the 
light of Christian brotherly love, in a society which is not organized on the same 
principle is impossible. The individual in his personal conduct is always compelled 
- in so far as he does not resort to breaking up the existing social structure - to fall 
short of his own nobler motives. 

The fact that this ideologically determined conduct always falls short o f its 
intended meaning may present itself in several forms - and corresponding to these 
forms there is a whole series of possible types of ideological mentality. As the first 
type in this series we may regard the case in which the conceiving and thinking 
subject is prevented from becoming aware o f the incongruence of his ideas with 
reality by the whole body o f axioms involved in his historically and socially deter
mined thought. As a second type of ideological mentality we may present the "cant 
mentality," which is characterized by the fact that historically it has the possibility 
of uncovering the incongruence between its ideas and its conduct , but instead con
ceals these insights in response to certain vital-emotional interests. As a final type 
there is the ideological mentality based on conscious deception, where ideology is 
to be interpreted as a purposeful lie. In this case we are not dealing with self-
delusion but rather with purposeful deception of another. There is an endless 
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number of transitional stages ranging all the way from good-intentioned, situa-
tionally transcendent mentality through "cant mentality" to ideology in the sense 
of conscious lies. With these phenomena we need not occupy ourselves further at 
this point. It is necessary here to call attention to each of these types, however, in 
order to conceive more clearly in this connection the peculiarity of the Utopian 
element. 

Utopias too transcend the social situation, for they too orient conduct towards 
elements which the situation, in so far as i t is realized at the time, does not contain. 
But they are not ideologies, i.e. they are not ideologies in the measure and in so 
far as they succeed through counteractivity in transforming the existing historical 
reality into one more in accord with their own conceptions. To an observer who 
has a relatively external view of them, this theoretical and completely formal 
distinction between Utopias and ideologies seems to offer little difficulty. To deter
mine concretely, however, what in a given case is ideological and what Utopian is 
extremely difficult. We are confronted here with the application of a concept 
involving values and standards. To carry it out, one must necessarily participate in 
the feelings and motives o f the parties struggling for dominance over historical 
reality. 

What in a given case appears as Utopian, and what as ideological, is dependent, 
essentially, on the stage and degree o f reality to which one applies this standard. It 
is clear that those social strata which represent the prevailing social and intellectual 
order will experience as reality that structure o f relationships of which they are the 
bearers, while the groups driven into opposition to the present order will be ori
ented towards the first stirrings o f the social order for which they are striving and 
which is being realized through them. The representatives o f a given order will label 
as Utopian all conceptions of existence which from their point of view can in prin
ciple never be realized. According to this usage, the contemporary connotation of 
the term "utopian" is predominantly that of an idea which is in principle unrealiz
able. (We have consciously set apart this meaning of the term from the narrower 
definition.} Among ideas which transcend the situation there are, certainly, some 
which in principle can never be realized. Nevertheless, men whose thoughts and 
feelings are bound up with an order of existence in which they have a definite posi
tion will always evidence the tendency to designate as absolutely Utopian all ideas 
which have been shown to be unrealizable only within the framework of the order 
in which they themselves live. In the following pages, whenever we speak of Utopia 
we use the term merely in the relative sense, meaning thereby a Utopia which seems 
to be unrealizable only from the point of view of a given social order which is 
already in existence. 

The very attempt to determine the meaning of the concept "utopia" shows to 
what extent every definition in historical thinking depends necessarily upon one's 
perspective, i.e. it contains within itself the whole system of thought representing 
the position o f the thinker in question and especially the political evaluations which 
lie behind this system o f thought. The very way in which a concept is defined and 
the nuance in which it is employed already embody to a certain degree a prejudg
ment concerning the outcome of the chain of ideas built upon i t . It is no accident 
that an observer who consciously or unconsciously has taken a stand in favour of 
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the existing and prevailing social order should have such a broad and undifferenti
ated conception of the Utopian; i.e. one which blurs the distinction between absolute 
and relative unrealizability. From this position, i t is practically impossible to tran
scend the limits of the status quo. This reluctance to transcend the status quo tends 
towards the view of regarding something that is unrealizable merely in the given 
order as completely unrealizable in any order, so that by obscuring these distinc
tions one can suppress the validity of the claims of the relative Utopia. By call ing 
everything Utopian that goes beyond the present existing order, one sets at rest the 
anxiety that might arise from the relative Utopias that are realizable in another order. 

At the other extreme is the anarchist, G. Landauer {Die Revolution), who regards 
the existing order as one undifferentiated whole, and who, by according esteem only 
to revolution and Utopia, sees in every topia (the present existing order) evil itself, 
jus t as the representatives of an existing order d i d not differentiate between the vari
eties of utopia (enabling us to speak o f a utopia-blindness) so the anarchist may be 
accused of blindness to the existing order. We perceive in Landauer what is char 
acteristic of all anarchists, namely the antithesis between the "author i tar ian" and 
the "l ibertarian" - a contrast which simplifies everything and blurs all partial dif
ferences, which lumps together as authoritarian everything ranging from the police-
state through the democratic-republican to the socialistic state, while only anarchism 
is regarded as libertarian. The same tendency towards simplification is also opera
tive in the way history is pictured. This crude dichotomy obscures the undoubted 
qualitative differences in the individual forms of the state. Similarly, by laying the 
evaluative emphasis on Utopia and revolution, the possibility o f noting any kind o f 
evolutionary trend in the realm of the historical and institutional is obscured. F r o m 
this point of view every historical event is an ever-renewed deliverance from a topia 
(existing order) by a Utopia, which arises out of it. Only in utopia and revolution 
is there true life, the institutional order is always only the evil residue which remains 
from ebbing Utopias and revolutions. Flence, the road of history leads from one 
topia over a utopia to the next topia, etc. 

The one-sidedness of this view of the world and conceptual structure is t oo 
obvious to require further elaboration. Its merit, however, is that in opposit ion to 
the "conservative" outlook which speaks for the established order, it prevents the 
existing order from becoming absolute, in that it envisages it as only one of the pos
sible " topias" from which will emanate those Utopian elements which in their turn 
will undermine the existing order. It is thus clear that in order to find the cor rec t 
conception o f utopia, or more modestly, the one most adequate for our present stage 
of thinking, the analysis based on the sociology of knowledge must be employed t o 
set the one-sidedness of those individual positions over against one another and to 
eliminate them. This will make it clear precisely wherein the particularity o f the pre
vious conceptions consists. Not until this ground has been cleared is it possible on 
the basis of one's own judgment to arrive at a more inclusive solution, which over
comes the one-sidednesses that have become apparent. T h e conception o f utopia 
which we have used above seems in this sense to be the most inclusive. It strives to 
take account o f the dynamic character o f reality, inasmuch as it assumes not a 
"reality as such" as its point of departure, but rather a concrete historically and 
socially determined reality which is in a constant process o f change. It proposes 
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further to arrive at a qualitatively, historically, and socially differentiated concep
tion of utopia, and finally to keep distinct the "relatively" and "absolutely Utop ian. " 

All this happens in the last analysis because it is our intention not to establish 
purely abstractly and theoretically some sort of arbitrary relationship between exis
tence and Utopia, but rather if possible to do |ustice to the concrete fullness of the 
historical and social transformation of Utopia in a given period. Furthermore, we 
do this because we not only seek to view contemplatively and to describe morpho
logically this transformation o f form in the conception of utopia but also because 
we wish to single out the living principle which links the development of Utopia 
with the development of an existing order. In this sense, the relationship between 
Utopia and the existing order turns out to be a "dialectical" one. By this is meant 
that every age allows to arise (in differently located social groups) those ideas and 
values in which are contained in condensed form the unrealized and the unfulfilled 
tendencies which represent the needs of each age. These intellectual elements then 
become the explosive material for bursting the limits of the existing order. The exist
ing order gives birth to Utopias which in turn break the bonds of the existing order, 
leaving it free to develop in the direction of the next order of existence. This "dialec
tical relationship" was already well stated by the Hegelian Droysen, though in a 
formal and inteliectualistic fashion. His definitions may serve for the preliminary 
clarifications o f this dialectical aspect. He writes ( j . G. Droysen, Outline of the Prin
ciples of History) as follows: 

$77 
"All movement in the historical world goes on in this way: Thought, which is the ideal 

counterpart of things as they really exist, develops itself as things ought to be. . . . 
§78 
"Thoughts constitute the criticism of that which is and yet is not as it should be. 

Inasmuch as they may bring conditions to their level, then broaden out and harden 
themselves into accord with custom, conservatism, and obstinacy, new criticism is 
demanded, and thus on and on. 

$79 
"That out of the already given conditions, new thoughts arise and out of the thoughts 

new conditions - this is the work of men." 

This formulation of dialectical progression, of the situation, and of the contra
dictions to be found in the realm of thought should be regarded as nothing more 
than a formal outline. The real problem lies in tracing the concrete interplay o f the 
differentiated forms of social existence with the corresponding differentiations in 
Utopias. As a result, the problems raised become more systematic and more inclu
sive in so far as they reflect the richness and variety of history. The most immedi
ate problem o f research is to bring the conceptual system and empirical reality into 
closer contact with one another. . . . 

Because the concrete determination of what is Utopian proceeds always from a 
certain stage of existence, it is possible that the Utopias of to-day may become the 
realities o f to-morrow: "Utopias are often only premature truths" {"Les utopies ne 
sont souvent que des verites prematurees" - Larnartine). Whenever an idea is 
labelled Utopian it is usually by a representative of an epoch that has already passed. 
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On the other hand, the exposure of ideologies as i l lusory ideas, adapted to the 
present order, is the w o r k generally of representatives of an order of existence w h i c h 
is still i n process of emergence. It is always the dom inan t group w h i c h is in fu l l 
accord w i t h the exist ing order that determines wha t is to be regarded as Utop ian, 
wh i le the ascendant group wh ich is in conf l ict w i t h things as they are is the one tha t 
determines wha t is regarded as ideological . Still another d i f f icu l ty in def in ing pre
cisely wha t , at a given per iod , is to be regarded as ideology, and what as Utopia, 
results from the fact that the Utopian and ideological elements do no t occur sepa
rately in the h istor ical process. The Utopias of ascendant classes are o f ten , to a large 
extent, permeated with ideological elements. 

The Utopia of the ascendant bourgeoisie was the idea of " f r e e d o m . " It was in 
part a real Utopia, i.e. i t contained elements or iented towards the rea l izat ion o f a 
new social order w h i c h were inst rumenta l in d is integrat ing the previously ex is t ing 
order and w h i c h , after their real izat ion, d id in par t become t ranslated into reality. 
Freedom in the sense of burst ing asunder the bonds of the static, gu i l d , and caste 
order, in the sense of f reedom of thought and opinion, in the sense o f po l i t i ca l 
f reedom and f reedom of the unhampered development o f the personal i ty became to 
a large extent, or at least to a greater extent than in the preceding s ta tus-bound, 
feudal society, a realizable possibi l i ty. To-day we k n o w just where in these Utopias 
became realit ies and to what extent the idea of f reedom o f that t ime conta ined not 
merely Utopian but also ideological elements. 

Wherever the idea of f reedom had to make concessions to the concomi tan t idea 
of equali ty, i t was sett ing up goals which were in con t rad ic t ion to the social order 
w h i c h i t demanded and which was later realized. The separat ion of the ideological 
elements in the dominan t bourgeois menta l i ty from those capable o f subsequent 
real izat ion, i.e. the t ru l y Utopian elements, cou ld only be made by a social s t ra tum 
that came later upon the scene to challenge the exist ing order. 

All the hazards that we have po in ted ou t as being invo lved in a specific def in i 
t i on of wha t is ideological and wha t Utopian in the menta l i ty o f a given i tem, do 
indeed make the f o rmu la t i on o f the p rob lem more d i f f icu l t , bu t do not preclude its 
invest igat ion. It is on ly as long as we find ourselves in the very midst o f mu tua l l y 
conf l ic t ing ideas that i t is extremely d i f f icu l t to determine wha t is to be regarded as 
t ru ly Utopian (i .e. realizable in the future} in the ou t l ook o f a r is ing class, and w h a t 
is to be regarded as merely the ideology of dominan t as we l l as ascendant classes. 
But, i f we look i n to the past, i t seems possible to find a fa i r ly adequate c r i te r ion of 
wha t is to be regarded as ideological and wha t as Utopian. This c r i te r ion is their 
real izat ion. Ideas w h i c h later tu rned out to have been on ly d is tor ted representations 
of a past or potent ia l social order were ideological , wh i le those w h i c h were ade
quately realized in the succeeding social order were relat ive Utopias. The actual ized 
realities of the past put an end to the conf l ic t of mere op in ions about w h a t i n earl ier 
s i tuat ional ly transcendent ideas was relatively Utopian burs t ing asunder the bonds 
of the exist ing order, and wha t was an ideology w h i c h merely served to conceal 
reality. The extent to w h i c h ideas are realized consti tutes a supplementary and 
retroactive standard for mak ing dist inct ions between facts w h i c h as l ong as they are 
contemporary are bur ied under the part isan conf l ic t o f op in i on . 
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What is " theory"? The question seems a rather easy one for contemporary science. 
Theory for most researchers is the sum-total of propositions about a subject, the 
propositions being so linked with each other that a few are basic and the rest derive 
from these. The smaller the number o f primary principles in comparison with the 
derivations, the more perfect the theory. The real validity of the theory depends on 
the derived propositions being consonant with the actual facts. I f experience and 
theory contradict each other, one of the two must be reexamined. Either the scien
tist has failed to observe correctly or something is wrong with the principles of 
the theory. . . . 

The derivation as usually practiced in mathematics is to be applied to all science. 
The order in the world is captured by a deductive chain of thought. 

Those long chains of deductive reasoning, simple and easy as they are, of which geo
metricians make use in order to arrive at the most difficult demonstrations, had caused 
me to imagine that all those things which fall under the cognizance of men might very 
likely be mutually related in the same fashion; and that, provided only that we abstain 
from receiving anything as true which is not so, and always retain the order which is 
necessary in order to deduce the one conclusion from the other, there can be nothing 
so remote that we cannot reach to it, nor so recondite that we cannot discover it. 1 

Depending on the logician's own general philosophical outlook, the most univer
sal propositions from which the deduction begins are themselves regarded as expe
riential judgments, as inductions (as with John Stuart Mil l ) , as evident insights (as 
in rationalist and phenomenological schools) , or as arbitrary postulates (as in the 
modern axiomatic approach). In the most advanced logic of the present time, as rep
resented by Husserl's Logische Untersuchungen, theory is defined "as an enclosed 
system of propositions for a science as a whole . " 2 Theory in the fullest sense is "a 
systematically linked set of propositions, taking the form o f a systematically unified 
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deduction." 3 Science is "a certain totality of propositions . . . , emerging in one or 
other manner from theoretical work, in the systematic order of which proposit ions 
a certain totality of objects acquires definition." 4 The basic requirement which any 
theoretical system must satisfy is that all the parts should intermesh thoroughly and 
without friction. Harmony, which includes lack of contradict ions, and the absence 
of superfluous, purely dogmatic elements which have no influence on the observable 
phenomena, are necessary conditions, according to Weyl.' 5 

In so far as this traditional conception of theory shows a tendency, it is towards 
a purely mathematical system o f symbols. As elements of the theory, as components 
of the propositions and conclusions, there are ever fewer names o f experiential 
objects and ever more numerous mathematical symbols. Even the logical operations 
themselves have already been so rationalized that, in large areas o f natural science 
at least, theory formation has become a matter of mathematical construction. 

The sciences o f man and society have attempted to follow the lead o f the natural 
sciences with their great successes. The difference between those schools o f social 
science which are more oriented to the investigation o f facts and those which con
centrate more on principles has nothing directly to do with the concept of theory 
as such. The assiduous collecting of facts in all the disciplines dealing with social 
life, the gathering o f great masses of detail in connection with problems, the empir
ical inquiries, through careful questionnaires and other means, which are a major 
part o f scholarly activity, especially in the Anglo-Saxon universities since Spencer 's 
time - all this adds up to a pattern which is, outwardly, much like the rest o f life 
in a society dominated by industrial production techniques. . . . 

There can be no doubt, in fact, that the various schools o f sociology have an 
identical conception of theory and that it is the same as theory in the natural sci
ences. Empirically oriented sociologists have the same idea o f what a fully e labo
rated theory should be as their theoretically oriented brethren. T h e former, indeed, 
are persuaded that in view of the complexity of social problems and the present 
state of science any concern with general principles must be regarded as indolent 
and idle. If theoretical work is to be done, it must be done with an eye unwaver
ingly on the facts; there can be no thought in the foreseeable future o f comprehen
sive theoretical statements. These scholars are much enamored of the methods o f 
exact formulation and, in particular, o f mathematical procedures, which are espe
cially congenial to the conception of theory described above. . . . There is a lways, 
on the one hand, the conceptually formulated knowledge and, on the other, the facts 
to be subsumed under it. Such a subsumption or establishing o f a relation between 
the simple perception or verification o f a fact and the conceptual structure o f our 
knowing is called its theoretical explanation. 

. . . For Weber, the historian's explanations, like those of the expert in cr iminal 
law, rest not on the fullest possible enumeration o f all pertinent circumstances but 
on the establishment of a connection between those elements o f an event which are 
significant for historical continuity, and particular, determinative happenings. Th i s 
connection, for example the judgment that a war resulted from the policies o f a 
statesman who knew what he was about, logically supposes that , had such a policy 
not existed, some other effect would have followed. If one maintains a part icular 
causal nexus between historical events, one is necessarily implying that had the 
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nexus not existed, then in accordance with the rules that govern our experience 
another effect would have followed in the given circumstances. The rules of expe
rience here are nothing but the formulations of our knowledge concerning economic, 
social, and psychological interconnections. With the help of these we reconstruct 
the probable course of events, going beyond the event itself to what will serve as 
explanat ion. 6 We are thus working with conditional propositions as applied to a 
given situation. If circumstances a, b, c, and d are given, then event q must be 
expected; if d is lacking, event r; if g is added, event s, and so on. This kind of cal
culation is a logical tool o f history as it is of science. It is in this fashion that theory 
in the traditional sense is actually elaborated. 

Wha t scientists in various fields regard as the essence of theory thus corresponds, 
in fact, to the immediate tasks they set for themselves. The manipulation of physi
cal nature and o f specific economic and social mechanisms demand alike the amass
ing o f a body of knowledge such as is supplied in an ordered set of hypotheses. The 
technological advances o f the bourgeois period are inseparably linked to this func
tion of the pursuit of science. On the one hand, it made the facts fruitful for the 
kind o f scientific knowledge that would have practical application in the circum
stances, and, on the other, it made possible the application of knowledge already 
possessed. Beyond doubt, such work is a moment in the continuous transformation 
and development o f the material foundations of that society. But the conception of 
theory was absolutized, as though it were grounded in the inner nature of knowl
edge as such or justified in some other ahistorical way, and thus it became a reified, 
ideological category. 

As a matter of fact, the fruitfulness o f newly discovered factual connections for 
the renewal of existent knowledge, and the application o f such knowledge to the 
facts, do not derive from purely logical or methodological sources but can rather 
be understood only in the context of real social processes. When a discovery occa
sions the restructuring o f current ideas, this is not due exclusively to logical con
siderations or, more particularly, to the contradiction between the discovery and 
particular elements in current views. I f this were the only real issue, one could always 
think up further hypotheses by which one could avoid changing the theory as a 
whole. Tha t new views in fact win out is due to concrete historical circumstances, 
even if the scientist himself may be determined to change his views only by imma
nent motives. Modern theoreticians o f knowledge do not deny the importance of 
historical circumstance, even if among the most influential nonscientific factors they 
assign more importance to genius and accident than to social condi t ions . . . . 

The traditional idea o f theory is based on scientific activity as carried on within 
the division o f labor at a particular stage in the latter's development. It corresponds 
to the activity o f the scholar which takes place alongside all the other activities of 
a society but in no immediately clear connection with them. In this view o f theory, 
therefore, the real social function o f science is not made manifest; it speaks not of 
what theory means in human life, but only of what it means in the isolated sphere 
in which for historical reasons it comes into existence. Yet as a matter of fact the 
life o f society is the result o f all the work done in the various sectors of production. 
Even if therefore the division o f labor in the capitalist system functions but poorly, 
its branches, including science, do not become for that reason self-sufficient and 
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independent. They are particular instances of the way in which society comes to 
grips with nature and maintains its own inherited form. They are moments in the 
social process of producrion, even if they be almost or entirely unproductive in 
the narrower sense. Neither the structures of industrial and agrarian production nor 
the separation of the so-called guiding and executory functions, services, and works , 
or of intellectual and manual operations are eternal or natural states of affairs. They 
emerge rather from the mode of production practiced in particular forms o f society. 
The seeming self-sufficiency enjoyed by work processes whose course is supposedly 
determined by the very nature of the object corresponds to the seeming freedom of 
the economic subject in bourgeois society. The latter believe they are acting accord
ing to personal determinations, whereas in fact even in their most complicated cal
culations they but exemplify the working o f an incalculable social mechanism. . . . 

The whole perceptible world as present to a member of bourgeois society and as 
interpreted within a traditional worldview which is in continuous interaction with 
that given world, is seen by the perceiver as a sum-total of facts; it is there and must 
be accepted. The classificatory thinking o f each individual is one of those social 
reactions by which men try to adapt to reality in a way that best meets their needs. 
But there is at this point an essential difference between the individual and society. 
The world which is given to the individual and which he must accept and take into 
account is, in its present and continuing form, a product of the activity of society 
as a whole. The objects we perceive in our surroundings - cities, villages, fields, and 
woods - bear the mark of having been worked on by man. It is not only in cloth
ing and appearance, in outward form and emotional make-up that men are the 
product of history. Even the way they see and hear is inseparable from the social 
life-process as it has evolved over the millennia. The facts which our senses present 
to us are socially preformed in two ways: through the historical character of the 
object perceived and through the historical character of the perceiving organ. Both 
are not simply natural; they are shaped by human activity, and yet the individual 
perceives himself as receptive and passive in the act of perception. The opposit ion 
of passivity and activity, which appears in knowledge theory as a dualism o f sense-
perception and understanding, does not hold for society, however, in the same 
measure as for the individual. The individual sees himself as passive and dependent, 
but society, though made up of individuals, is an active subject, even if a noncon-
scious one and, to that extent, a subject only in an improper sense. This difference 
in the existence of man and society is an expression o f the cleavage which has up 
to now affected the historical forms of social life. T h e existence o f society has either 
been founded directly on oppression or been the blind outcome of conflicting forces, 
but in any event not the result o f conscious spontaneity on the part o f free indi
viduals. Therefore the meaning of "activity" and "passivity" changes according as 
these concepts are applied to society or to individual. In the bourgeois economic 
mode the activity o f society is blind and concrete, that o f individuals abstract and 
conscious. 

Human production also always has an element of planning to it. To the extent 
then that the facts which the individual and his theory encounter are socially pro
duced, there must be rationality in them, even if in a restricted sense. But social 
action always involves, in addition, available knowledge and its application. T h e 
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perceived fact is therefore co-determined by human ideas and concepts, even before 
its conscious theoretical elaboration by the knowing individual. Nor are we to think 
here only of experiments in natural science. The so-called purity of objective event 
to be achieved by the experimental procedure is, of course, obviously connected 
with technological conditions, and the connection of these in turn with the mater
ial process o f production is evident. But it is easy here to confuse two questions: 
the question of the mediation of the factual through the activity of society as a 
whole, and the question of the influence o f the measuring instrument, that is, of a 
particular action, upon the object being observed. The latter problem, which con
tinually plagues physics, is no more closely connected with the problem that con
cerns us here than is the problem of perception generally, including perception in 
everyday life. Man ' s physiological apparatus for sensation itself largely anticipates 
the order followed in physical experiment. As man reflectively records reality, he 
separates and rejoins pieces o f it, and concentrates on some particulars while failing 
to notice others. This process is just as much a result of the modern mode of 
production, as the perception of a man in a tribe o f primitive hunters and fishers is 
the result of the conditions o f his existence (as well, of course, as of the object of 
perception). . . . 

At least Kant understood that behind the discrepancy between fact and theory 
which the scholar experiences in his professional work, there lies a deeper unity, 
namely, the general subjectivity upon which individual knowledge depends. The 
activity of society thus appears to be a transcendental power, that is, the sum-total 
of spiritual factors. However, Kant 's claim that its reality is sunk in obscurity, that 
is, that it is irrational despite all its rationality, is not without its kernel of truth. 
The bourgeois type of economy, despite all the ingenuity of the competing individ
uals within it, is not governed by any plan; it is not consciously directed to a general 
goal; the life of society as a whole proceeds from this economy only at the cost of 
excessive friction, in a stunted form, and almost, as it were, accidentally. The inter
nal difficulties in the supreme concepts of Kantian philosophy, especially the ego of 
transcendental subjectivity, pure or original apperception, and consciousness-in-
itself, show the depth and honesty of his thinking. The two-sidedness of these 
Kantian concepts, that is, their supreme unity and purposefulness, on the one hand, 
and their obscurity, unknownness, and impenetrability, on the other, reflects exactly 
the contradiction-filled form of human activity in the modern period. The col labo
ration of men in society is the mode o f existence which reason urges upon them, 
and so they do apply their powers and thus confirm their own rationality. But at 
the same time their work and its results are alienated from them, and the whole 
process with all its waste of work-power and human life, and with its wars and all 
its senseless wretchedness, seems to be an unchangeable force of nature, a fate 
beyond man's control . . . . 

We must go on now to add that there is a human activity which has society itself 
for its object . 7 T h e aim of this activity is not simply to eliminate one or other abuse, 
for it regards such abuses as necessarily connected with the way in which the social 
structure is organized. Although it itself emerges from the social structure, its 
purpose is not, either in its conscious intention or in its objective significance, the 
better functioning of any element in the structure. On the contrary, it is suspicious 
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of the very categories of better, useful, appropriate, productive, and valuable, as 
these are understood in the present order, and refuses to take them as nonscientific 
presuppositions about which one can do nothing. T h e individual as a rule must 
simply accept the basic conditions of his existence as given and strive to fulfill them; 
he finds his satisfaction and praise in accomplishing as well as he can the tasks con
nected with his place in society and in courageously doing his duty despite all the 
sharp criticism he may choose to exercise in particular matters. But the critical atti
tude of which we are speaking is wholly distrustful o f the rules o f conduct with 
which society as presently constituted provides each of its members. T h e separat ion 
between individual and society in virtue of which the individual accepts as natural 
the limits prescribed for his activity is relativized in critical theory. T h e latter con
siders the overall framework which is conditioned by the blind interaction of indi
vidual activities (that is, the existent division o f labor and the class distinctions) to 
be a function which originates in human action and therefore is a possible ob jec t 
of planful decision and rational determination of goals. 

The two-sided character of the social totality in its present form becomes, for 
men who adopt the critical attitude, a conscious opposition. In recognizing the 
present form of economy and the whole culture which it generates to be the product 
of human work as well as the organization which mankind was capable o f and has 
provided for itself in the present era, these men identify themselves with this total
ity and conceive it as will and reason. It is their own world. At the same t ime, 
however, they experience the fact that society is comparable to nonhuman natural 
processes, to pure mechanisms, because cultural forms which are supported by war 
and oppression are not the creations of a unified, self-conscious will. T h a t world is 
not their own but the world of capital. 

Previous history thus cannot really be understood; only the individuals and spe
cific groups in it are intelligible, and even these not totally, since their internal depen
dence on an inhuman society means that even in their conscious action such 
individuals and groups are still in good measure mechanical functions. T h e identi
fication, then, of men o f critical mind with their society is marked by tension, and 
the tension characterizes all the concepts o f the critical way of thinking. Thus , such 
thinkers interpret the economic categories o f work, value, and productivity exact ly 
as they are interpreted in the existing order, and they regard any other interpreta
tion as pure idealism. But at the same time they consider it rank dishonesty simply 
to accept the interpretation; the critical acceptance of the categories which rule social 
life contains simultaneously their condemnation. This dialectical character o f the 
self-interpretation o f contemporary man is what, in the last analysis, also causes the 
obscurity of the Kantian critique of reason. Reason cannot become transparent to 
itself as long as men act as members of an organism which lacks reason. Organism 
as a naturally developing and declining unity cannot be a sort o f model for society, 
but only a form of deadened existence from which society must emancipate itself. 
An attitude which aims at such an emancipation and at an alteration o f society as 
a whole might well be of service in theoretical work carried on within reality as 
presently ordered. But it lacks the pragmatic character which attaches to tradit ional 
thought as a socially useful professional activity. 
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In traditional theoretical thinking, the genesis of particular objective facts, the 
practical application of the conceptual systems by which it grasps the facts, and the 
role of such systems in action, are all taken to be external to the theoretical think
ing itself. This alienation, which finds expression in philosophical terminology as 
the separation of value and research, knowledge and action, and other polarities, 
protects the savant from the tensions we have indicated and provides an assured 
framework for his activity. Yet a kind of thinking which does not accept this frame
work seems to have the ground taken out from under i t . . . . 

. . . Its opposition to the traditional concept of theory springs in general from a 
difference not so much of objects as of subjects. For men of the critical mind, the 
facts, as they emerge from the work of society, are not extrinsic in the same degree 
as they are for the savant or for members of other professions who all think like 
little savants. The latter look towards a new kind of organization of work. But in 
so far as the objective realities given in perception are conceived as products which 
in principle should be under human control and, in the future at least, will in fact 
come under it, these realities lose the character of pure factuality. 

The scholarly specialist " a s " scientist regards social reality and its products as 
extrinsic to him, and " a s " citizen exercises his interest in them through political 
articles, membership in political parties or social service organizations, and partici
pation in elections. But he does not unify these two activities, and his other activi
ties as well, except, at best, by psychological interpretation. Critical thinking, on 
the contrary, is motivated today by the effort really to transcend the tension and to 
abolish the opposition between the individual's purposefulness, spontaneity, and 
rationality, and those work-process relationships on which society is built. Critical 
thought has a concept of man as in conflict with himself until this opposition is 
removed. If activity governed by reason is proper to man, then existent social prac
tice, which forms the individual's life down to its least details, is inhuman, and this 
inhumanity affects everything that goes on in the society. There will always be some
thing that is extrinsic to man's intellectual and material activity, namely nature as 
the totality of as yet unmastered elements with which society must deal. But when 
situations which really depend on man alone, the relationships of men in their work, 
and the course of man's own history are also accounted part of "nature," the resul
tant extrinsicality is not only not a suprahistorical eternal category (even pure nature 
in the sense described is not that) , but it is a sign of contemptible weakness. To 
surrender to such weakness is nonhuman and irrational. . . . 

Critical thought and its theory are opposed to both the types of thinking just 
described. Critical thinking is the function neither of the isolated individual nor of 
a sum-total of individuals. Its subject is rather a definite individual in his real 
relation to other individuals and groups, in his conflict with a particular class, 
and, finally, in the resultant web of relationships with the social totality and with 
n a t u r e . . . . 

How is critical thought related to experience? One might maintain that if such 
thought were not simply to classify but also to determine for itself the goals which 
classification serves, in other words its own fundamental direction, it would remain 
locked up within itself, as happened to idealist philosophy. If it did not take refuge 
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in Utopian fantasy, it would be reduced to the formalistic fighting of sham battles. 
The attempt legitimately to determine practical goals by thinking must always fail. 
If thought were not content with the role given to it in existent society, if it were 
not to engage in theory in the traditional sense of the word, it would necessarily 
have to return to illusions long since laid bare. 

The fault in such reflections as these on the role of thought is that thinking is 
understood in a detachedly departmentalized and therefore spiritualist way, as it is 
today under existing conditions o f the division of labor . . . . Now, inasmuch as every 
individual in modern times has been required to make his own the purposes o f 
society as a whole and to recognize these in society, there is the possibility that men 
would become aware o f and concentrate their attention upon the path which the 
social work process has taken without any definite theory behind it, as a result of 
disparate forces interacting, and with the despair of the masses acting as a decisive 
factor at major turning points. Thought does not spin such a possibility out of itself 
but rather becomes aware o f its own proper function. In the course o f history men 
have come to know their own activity and thus to recognize the contradict ion that 
marks their existence. . . . 

Yet, as far as the role of experience is concerned, there is a difference between 
traditional and critical theory. The viewpoints which the latter derives from histor
ical analysis as the goals of human activity, especially the idea o f a reasonable orga
nization of society that will meet the needs o f the whole community, are immanent 
in human work but are not correctly grasped by individuals or by the c o m m o n 
mind. A certain concern is also required if these tendencies are to be perceived and 
expressed. According to M a r x and Engels such a concern is necessarily generated 
in the proletariat. . . . 

But it must be added that even the situation of the proletariat is, in this society, 
no guarantee o f correct knowledge. The proletariat may indeed have experience of 
meaninglessness in the form of continuing and increasing wretchedness and injus
tice in its own life. Yet this awareness is prevented from becoming a social force by 
the differentiation o f social structure which is still imposed on the proletariat from 
above and by the opposition between personal class interests which is transcended 
only at very special moments. Even to the proletariat the world superficially seems 
quite different than it really is. Even an outlook which could grasp that no oppo
sition really exists between the proletariat's own true interests and those of society 
as a whole, and would therefore derive its principles of action from the thoughts 
and feelings o f the masses, would fall into slavish dependence on the status quo. 
The intellectual is satisfied to proclaim with reverent admiration the creative 
strength of the proletariat and finds satisfaction in adapting himself to it and in can
onizing it. He fails to see that such an evasion o f theoretical effort (which the pas
sivity of his own thinking spares him) and o f temporary opposit ion to the masses 
(which active theoretical effort on his part might force upon him) only makes the 
masses blinder and weaker than they need be. His own thinking should in fact be 
a critical, promotive factor in the development of the masses . . . . 

If critical theory consisted essentially in formulations of the feelings and ideas of 
one class at any given moment, it would not be structurally different from the special 
branches of science. It would be engaged in describing the psychological contents 
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typical of certain social groups; it would be social psychology. The relation of being 
to consciousness is different in different classes of society. If we take seriously the 
ideas by which the bourgeoisie explains its own order - free exchange, free com
petition, harmony of interests, and so on - and if we follow them to their logical 
conclusion, they manifest their inner contradiction and therewith their real opposi
tion to the bourgeois order. The simple description of bourgeois self-awareness thus 
does not give us the truth about this class of men. Similarly, a systematic presenta
tion of the contents o f proletarian consciousness cannot provide a true picture of 
proletarian existence and interests. . . . 

If, however, the theoretician and his specific object are seen as forming a dynamic 
unity with the oppressed class, so that his presentation of societal contradictions is 
not merely an expression of the concrete historical situation but also a force within 
it to stimulate change, then his real function emerges. The course of the conflict 
between the advanced sectors o f the class and the individuals who speak out the 
truth concerning it, as well as of the conflict between the most advanced sectors 
with their theoreticians and the rest o f the class, is to be understood as a process 
of interactions in which awareness comes to flower along with its liberating but also 
its aggressive forces which incite while also requiring discipline. The sharpness o f 
the conflict shows in the ever present possibility of tension between the theoretician 
and the class which his thinking is to serve. The unity o f the social forces which 
promise liberation is at the same time their distinction (in Hegel's sense}; it exists 
only as a conflict which continually threatens the subjects caught up in it. This truth 
becomes clearly evident in the person of the theoretician; he exercises an aggressive 
critique not only against the conscious defenders of the status quo but also against 
distracting, conformist, or Utopian tendencies within his own household. . . . 

One thing which this way of thinking has in common with fantasy is that an 
image of the future which springs indeed from a deep understanding of the present 
determines men's thoughts and actions even in periods when the course o f events 
seems to be leading far away from such a future and seems to justify every reaction 
except belief in fulfillment. It is not the arbitrariness and supposed independence of 
fantasy that is the common bond here, but its obstinacy. Within the most advanced 
group it is the theoretician who must have this obstinacy. The theoretician o f the 
ruling class, perhaps after difficult beginnings, may reach a relatively assured posi
tion, but, on the other hand, the theoretician is also at times an enemy and crimi
nal, at times a solitary Utopian; even after his death the question of what he really 
was is not decided. The historical significance of his work is not self-evident; it rather 
depends on men speaking and acting in such a way as to justify it. It is not a fin
ished and fixed historical creation. . . . 

Our consideration of the various functions of traditional and critical theory 
brings to light the difference in their logical structure. The primary propositions o f 
traditional theory define universal concepts under which ail facts in the field in ques
tion are to be subsumed; for example, the concept of a physical process in physics 
or an organic process in biology. . . . 

The critical theory of society also begins with abstract determinations; in dealing 
with the present era it begins with the characterization o f an economy based on 
exchange. 8 The concepts M a r x uses, such as commodity, value, and money, can 
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function as genera when, for example, concrete social relations are judged to be 
relations of exchange and when there is question of the commodi ty character o f 
goods. But the theory is not satisfied to relate concepts of reality by way of hypothe
ses. The theory begins with an outline of the mechanism by which bourgeois society, 
after dismantling feudal regulations, the guild system, and vassalage, did not imme
diately fall apart under the pressure of its own anarchic principle but managed to 
survive. The regulatory effects of exchange are brought out on which bourgeois 
economy is founded. T h e conception o f the interaction o f society and nature, which 
is already exercising its influence here, as well as the idea o f a unified period o f 
society, o f its self-preservation, and so on, spring from a radical analysis, guided by 
concern for the future, of the historical process. The relation o f the primary con
ceptual interconnections to the world o f facts is not essentially a relation o f classes 
to instances. It is because of its inner dynamism that the exchange relationship, 
which the theory outlines, dominates social reality, as, for example, the assimilation 
of food largely dominates the organic life of plant and brute b e a s t . . . . 

Thus the critical theory of society begins with the idea o f the simple exchange of 
commodit ies and defines the idea with the help of relatively universal concepts . It 
then moves further, using all knowledge available and taking suitable material from 
the research o f others as well as from specialized research. Wi thout denying its own 
principles as established by the special discipline of political economy, the theory 
shows how an exchange economy, given the condition o f men (which, of course, 
changes under the very influence of such an economy) , must necessarily lead to a 
heightening o f those social tensions which in the present historical era lead in turn 
to wars and revolutions. 

The necessity just mentioned, as well as the abstractness o f the concepts , are both 
like and unlike the same phenomena in traditional theory. In both types o f theory 
there is a strict deduction if the claim o f validity for general definitions is shown to 
include a claim that certain factual relations will occur. For example, if you are 
dealing with electricity, such and such an event must occur because such and such 
characteristics belong to the very concept of electricity. To the extent that the crit
ical theory of society deduces present conditions from the concept o f simple 
exchange, it includes this kind o f necessity, although it is relatively unimportant that 
the hypothetical form of statement be used. Tha t is, the stress is not on the idea 
that wherever a society based on simple exchange prevails, capitalism must develop 
- although this is true. T h e stress is rather on the fact that the existent capitalist 
society, which has spread all over the world from Europe and for which the theory 
is declared valid, derives from the basic relation o f exchange. Even the classifica-
tory judgments of specialized science have a fundamentally hypothetical character, 
and existential judgments are allowed, if at all, only in certain areas, namely the 
descriptive and practical parts o f the discipline. 9 But the critical theory o f society is, 
in its totality, the unfolding of a single existential judgment. T o put it in broad terms, 
the theory says that the basic form o f the historically given commodi ty economy on 
which modern history rests contains in itself the internal and external tensions o f 
the modern era; it generates these tensions over and over again in an increasingly 
heightened form; and after a period o f progress, development o f human powers, 
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and emancipation for the individual, after an enormous extension of human control 
over nature, it finally hinders further development and drives humanity into a new 
barbarism. . . . 

Even the critical theory, which stands in opposition to other theories, derives its 
statements about real relationships from basic universal concepts, as we have indi
cated, and therefore presents the relationships as necessary. Thus both kinds o f the
oretical structure are alike when it comes to logical necessity. But there is a difference 
as soon as we turn from logical to real necessity, the necessity involved in factual 
sequences. The biologist's statement that internal processes cause a plant to wither 
or that certain processes in the human organism lead to its destruction leaves 
untouched the question whether any influences can alter the character of these 
processes or change them totally. Even when an illness is said to be curable, the fact 
that the necessary curative measures are actually taken is regarded as purely extrin
sic to the curability, a matter o f technology and therefore nonessential as far as the 
theory as such is concerned. T h e necessity which rules society can be regarded as 
biological in the sense described, and the unique character of critical theory can 
therefore be called in question on the grounds that in biology as in other natural 
sciences particular sequences of events can be theoretically constructed just as they 
are in the critical theory o f society. The development of society, in this view, would 
simply be a particular series of events, for the presentation of which conclusions 
from various other areas of research are used, just as a doctor in the course o f an 
illness or a geologist dealing with the earth's prehistory has to apply various other 
disciplines. Society here would be the individual reality which is evaluated on the 
basis o f theories in the special sciences. 

However many valid analogies there may be between these different intellectual 
endeavors, there is nonetheless a decisive difference when it comes to the relation 
of subject and object and therefore to the necessity o f the event being judged. The 
object with which the scientific specialist deals is not affected at all by his own 
theory. Subject and object are kept strictly apart. Even if it turns out that at a later 
point in time the objective event is influenced by human intervention, to science this 
is just another fact. The objective occurrence is independent o f the theory, and this 
independence is part o f its necessity: the observer as such can effect no change in 
the object. A consciously critical attitude, however, is part of the development of 
society: the construing of the course of history as the necessary product o f an eco
nomic mechanism simultaneously contains both a protest against this order of 
things, a protest generated by the order itself, and the idea o f self-determination for 
the human race, that is the idea o f a state of affairs in which man's actions no longer 
flow from a mechanism but from his own decision. The judgment passed on the 
necessity inherent in the previous course of events implies here a struggle to change 
it from a blind to a meaningful necessity. If we think of the object o f the theory in 
separation from the theory, we falsify it and fall into quietism or conformism. Every 
part of the theory presupposes the critique of the existing order and the struggle 
against it along lines determined by the theory itself. 

The theoreticians of knowledge who started with physics had reason, even if they 
were not wholly right, to condemn the confusion of cause and operation of forces 
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and to substitute the idea o f condition or function for the idea of cause. For the 
kind of thinking which simply registers facts there are always only series of phe
nomena, never forces and counterforces; but this, o f course, says something about 
this kind of thinking, not about nature. If such a method is applied to society, the 
result is statistics and descriptive sociology, and these can be important for many 
purposes, even for critical theory. 

For traditional science either everything is necessary or nothing is necessary, 
according as necessity means the independence of event from observer or the pos
sibility of absolutely certain prediction. But to the extent that the subject does not 
totally isolate himself, even as thinker, from the social struggles of which he is a 
part and to the extent that he does not think of knowledge and action as distinct 
concepts, necessity acquires another meaning for him. I f he encounters necessity 
which is not mastered by man, it takes shape either as that realm o f nature which 
despite the far-reaching conquests still to come will never wholly vanish, or as the 
weakness of the society of previous ages in carrying on the struggle with nature in 
a consciously and purposefully organized way. Here we do have forces and coun
terforces. Both elements in this concept o f necessity - the power of nature and the 
weakness o f society - are interconnected and are based on the experienced effort o f 
man to emancipate himself from coercion by nature and from those forms of social 
life and of the juridical, political, and cultural orders which have become a strait-
jacket for him. The struggle on two fronts, against nature and against society's weak
ness, is part of the effective striving for a future condit ion of things in which 
whatever man wills is also necessary and in which the necessity o f the objec t 
becomes the necessity o f a rationally mastered event . . . . 

Critical theory does not have one doctrinal substance today, another tomorrow. 
The changes in it do not mean a shift to a wholly new out look, as long as the age 
itself does not radically change. The stability of the theory is due to the fact that 
amid all change in society the basic economic structure, the class relationship in its 
simplest form, and therefore the idea o f the supercession of these two remain iden
tical. The decisive substantive elements in the theory are condit ioned by these 
unchanging factors and they themselves therefore cannot change until there has been 
a historical transformation of society. On the other hand, however, history does not 
stand still until such a point of transformation has been reached. T h e historical 
development o f the conflicts in which the critical theory is involved leads to a re
assignment of degrees o f relative importance to individual elements o f the theory, 
forces further concretizations, and determines which results o f specialized science 
are to be significant for critical theory and practice at any given t ime. 

In order to explain more fully what is meant, we shall use the concept o f the 
social class which disposes of the means o f production. In the liberalist period eco
nomic predominance was in great measure connected with legal ownership o f the 
means of production. The large class of private property owners exercised leader
ship in the society, and the whole culture of the age bears the impress o f this fact. 
Industry was still broken up into a large number o f independent enterprises which 
were small by modern standards. The directors o f factories, as was suitable for this 
stage of technological development, were either one or more o f the owners or their 
direct appointees. Once , however, the development o f technology in the last century 
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had led to a rapidly increasing concentration and centralization of capital, the legal 
owners were largely excluded from the management of the huge combines which 
absorbed their small factories, and management became something quite distinct 
from ownership before the law. Industrial magnates, the leaders o f the economy, 
came into being. 

. . . Once the legal owners are cut off from the real productive process and lose 
their influence, their horizon narrows; they become increasingly unfitted for impor
tant social positions, and finally the share which they still have in industry due to 
ownership and which they have done nothing to augment comes to seem socially 
useless and morally dubious. These and other changes are accompanied by the rise 
of ideologies centering on the great personality and the distinction between pro
ductive and parasitic capitalists. The idea of a right with a fixed content and inde
pendent of society at large loses its importance. The very same sector o f society 
which brutally maintains its private power to dispose of the means of production 
(and this power is at the heart o f the prevailing social order) sponsors political doc
trines which claim that unproductive property and parasitic incomes must disap
pear. The circle of really powerful men grows narrower, but the possibility increases 
of deliberately constructing ideologies, o f establishing a double standard o f truth 
(knowledge for insiders, a cooked-up story for the people), and of cynicism about 
truth and thought generally. The end result of the process is a society dominated no 
longer by independent owners but by cliques of industrial and political leaders. 

Such changes do not leave the structure of the critical theory untouched. It does 
not indeed fall victim to the illusion that property and profit no longer play a key 
role, an illusion carefully fostered in the social sciences. On the one hand, even 
earlier it had regarded juridical relations not as the substance but as the surface of 
what was really going on in society. It knows that the disposition of men and things 
remains in the hands o f a particular social group which is in competition with other 
economic power groups, less so at home but ail the more fiercely at the interna
tional level. Profit continues to come from the same social sources and must in the 
last analysis be increased by the same means as before. On the other hand, in the 
judgment of the critical theorist the loss of all rights with a determined content, a 
loss conditioned by the concentration of economic power and given its fullest form 
in the authoritarian state, has brought with it the disappearance not only of an 
ideology but also of a cultural factor which has a positive value and not simply a 
negative one. 

When the theory takes into account these changes in the inner structure of the 
entrepreneurial class, it is led to differentiate others of its concepts as well. The 
dependence of culture on social relationships must change as the latter change, even 
in details, if society indeed be a single whole. Even in the liberalist period political 
and moral interpretations of individuals could be derived from their economic 
situation. Admiration for nobility of character, fidelity to one's word, independence 
of judgment, and so forth, are traits of a society o f relatively independent economic 
subjects who enter into contractual relationships with each other. But this cultural 
dependence was in good measure psychologically mediated, and morality itself 
acquired a kind o f stability because of its function in the individual. (The truth that 
dependence on the economy thoroughly pervaded even this morality was brought 
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home when in the recent threat to the economic position o f the iiberalist bourgeoisie 
the attitude of freedom and independence began to disintegrate.) Under the condi
tions of monopolistic capitalism, however, even such a relative individual indepen
dence is a thing o f the past. The individual no longer has any ideas o f his own. T h e 
content of mass belief, in which no one really believes, is an immediate product o f 
the ruling economic and political bureaucracies, and its disciples secretly follow their 
own atomistic and therefore untrue interests; they act as mere functions of the eco
nomic machine. 

The concept of the dependence o f the cultural on the economic has thus changed. 
. . . This influence o f social development on the structure o f the theory is part o f the 
theory's doctrinal content. Thus new contents are not just mechanical ly added to 
already existent parts. Since the theory is a unified whole which has its proper 
meaning only in relation to the contemporary situation, the theory as a whole is 
caught up in an evolution. The evolution does not change the theory's foundations, 
of course, any more than recent changes essentially alter the ob jec t which the theory 
reflects, namely contemporary society. Yet even the apparently more remote con
cepts o f the theory are drawn into the evolution. T h e logical difficulties which under
standing meets in every thought that attempts to reflect a living total i ty are due 
chiefly to this fact. . . . 

There are no general criteria for judging the critical theory as a whole , for it is 
always based on the recurrence of events and thus on a self-reproducing totality. 
Nor is there a social class by whose acceptance of the theory one could be guided. 
It is possible for the consciousness of every social stratum today to be limited and 
corrupted by ideology, however much, for its circumstances, it may be bent on truth. 
For all its insight into the individual steps in social change and for all the agree
ment of its elements with the most advanced traditional theories, the cri t ical theory 
has no specific influence on its side, except concern for the abol i t ion o f social injus
tice. This negative formulation, if we wish to express it abstractly, is the material
ist content of the idealist concept o f reason. 

In a historical period like the present true theory is more cri t ical than affirma
tive, just as the society that corresponds to it cannot be called "product ive ." T h e 
future of humanity depends on the existence today o f the critical atti tude, which o f 
course contains within it elements from traditional theories and from our declining 
culture generally. Mankind has already been abandoned by a science which in its 
imaginary self-sufficiency thinks o f the shaping o f practice, which it serves and to 
which it belongs, simply as something lying outside its borders and is content with 
this separation o f thought and action. Yet the characterist ic mark o f the thinker's 
activity is to determine for itself what it is to accomplish and serve, and this not 
in fragmentary fashion but totally. Its own nature, therefore, turns it towards a 
changing of history and the establishment of justice among men. Behind the loud 
calls for "social spirit" and "national community," the opposi t ion between indi
vidual and society grows ever greater. The self-definition o f science grows ever 
more abstract. But conformism in thought and the insistence that thinking is a fixed 
vocation, a self-enclosed realm within society as a whole , betrays the very essence 
of thought. 
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Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were established, in times 
very different from the present, by men whose power of action upon things 
was insignificant in comparison with ours. But the amazing growth o f our 
techniques, the adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas and 

habits they are creating, make it a certainty that profound changes are 
impending in the ancient craft o f the Beautiful. In all the arts there is a 

physical component which can no longer be considered or treated as it used 

to be, which cannot remain unaffected by our modern knowledge and 
power. For the last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has been 

what it was from time immemorial . "We must expect great innovations to 
transform the entire technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic 

invention itself and perhaps even bringing about an amazing change in our 
very notion of art."" 

Paul Valery, " L a Conquete de l 'ubiquite" (Paris) 

Preface 

When M a r x undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of production, this mode 
was in its infancy. M a r x directed his efforts in such a way as to give them prog
nostic value. He went back to the basic conditions underlying capitalistic produc
tion and through his presentation showed what could be expected o f capitalism in 

Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," pp. 2 1 7 - 5 1 
from Walter Benjamin, illuminations, edited by Hannah Arendt, translated by Harry Zohn 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1969). © 1955 by Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 
English translation copyright © 1968 by Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc. 

* Quoted from Paul Valery, Aesthetics, "The Conquest of Ubiquity," translated by Ralph 
Manheim, p. 225 . Pantheon Books, Boilingen Series, New York, 1964. 
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the future. T h e result was that one could expect it not only to exploit the prole
tariat with increasing intensity, but ultimately to create conditions which would 
make it possible to abolish capitalism itself. 

The transformation o f the superstructure, which takes place far more slowly than 
that of the substructure, has taken more than half a century to manifest in all areas 
of culture the change in the conditions of production. Only today can it be indi
cated what form this has taken. Certain prognostic requirements should be met by 
these statements. However, theses about the art o f the proletariat after its assump
tion of power or about the art o f a classless society would have less bearing on these 
demands than theses about the developmental tendencies o f art under present con
ditions o f production. Their dialectic is no less noticeable in the superstructure than 
in the economy. It would therefore be wrong to underestimate the value o f such 
theses as a weapon. They brush aside a number o f outmoded concepts, such as crea
tivity and genius, eternal value and mystery - concepts whose uncontrolled (and at 
present almost uncontrollable) application would lead to a processing o f data in the 
Fascist sense. The concepts which are introduced into the theory of art in what 
follows differ from the more familiar terms in that they are completely useless for 
the purposes of Fascism. They are, on the other hand, useful for the formulation o f 
revolutionary demands in the politics o f art. 

I 

In principle a work of art has always been reproducible. Man-made artifacts could 
always be imitated by men. Replicas were made by pupils in practice of their craft, 
by masters for diffusing their works , and, finally, by third parties in the pursuit of 
gain. Mechanical reproduction o f a work of art, however, represents something new. 
Historically, it advanced intermittently and in leaps at long intervals, but with accel
erated intensity. The Greeks knew only two procedures of technically reproducing 
works of art: founding and stamping. Bronzes, terra cottas, and coins were the only 
art works which they could produce in quantity. All others were unique and could 
not be mechanically reproduced. With the woodcut graphic art became mechani
cally reproducible for the first time, long before script became reproducible by print. 
The enormous changes which printing, the mechanical reproduction o f writing, has 
brought about in literature are a familiar story. However, within the phenomenon 
which we are here examining from the perspective of world history, print is merely 
a special, though particularly important, case. During the Middle Ages engraving 
and etching were added to the woodcut; at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
lithography made its appearance. 

With lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essentially new stage. 
This much more direct process was distinguished by the tracing of the design on a 
stone rather than its incision on a block of wood or its etching on a copperplate and 
permitted graphic art for the first time to put its products on the market, not only in 
large numbers as hitherto, but also in daily changing forms. Lithography enabled 
graphic art to illustrate everyday life, and it began to keep pace with printing. But only 
a few decades after its invention, lithography was surpassed by photography. For the 
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first time in the process of pictorial reproduction, photography freed the hand o f the 
most important artistic functions which henceforth devolved only upon the eye 
looking into a lens. Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can draw, the 
process o f pictorial reproduction was accelerated so enormously that it could keep 
pace with speech. A film operator shooting a scene in the studio captures the images 
at the speed of an actor's speech. Just as lithography virtually implied the illustrated 
newspaper, so did photography foreshadow the sound film. T h e technical reproduc
tion of sound was tackled at the end o f the last century. These convergent endeavors 
made predictable a situation which Paul Valery pointed up in this sentence: "Jus t as 
water, gas, and electricity are brought into our house from far off to satisfy our needs 
in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual or audi tory images, 
which will appear and disappear at a simple movement o f the hand, hardly more than 
a sign" (op. cit., p. 2 2 6 ) . Around 1 9 0 0 technical reproduction had reached a s tandard 
that not only permitted it to reproduce all transmitted works o f art and thus to cause 
the most profound change in their impact upon the public; it also had captured a place 
of its own among the artistic processes. For the study of this standard no th ing is more 
revealing than the nature of the repercussions that these two different manifesta t ions 
- the reproduction o f works of art and the art o f the film - have had on art in its 
traditional form. 

Even the most perfect reproduction o f a work of art is lacking in one element: its 
presence in t ime and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be. 
This unique existence o f the work of art determined the history t o which it was 
subject throughout the time o f its existence. This includes the changes which it may 
have suffered in physical condition over the years as well as the var ious changes in 
its ownership. 1 The traces of the first can be revealed only by chemica l o r physical 
analyses which it is impossible to perform on a reproduction; changes o f own
ership are subject to a tradition which must be traced from the s i tuat ion o f the 
original. 

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept o f authenticity. 
Chemical analyses o f the patina of a bronze can help to establish th is , as does the 
proof that a given manuscript o f the Middle Ages stems from an archive o f the fif
teenth century. T h e whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical ~~ and , o f course , 
not only technical - reproducibility. 2 Confronted with its manual reproduct ion , 
which was usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all its authori ty; not 
so vis a vis technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, p rocess reproduc
tion is more independent for the original than manual reproduction. F o r example , 
in photography, process reproduction can bring out those aspects o f the original 
that are unattainable to the naked eye yet accessible to the lens, which, is adjustable 
and chooses its angle at will. And photographic reproduction, with the aid o f certain 
processes, such as enlargement or slow motion, can capture images wh ich escape 
natural vision. Secondly, technical reproduction can put the copy o f the original into 
situations which would be out o f reach for the original itself. Above al l , it enables 
the original to meet the beholder halfway, be it in the form o f a pho tog raphy or a 
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phonograph record. The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a 
lover of art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open air, 
resounds in the drawing room. 

The situations into which the product o f mechanical reproduction can be brought 
may not touch the actual work o f art, yet the quality of its presence is always depre
ciated. This holds not only for the art work but also, for instance, for a landscape 
which passes in review before the spectator in a movie. In the case of the art object, 
a most sensitive nucleus - namely, its authenticity - is interfered with whereas no 
natural object is vulnerable on that score. The authenticity of a thing is the essence 
of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration 
to its testimony to the history which it has experienced. Since the historical testi
mony rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction when 
substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is really jeopardized when the his
torical testimony is affected is the authority of the object . 3 

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term "aura" and go on to say: 
that which withers in the age o f mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work 
of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond the realm 
o f art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the 
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it 
substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the repro
duction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reacti
vates the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering 
of tradition which is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind. 
Both processes are intimately connected with the contemporary mass movements. 
Their most powerful agent is the film. Its social significance, particularly in its most 
positive form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the 
liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage. This phenomenon is 
most palpable in the great historical films. It extends to ever new positions. In 1 9 2 7 
Abel Gance exclaimed enthusiastically: "Shakespeare, Rembrandt , Beethoven will 
make films . . . all legends, all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religion, 
and the very rel igions. . . await their exposed resurrection, and the heroes crowd 
each other at the gate ."* Presumably without intending it, he issued an invitation 
to a far-reaching liquidation. 

I l l 

During long periods of history, the mode o f human sense perception changes with 
humanity's entire mode of existence. The manner in which human sense perception 
is organized, the medium in which it is accomplished, is determined not only by 
nature but by historical circumstances as well. The fifth century, with its great shifts 
of population, saw the birth o f the late Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis, 
and there developed not only an art different from that of antiquity but also a new 
kind of perception. The scholars of the Viennese school, Riegl and WIckhoff, who 

* Abel Gance, "Le Temps de l'image est venu," L'Art cinematographique, Vol. 2, pp. 94 f, 
Paris, 1927. 
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resisted the weight of classical tradition under which these later art forms had been 
buried, were the first to draw conclusions from them concerning the organization 
of perception at the time. However far-reaching their insight, these scholars limited 
themselves to showing the significant, formal hallmark which characterized per
ception in late R o m a n times. They did not attempt - and, perhaps, saw no way -
to show the social transformations expressed by these changes of perception. The 
conditions for an analogous insight are more favorable in the present. And if changes 
in the medium of contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the 
aura, it is possible to show its social causes. 

The concept o f aura which was proposed above with reference to historical 
objects may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura o f natural ones. We 
define the aura of the latter as the unique phenomenon o f a distance, however close 
it may be. If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a 
mountain range on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you 
experience the aura o f those mountains, of that branch. This image makes it easy 
to comprehend the social bases of the contemporary decay of the aura. It rests on 
two circumstances, both of which are related to the increasing significance o f the 
masses in contemporary life. Namely, the desire of contemporary masses to bring 
things "c loser" spatially and humanly, which is just as ardent as their bent toward 
overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its reproduction. 4 Every 
day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of 
its likeness, its reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as offered by picture 
magazines and newsreels differs from the image seen by the unarmed eye. Unique
ness and permanence are as closely linked in the latter as are transitoriness and 
reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is 
the mark o f a perception whose "sense o f the universal equality o f things" has 
increased to such a degree that it extracts it even from a unique object by means of 
reproduction. Thus is manifested in the field of perception what in the theoretical 
sphere is noticeable in the increasing importance o f statistics. T h e adjustment of 
reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a process o f unlimited scope, as 
much for thinking as for perception. 

IV 

The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded in the fabric 
of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and extremely changeable. An 
ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood in a different traditional context with 
the Greeks, who made it an object of veneration, than with the clerics of the Middle 
Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol. Both o f them, however, were equally con
fronted with its uniqueness, that is, its aura. Originally the contextual integration 
of art in tradition found its expression in the cult. We know that the earliest art 
works originated in the service of a ritual - first the magical , then the religious kind. 
It is significant that the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is 
never entirely separated from its ritual function. 5 In other words, the unique value 
of the "authentic" work of art has its basis in ritual, the locat ion of its original use 
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value. This ritualistic basis, however remote, is still recognizable as secularized ritual 
even in the most profane forms o f the cult of beauty. 6 The secular cult of beauty, 
developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for three centuries, clearly showed 
that ritualistic basis in its decline and the first deep crisis which befell it. With the 
advent of the first truly revolutionary means of reproduction, photography, simul
taneously with the rise of socialism, art sensed the approaching crisis which has 
become evident a century later. At the time, art reacted with the doctrine of I'art 
pour I'art, that is, with a theology of art. This gave rise to what might be called 
a negative theology in the form o f the idea of "pure" art, which not only denied 
any social function of art but also any categorizing by subject matter. (In poetry, 
Mal larme was the first to take this position.) 

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do justice to these 
relationships, for they lead us to an all-important insight: for the first time in world 
history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical 
dependence on ritual. To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes 
the work of art designed for reproducibility. 7 From a photographic negative, for 
example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the "authentic" print makes 
no sense. But the instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artis
tic production, the total function of art is reversed. Instead o f being based on ritual, 
it begins to be based on another practice - politics. 

V 

Works of art are received and valued on different planes. Two polar types stand 
out: with one, the accent is on the cult value; with the other, on the exhibition value 
of the work . 8 Artistic production begins with ceremonial objects destined to serve 
in a cult. One may assume that what mattered was their existence, not their being 
on view. The elk portrayed by the man o f the Stone Age on the walls of his cave 
was an instrument of magic. He did expose it to his fellow men, but in the main it 
was meant for the spirits. Today the cult value would seem to demand that the work 
of art remain hidden. Certain statues of gods are accessible only to the priest in the 
cella; certain Madonnas remain covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on 
medieval cathedrals are invisible to the spectator on ground level. With the eman
cipation o f the various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for the 
exhibition of their products. It is easier to exhibit a portrait bust that can be sent 
here and there than to exhibit the statue of a divinity that has its fixed place in the 
interior o f a temple. The same holds for the painting as against the mosaic or fresco 
that preceded it. And even though the public presentability o f a mass originally may 
have been just as great as that of a symphony, the latter originated at the moment 
when its public presentability promised to surpass that of the mass. 

With the different methods o f technical reproduction of a work of art, its fitness 
for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quantitative shift between its two 
poles turned into a qualitative transformation o f its nature. This is comparable to 
the situation of the work of art in prehistoric times when, by the absolute empha
sis on its cult value, it was, first and foremost, an instrument of magic. Only later 
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did it come to be recognized as a work o f art. In the same way today, by the absolute 
emphasis on its exhibition value the work o f art becomes a creat ion with entirely 
new functions, among which the one we are conscious of, the artistic function, later 
may be recognized as incidental. 9 This much is certain: today photography and the 
film are the most serviceable exemplifications o f this new function. 

V I 

In photography, exhibition value begins to displace cult value all a long the line. But 
cult value does not give way without resistance. It retires into an ult imate retrench
ment: the human countenance. It is no accident that the por t ra i t was the focal point 
of early photography. The cult o f remembrance o f loved ones , absent o r dead, offers 
a last refuge for the cult value of the picture. For the last t ime the aura emanates 
from the early photographs in the fleeting expression o f a h u m a n face. T h i s is what 
constitutes their melancholy, incomparable beauty. But as m a n wi thdraws from the 
photographic images, the exhibit ion value for the first t ime shows its superiority to 
the ritual value. To have pinpointed this new stage consti tutes the incomparable sig
nificance of Atget, who, around 1 9 0 0 , took photographs o f deserted Paris streets. 
It has quite justly been said of him that he photographed them like scenes o f cr ime. 
The scene of a crime, too , is deserted; it is photographed for the purpose o f estab
lishing evidence. With Atget, photographs become standard evidence for historical 
occurrences, and acquire a hidden political significance. T h e y demand a specific kind 
of approach; free-floating contemplation is not appropriate to them. They stir the 
viewer; he feels challenged by them in a new way. At the same t ime picture maga
zines begin to put up signposts for him, right ones or wrong ones, no matter. F o r 
the first time, captions have become obligatory. And it is c lear that they have an 
altogether different character than the title o f a painting. T h e directives which the 
captions give to those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon become even 
more explicit and more imperative in the film where the meaning o f each single 
picture appears to be prescribed by the sequence o f all preceding ones . 

V I I 

The nineteenth-century dispute as to the artistic value o f paint ing versus photo
graphy today seems devious and confused. This does not diminish its impor tance , 
however; if anything, it underlines it. The dispute was in fact the symptom o f a his
torical transformation the universal impact of which was not realized by either o f 
the rivals. When the age of mechanical reproduction separated art from its basis in 
cult, the semblance of its autonomy disappeared forever. T h e resulting change in 
the function of art transcended the perspective o f the century; for a long time it 
even escaped that o f the twentieth century, which experienced the development o f 
the film. 

Earlier much futile thought had been devoted to the quest ion o f whether pho
tography is an art. The primary question - whether the very invention o f photo-
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graphy had not transformed the entire nature of art - was not raised. Soon the film 
theoreticians asked the same ill-considered question with regard to the film. But the 
difficulties which photography caused traditional aesthetics were mere child's play 
as compared to those raised by the film. Whence the insensitive and forced charac
ter of early theories of the film. Abel Gance, for instance, compares the film with 
hieroglyphs: "Here , by a remarkable regression, we have come back to the level of 
expression of the Egyptians. . . . Pictorial language has not yet matured because our 
eyes have not yet adjusted to it. There is as yet insufficient respect for, insufficient 
cult of, what it expresses."* Or, in the words of Severin-Mars: "Wha t art has been 
granted a dream more poetical and more real at the same timet Approached in this 
fashion the film might represent an incomparable means of expression. Only the 
most high-minded persons, in the most perfect and mysterious moments of their 
lives, should be allowed to enter its ambience . " f Alexandre Arnoux concludes his 
fantasy about the silent film with the question: " D o not all the bold descriptions 
we have given amount to the definition of prayer?" ± It is instructive to note how 
their desire to class the film among the "ar t s" forces these theoreticians to read ritual 
elements into it - with a striking lack of discretion. Yet when these speculations 
were published, films like L'Opinion publique and The Gold Rush had already 
appeared. This , however, did not keep Abel Gance from adducing hieroglyphs for 
purposes of comparison, nor Severin-Mars from speaking of the film as one might 
speak of paintings by Era Angelico. Characteristically, even today ultrareactionary 
authors give the film a similar contextual significance - if not an outright sacred 
one, then at least a supernatural one. Commenting on M a x Reinhardt's film version 
of A Midsummer Night's Dream, Werfel states that undoubtedly it was the sterile 
copying of the exterior world with its streets, interiors, railroad stations, restau
rants, motorcars, and beaches which until now had obstructed the elevation of the 
film to the realm of art. "The film has not yet realized its true meaning, its real pos
sibilities . . . these consist in its unique faculty to express by natural means and with 
incomparable persuasiveness all that is fairylike, marvelous, supernatural."^ 

Vtll 

The artistic performance o f a stage actor is definitely presented to the public by the 
actor in person; that o f the screen actor, however, is presented by a camera, with a 
twofold consequence. The camera that presents the performance of the film actor 
to the public need not respect the performance as an integral whole. Guided by the 
cameraman, the camera continually changes its position with respect to the perfor
mance. The sequence of positional views which the editor composes from the 
material supplied him constitutes the completed film. It comprises certain factors o f 

* Abel Gance, op. cit., pp. 1 0 0 - 1 . 
f Severin-Mars, quoted by Abel Gance, op. cit., p. 100. 
t Alexandre Arnoux, Cinema pris, 1929, p. 28 . 
$ Franz Werfel, "Ein Sommernachtstraum. Ein Film von Shakespeare und Reinhardt," 
Neues Wiener journal, cited in Lu 15, November, 1935. 
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movement which are in reality those of the camera, not to mention special camera 
angles, close-ups, etc. Hence, the performance of the actor is subjected to a series 
of optical tests. This is the first consequence of the fact that the actor's performance 
is presented by means of a camera. Also, the film actor lacks the opportunity o f the 
stage actor to adjust to the audience during his performance, since he does not 
present his performance to the audience in person. This permits the audience to take 
the position o f a critic, without experiencing any personal contact with the actor. 
The audience's identification with the actor is really an identification with the 
camera. Consequently the audience takes the position of the camera; its approach 
is that of test ing. 1 0 This is not the approach to which cult values may be exposed. 

I X 

For the film, what matters primarily is that the actor represents himself to the public 
before the camera, rather than representing someone else. One o f the first to sense 
the actor's metamorphosis by this form of testing was Pirandello. Though his 
remarks on the subject in his novel Si Gira were limited to the negative aspects of 
the question and to the silent film only, this hardly impairs their validity. For in this 
respect, the sound film did not change anything essential. W h a t matters is that the 
part is acted not for an audience but for a mechanical contrivance - in the case o f 
the sound film, for two of them. "The film actor," wrote Pirandello, "feels as if in 
exile - exiled not only from the stage but also from himself. With a vague sense o f 
discomfort he feels inexplicable emptiness: his body loses its corporeality, it evapo
rates, it is deprived o f reality, life, voice,,and the noises caused by his moving about , 
in order to be changed into a mute image, flickering an instant on the screen, then 
vanishing into silence. . . . The projector will play with his shadow before the public, 
and he himself must be content to play before the camera . "* This situation might 
also be characterized as follows: for the first time - and this is the effect o f the film 
- man has to operate with his whole living person, yet forgoing its aura. For aura 
is tied to his presence; there can be no replica of it. The aura which, on the stage, 
emanates from Macbe th , cannot be separated for the spectators from that o f the 
actor. However, the singularity o f the shot in the studio is that the camera is sub
stituted for the public. Consequently, the aura that envelops the actor vanishes, and 
with it the aura of the figure he portrays. 

It is not surprising that it should be a dramatist such as Pirandello who , in char
acterizing the film, inadvertently touches on the very crisis in which we see the 
theater. Any thorough study proves that there is indeed no greater contrast than 
that of the stage play to a work of art that is completely subject to or, like the film, 
founded in, mechanical reproduction. Experts have long recognized that in the film 
"the greatest effects are almost always obtained by 'acting' as little as possible. 
. . . " In 1 9 3 2 Rudolf Arnheim saw "the latest trend . . . in treating the actor as a 
stage prop chosen for its characteristics and . . . inserted at the proper p l a c e . " 1 1 With 

* Luigi Pirandello, Si Gira, quoted by Leon Pierre-Quint, "Signification du cinema," L'Art 
cinematographique, op. cit., pp. 14 -15 . 
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this idea something else is closely connected. The stage actor identifies himself with 
the character of his role. The film actor very often is denied this opportunity. His 
creation is by no means all o f a piece; it is composed of many separate performances. 
Besides certain fortuitous considerations, such as cost of studio, availability o f fellow 
players, decor, etc., there are elementary necessities of equipment that split the 
actor's work into a series o f mountable episodes. In particular, lighting and its instal
lation require the presentation o f an event that, on the screen, unfolds as a rapid 
and unified scene, in a sequence o f separate shootings which may take hours at the 
studio; not to mention more obvious montage. Thus a jump from the window can 
be shot in the studio as a jump from a scaffold, and the ensuing flight, if need be, 
can be shot weeks later when outdoor scenes are taken. Far more paradoxical cases 
can easily be construed. Let us assume that an actor is supposed to be startled by 
a knock at the door. If his reaction is not satisfactory, the director can resort to an 
expedient: when the actor happens to be at the studio again he has a shot fired 
behind him without his being forewarned o f it. The frightened reaction can be shot 
now and be cut into the screen version. Nothing more strikingly shows that art has 
left the realm o f the "beautiful semblance" which, so far, had been taken to be the 
only sphere where art could thrive. 

X 

The feeling of strangeness that overcomes the actor before the camera, as Pirandello 
describes it, is basically o f the same kind as the estrangement felt before one's own 
image in the mirror. But now the reflected image has become separable, trans
portable. And where is it transported? Before the publ ic . 1 2 Never for a moment does 
the screen actor cease to be conscious of this fact. While facing the camera he knows 
that ultimately he will face the public, the consumers who constitute the market. 
This market, where he offers not only his labor but also his whole self, his heart 
and soul, is beyond his reach. During the shooting he has as little contact with it 
as any article made in a factory. This may contribute to that oppression, that new 
anxiety which, according to Pirandello, grips the actor before the camera. The film 
responds to the shriveling o f the aura with an artificial build-up of the "personal
ity" outside the studio. The cult of the movie star, fostered by the money of the film 
industry, preserves not the unique aura o f the person but the "spell of the person
ality," the phony spell of a commodity. So long as the movie-makers' capital sets 
the fashion, as a rule no other revolutionary merit can be accredited to today's film 
than the promotion of a revolutionary criticism of traditional concepts of art. We 
do not deny that in some cases today's films can also promote revolutionary criti
cism of social conditions, even of the distribution o f property. However, our present 
study is no more specifically concerned with this than is the film production o f 
Western Europe. 

It is inherent in the technique of the film as well as that of sports that everybody 
who witnesses its accomplishments is somewhat o f an expert. This is obvious 
to anyone listening to a group o f newspaper boys leaning on their bicycles and 
discussing the outcome o f a bicycle race. It is not for nothing that newspaper 
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publishers arrange races for their delivery boys. These arouse great interest among 
the participants, for the victor has an opportunity to rise from delivery boy to pro
fessional racer. Similarly, the newsreel offers everyone the opportunity to rise from 
passer-by to movie extra. In this way any man might even find himself part o f a 
work of art, as witness Vertoff's Three Songs About Lenin or Ivens' Borinage. Any 
man today can lay claim to being filmed. This claim can best be elucidated by a 
comparative look at the historical situation of contemporary literature. 

For centuries a small number o f writers were confronted by many thousands o f 
readers. This changed toward the end o f the last century. With the increasing exten
sion of the press, which kept placing new political, religious, scientific, professional, 
and local organs before the readers, an increasing number o f readers became writers 
- at first, occasional ones. It began with the daily press opening to its readers space 
for "letters to the editor." And today there is hardly a gainfully employed European 
who could not, in principle, find an opportunity to publish somewhere o r other 
comments on his work, grievances, documentary reports, or that sort o f thing. T h u s , 
the distinction between author and public is about to lose its basic character . T h e 
difference becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case. At any m o m e n t 
the reader is ready to turn into a writer. As expert, which he had to become willy-
nilly in an extremely specialized work process, even if only in some minor respect, 
the reader gains access to authorship. In the Soviet Union work itself is given a 
voice. To present it verbally is part of a man's ability to perform the work. Liter
ary license is now founded on polytechnic rather than specialized training and thus 
becomes common property. 1 3 

All this can easily be applied to the film, where transit ions that in l i terature t o o k 
centuries have come about in a decade.. In cinematic practice, particularly in Russ ia , 
this change-over has partially become established reality. Some o f the players w h o m 
we meet in Russian films are not actors in our sense but people who portray them
selves - and primarily in their own work process. In Western Europe the capitalis
tic exploitation o f the film denies consideration to modern man's legitimate c la im 
to being reproduced. Under these circumstances the film industry is trying hard to 
spur the interest o f the masses through illusion-promoting spectacles and dubious 
speculations. 

X I 

The shooting of a film, especially o f a sound film, affords a spectacle unimaginable 
anywhere at any time before this. It presents a process in which it is impossible to 
assign to a spectator a viewpoint which would exclude from the actual scene such 
extraneous accessories as camera equipment, lighting machinery, staff assistants, etc. 
- unless his eye were on a line parallel with the lens. Th i s c i rcumstance, more than 
any other, renders superficial and insignificant any possible similarity between a 
scene in the studio and one on the stage. In the theater one is well aware of the 
place from which the play cannot immediately be detected as illusionary. The re is 
no such place for the movie scene that is being shot. Its illusionary nature is that o f 
the second degree, the result of cutting. T h a t is to say, in the studio the mechanica l 
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equipment has penetrated so deeply into reality that its pure aspect freed from the 
foreign substance o f equipment is the result of a special procedure, namely, the 
shooting by the specially adjusted camera and the mounting of the shot together 
with other similar ones. The equipment-free aspect of reality here has become the 
height of artifice; the sight of immediate reality has become an orchid in the land 
of technology. 

Even more revealing Is the comparison of these circumstances, which differ so 
much from those of the theater, with the situation in painting. Here the question is: 
How does the cameraman compare with the painter? To answer this we take 
recourse to an analogy with a surgical operation. The surgeon represents the polar 
opposite of the magician. The magician heals a sick person by the laying on of 
hands; the surgeon cuts into the patient's body. The magician maintains the natural 
distance between the patient and himself; though he reduces it very slightly by the 
laying on of hands, he greatly increases it by virtue of his authority. The surgeon 
does exactly the reverse; he greatly diminishes the distance between himself and 
the patient by penetrating into the patient's body, and increases it but little by the 
caution with which his hand moves among the organs. In short, in contrast to the 
magician - who is still hidden in the medical practitioner - the surgeon at the deci
sive moment abstains from facing the patient man to man; rather, it is through the 
operation that he penetrates into him. 

Magician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The painter main
tains in his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply 
into its w e b . 1 4 There is a tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. 
That of the painter is a total one, that o f the cameraman consists of multiple frag
ments which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the rep
resentation o f reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the 
painter, since it offers, precisely because o f the thoroughgoing permeation of reality 
with mechanical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free o f all equipment. And 
that is what one is entitled to ask from a work of art. 

X I I 

Mechanical reproduction o f art changes the reaction of the masses toward art. The 
reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting changes into the progressive reaction 
toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive reaction is characterized by the direct, 
intimate fusion of visual and emotional enjoyment with the orientation of the expert. 
Such fusion is of great social significance. The greater the decrease in the social sig
nificance of an art form, the sharper the distinction between criticism and enjoy
ment by the public. The conventional is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is 
criticized with aversion. With regard to the screen, the critical and the receptive atti
tudes of the public coincide. The decisive reason for this is that individual reactions 
are predetermined by the mass audience response they are about to produce, and 
this is nowhere more pronounced than in the film. The moment these responses 
become manifest they control each other. Again, the comparison with painting is 
fruitful. A painting has always had an excellent chance to be viewed by one person 
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or by a few. The simultaneous contemplation of paintings by a large public, such 
as developed in the nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis of paint
ing, a crisis which was by no means occasioned exclusively by photography but 
rather in a relatively independent manner by the appeal of art works to the masses. 

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous collective 
experience, as it was possible for architecture at all t imes, for the epic poem in the 
past, and for the movie today. Although this circumstance in itself should not lead 
one to conclusions about the social role o f painting, it does constitute a serious 
threat as soon as painting, under special conditions and, as it were, against its 
nature, is confronted directly by the masses. In the churches and monasteries of the 
Middle Ages and at the princely courts up to the end of the eighteenth century, a 
collective reception of paintings did not occur simultaneously, but by graduated and 
hierarchized mediation. The change that has come about is an expression of the 
particular conflict in which painting was implicated by the mechanical repro
ducibility o f paintings. Although paintings began to be publicly exhibited in gal
leries and salons, there was no way for the masses to organize and control 
themselves in their recept ion . | J Thus the same public which responds in a progres
sive manner toward a grotesque film is bound to respond in a react ionary manner 
to surrealism. 

X I I I 

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which man presents 
himself to mechanical equipment but also in the manner in which, by means of this 
apparatus, man can represent his environment. A glance at occupat ional psychol
ogy illustrates the testing capacity of the equipment. Psychoanalysis illustrates it in 
a different perspective. T h e film has enriched our field o f perception with methods 
which can be illustrated by those of Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a slip of the 
tongue passed more or less unnoticed. Only exceptionally may such a slip have 
revealed dimensions of depth in a conversation which had seemed to be taking its 
course on the surface. Since the Psycbopathology of Everyday Life things have 
changed. This book isolated and made analyzable things which had heretofore 
floated along unnoticed in the broad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum 
of optical, and now also acoustical, perception the film has brought about a similar 
deepening of apperception. It is only an obverse o f this fact that behavior items 
shown in a movie can be analyzed much more precisely and from more points o f 
view than those presented on paintings or on the stage. As compared with paint
ing, filmed behavior lends itself more readily to analysis because o f its incompara
bly more precise statements of the situation. In comparison with the stage scene, 
the filmed behavior item lends itself more readily to analysis because it can be iso
lated more easily. This circumstance derives its chief importance from its tendency 
to promote the mutual penetration o f art and science. Actually, o f a screened behav
ior item which is neatly brought out in a certain situation, like a muscle o f a body, 
it is difficult to say which is more fascinating, its artistic value or its value for science. 
To demonstrate the identity of the artistic and scientific uses o f photography which 
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heretofore usually were separated will be one of the revolutionary functions of 
the f i lm. ' 6 

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of familiar 
objects, by exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious guidance o f the 
camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehension of the necessities 
which rule our lives; on the other hand, it manages to assute us of an immense and 
unexpected field of action. Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and 
furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have us locked 
up hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the dyna
mite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and 
debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space expands; 
with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not 
simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals 
entirely new structural formations of the subject. So , too, slow motion not only pre
sents familiar qualities of movement but reveals in them entirely unknown ones 
"which, far from looking like retarded rapid movements, give the effect of singu
larly gliding, floating, supernatural mot ions ."* Evidently a different nature opens 
itself to the camera than opens to the naked eye - if only because an unconsciously 
penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously explored by man. Even if one 
has a general knowledge of the way people walk, one knows nothing of a person's 
posture during the fractional second of a stride. The act of reaching for a lighter or 
a spoon is familiar routine, yet we hardly know what really goes on between hand 
and metal, not to mention how this fluctuates with our moods. Here the camera 
intervenes with the resources of its lowerings and liftings, its interruptions and iso
lations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions. The camera 
introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses. 

X I V 

One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a demand which 
could be fully satisfied only later. 1 ' The history of every art form shows critical 
epochs in which a certain art form aspires to effects which could be fully obtained 
only with a changed technical standard, that is to say, in a new art form. The extrav
agances and crudities of art which thus appear, particularly in the so-called deca
dent epochs, actually arise from the nucleus of its richest historical energies. In recent 
years, such barbarisms were abundant in Dadaism. It is only now that its impulse 
becomes discernible: Dadaism attempted to create by pictorial - and literary -~ means 
the effects which the public today seeks in the film. 

Every fundamentally new, pioneering creation o f demands will carry beyond its 
goal. Dadaism did so to the extent that it sacrificed the market values which are so 
characteristic o f the film in favor o f higher ambitions - though of course it was not 
conscious o f such intentions as here described. The Dadaists attached much 
less importance to the sales value of their work than to its uselessness for 

* Rudolf Arnheim, loc. cit., p. 138. 
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contemplative immersion. The studied degradation of their material was not the 
least of their means to achieve this uselessness. Their poems are "word s a l ad" con
taining obscenities and every imaginable waste product o f language. T h e same is 
true of their paintings, on which they mounted buttons and tickets. W h a t they 
intended and achieved was a relentless destruction o f the aura o f their c rea t ions , 
which they branded as reproductions with the very means o f production. Before a 
painting of Arp's or a poem by August Stramm it is impossible to take t ime for con
templation and evaluation as one would before a canvas o f Derain's or a p o e m by 
Rilke. In the decline o f middle-class society, contemplation became a s c h o o l for 
asocial behavior; it was countered by distraction as a variant of social c o n d u c t . 1 8 

Dadaistic activities actually assured a rather vehement distraction by making works 
of art the center of scandal. One requirement was foremost: to outrage the publ ic . 

From an alluring appearance or persuasive structure o f sound the work o f ar t o f 
the Dadaists became an instrument o f ballistics. It hit the spectator like a bullet , it 
happened to him, thus acquiring a tactile quality. It promoted a demand for the 
film, the distracting element o f which is also primarily tactile, being based on 
changes of place and focus which periodically assail the spectator. Let us c o m p a r e 
the screen on which a film unfolds with the canvas o f a painting. T h e paint ing invites 
the spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator can abandon h imsel f to his 
associations. Before the movie frame he cannot do so. N o sooner has his eye grasped 
a scene than it is already changed. It cannot be arrested. Duhamel , who detests the 
film and knows nothing of its significance, though something of its s tructure, notes 
this circumstance as follows: "1 can no longer think what I want to th ink . M y 
thoughts have been replaced by moving images.""'" T h e spectator 's process o f asso
ciation in view of these images is indeed interrupted by their cons tant , sudden 
change. This constitutes the shock effect of the film, which, like all shocks , should 
be cushioned by heightened presence of mind . 5 9 By means o f its technical s t ructure , 
the film has taken the physical shock effect out o f the wrappers in which D a d a i s m 
had, as it were, kept it inside the moral shock effect . 2 0 

X V 

The mass is a matrix from which ail traditional behavior toward works o f ar t issues 
today in a new form. Quantity has been transmuted into quality. T h e greatly 
increased mass o f participants has produced a change in the mode o f par t ic ipa t ion . 
The fact that the new mode of participation first appeared in a disreputable form 
must not confuse the spectator. Yet some people have launched spirited a t tacks 
against precisely this superficial aspect. Among these, Duhamel has expressed 
himself in the most radical manner. Wha t he objects to most is the kind o f part ici
pation which the movie elicits from the masses. Duhamel calls the movie " a pas t ime 
for helots, a diversion for uneducated, wretched, worn-out creatures w h o are 
consumed by their worries . . . , a spectacle which requires no concent ra t ion and 
presupposes no intell igence. . . , which kindles no light in the heart and a w a k e n s 

* Georges Duhamel, Scenes de la vie future, Paris, 1930, p. 52. 
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no hope other than the ridiculous one of someday becoming a 'star' in Los 
Angeles." ' ' Clearly, this is at bot tom the same ancient lament that the masses seek 
distraction whereas art demands concentration from the spectator. That is a com
monplace. The question remains whether it provides a platform for the analysis of 
the film. A closer look is needed here. Distraction and concentration form polar 
opposites which may be stated as follows: A man who concentrates before a work 
of art is absorbed by it. He enters into this work of art the way legend tells of the 
Chinese painter when he viewed his finished painting. In contrast, the distracted 
mass absorbs the work of art. This is most obvious with regard to buildings. Archi
tecture has always represented the prototype of a work of art the reception of which 
is consummated by a collectivity in a state of distraction. The laws of its reception 
are most instructive. 

Buildings have been man's companions since primeval times. Many art forms 
have developed and perished. Tragedy begins with the Greeks, is extinguished with 
them, and after centuries its "rules" only are revived. The epic poem, which had its 
origin in the youth of nations, expires in Europe at the end of the Renaissance. Panel 
painting is a creation o f the Middle Ages, and nothing guarantees its uninterrupted 
existence. But the human need for shelter is lasting. Architecture has never been 
idle. Its history is more ancient than that of any other art, and its claim to being a 
living force has significance in every attempt to comprehend the relationship of the 
masses to art. Buildings are appropriated in a twofold manner: by use and by per
ception - or rather, by touch and sight. Such appropriation cannot be understood 
in terms of the attentive concentrat ion o f a tourist before a famous building. On 
the tactile side there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical side. Tactile 
appropriation is accomplished not so much by attention as by habit. As regards 
architecture, habit determines to a large extent even optical reception. The latter, 
too, occurs much less through rapt attention than by noticing the object in inci
dental fashion. This mode of appropriation, developed with reference to architec
ture, in certain circumstances acquires canonical value. For the tasks which face the 
human apparatus o f perception at the turning points of history cannot be solved by 
optical means, that is, by contemplat ion, alone. They are mastered gradually by 
habit, under the guidance o f tactile appropriation. 

The distracted person, too, can form habits. More , the ability to master certain 
tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solution has become a matter of 
habit. Distraction as provided by art presents a covert control of the extent to which 
new tasks have become soluble by apperception. Since, moreover, individuals are 
tempted to avoid such tasks, art will tackle the most difficult and most important 
ones where it is able to mobilize the masses. Today it does so in the film. Reception 
in a state of distraction, which is increasing noticeably in all fields of art and is 
symptomatic o f profound changes in apperception, finds in the film its true means 
of exercise. The film with its shock effect meets this mode of reception halfway. The 
film makes the cult value recede into the background not only by putting the public 
in the position of the critic, but also by the fact that at the movies this position 
requires no attention. The public is an examiner, but an absent-minded one. 

Duhamel, op. cit., p. 58 . 
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Epilogue 

The growing proletarianization of modern man and the increasing formation of 
masses are two aspects of the same process. Fascism attempts to organize the newly 
created proletarian masses without affecting the property structure which the masses 
strive to eliminate. Fascism sees its salvation in giving these masses not their right, 
but instead a chance to express themselves. 2 1 The masses have a right to change 
property relations; Fascism seeks to give them an expression while preserving prop
erty. The logical result of Fascism is the introduction of aesthetics into political life. 
The violation of the masses, whom Fascism, with its Fiibrer cult, forces to their 
knees, has its counterpart in the violation of an apparatus which is pressed into the 
production o f ritual values. 

All efforts to render politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war. War and war 
only can set a goal for mass movements on the largest scale while respecting the 
traditional property system. This is the political formula for the situation. T h e tech
nological formula may be stated as follows: Only war makes it possible to mobi
lize all of today's technical resources while maintaining the property system. It goes 
without saying that the Fascist apotheosis o f war does not employ such arguments. 
Stilt, Marinett i says in his manifesto on the Ethiopian colonial war: " F o r twenty-
seven years we Futurists have rebelled against the branding o f war as antiaesthetic. 
. . . Accordingly we state: . . . War is beautiful because it establishes man's domin
ion over the subjugated machinery by means of gas masks, terrifying megaphones, 
flame throwers, and small tanks. War is beautiful because it initiates the dreamt-of 
metaiization o f the human body. War is beautiful because it enriches a flowering 
meadow with the fiery orchids of machine guns. War is beautiful because it com
bines the gunfire, the cannonades, the cease-fire, the scents, and the stench of putre
faction into a symphony. War is beautiful because it creates new architecture, like 
that of the big tanks, the geometrical formation flights, the smoke spirals from 
burning villages, and many others. . . . Poets and artists o f Futurism! . . . remember 
these principles o f an aesthetics of war so that your struggle for a new literature 
and a new graphic a r t . . . may be illumined by them!" 

This manifesto has the virtue of clarity. Its formulations deserve to be accepted 
by dialecticians. To the latter, the aesthetics of today's war appears as follows: If the 
natural utilization of productive forces is impeded by the property system, the 
increase in technical devices, in speed, and in the sources o f energy will press for an 
unnatural utilization, and this is found in war. T h e destructiveness of war furnishes 
proof that society has not been mature enough to incorporate technology as its organ, 
that technology has not been sufficiently developed to cope with the elemental forces 
of society. The horrible features of imperialistic warfare are attributable to the dis
crepancy between the tremendous means of production and their inadequate uti
lization in the process of production - in other words, to unemployment and the 
lack of markets. Imperialistic war is a rebellion o f technology which collects , in the 
form of "human material ," the claims to which society has denied its natural mate
rial. Instead of draining rivers, society directs a human stream into a bed o f trenches; 
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instead of dropping seeds from airplanes, it drops incendiary bombs over cities; and 
through gas warfare the aura is abolished in a new way. 

"Fiat ars - pereat mundus," says Fascism, and, as Marinetti admits, expects war 
to supply the artistic gratification o f a sense perception that has been changed by 
technology. This is evidently the consummation of "I'artpour Van" Mankind, which 
in Flomer's time was an object o f contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is one 
for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own 
destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situation of politics 
which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art. 

N O T E S 

1 Of course, the history of a work of art encompasses more than this. The history of the 
"Mona Lisa," for instance, encompasses the kind and number of its copies made in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. 

2 Precisely because authenticity is not reproducible, the intensive penetration of certain 
(mechanical) processes of reproduction was instrumental in differentiating and grading 
authenticity. To develop such differentiations was an important function of the trade in 
works of art. The invention of the woodcut may be said to have struck at the root of 
the quality of authenticity even before its late flowering. To be sure, at the time of its 
origin a medieval picture of the Madonna could not yet be said to be "authentic." It 
became "authentic" only during the succeeding centuries and perhaps most strikingly so 
during the last one. 

3 The poorest provincial staging of Faust is superior to a Faust film in that, ideally, it com
petes with the first performance at Weimar. Before the screen it is unprofitable to remem
ber traditional contents which might come to mind before the stage - for instance, that 
Goethe's friend johann Heinrich Merck is hidden in Mephisto, and the like. 

4 To satisfy the human interest of the masses may mean to have one's social function 
removed from the field of vision. Nothing guarantees that a portraitist of today, when 
painting a famous surgeon at the breakfast table in the midst of his family, depicts his social 
function more precisely than a painter of the seventeenth century who portrayed his 
medical doctors as representing this profession, like Rembrandt in his "Anatomy Lesson." 

5 The definition of the aura as a "unique phenomenon of a distance however close it may 
be" represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art in cate
gories of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite of closeness. The essen
tially distant object is the unapproachable one. Unapproachability is indeed a major 
quality of the cult image. True to its nature, it remains "distant, however close it may 
be." The closeness which one may gain from its subject matter does not impair the dis
tance which it retains in its appearance. 

6 To the extent to which the cult value of the painting is secularized the ideas of its fun
damental uniqueness lose distinctness. In the imagination of the beholder the uniqueness 
of the phenomena which hold sway in the cult image is more and more displaced by the 
empirical uniqueness of the creator or of his creative achievement. To be 
sure, never completely so; the concept of authenticity always transcends mere genuine
ness. (This is particularly apparent in the collector who always retains some traces of the 
fetishist and who, by owning the work of art, shares in its ritual power.) Nevertheless, 
the function of the concept of authenticity remains determinate in the evalua
tion of art; with the secularization of art, authenticity displaces the cult value of the work. 
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In the case of films, mechanical reproduction is not, as with literature and painting, an 
external condition for mass distribution. Mechanical reproduction is inherent in the very 
technique of film production. This technique not only permits in the most direct way 
but virtually causes mass distribution. It enforces distribution because the production of 
a film is so expensive that an individual who, for instance, might afford to buy a paint
ing no longer can afford to buy a film. In 1927 it was calculated that a major film, in 
order to pay its way, had to reach an audience of nine million. With the sound film, to 
be sure, a setback in its international distribution occurred at first: audiences became 
limited by language barriers. This coincided with the Fascist emphasis on national inter
ests. It is more important to focus on this connection with Fascism than on this setback, 
which was soon minimized by synchronization. The simultaneity of both phenomena is 
attributable to the depression. The same disturbances which, on a larger scale, led to an 
attempt to maintain the existing property structure by sheer force led the endangered 
film capital to speed up the development of the sound film. The introduction of the sound 
film brought about a temporary relief, not only because it again brought the masses into 
the theaters but also because it merged new capital from the electrical industry with that 
of the film industry. Thus, viewed from the outside, the sound film promoted national 
interests, but seen from the inside it helped to internationalize film production even more 
than previously. 
This polarity cannot come into its own in the aesthetics of Idealism. Its idea of beauty 
comprises these polar opposites without differentiating between them and consequently 
excludes their polarity. Yet in Hegel this polarity announces itself as clearly as possible 
within the limits of Idealism. We quote from his Philosophy of History. 

Images were known of old. Piety at an early time required them for worship, but it could 
do without beautiful images. These might even be disturbing. In every beautiful painting 
there is also something nonspiritual, merely external, but its spirit speaks to man through 
its beauty. Worshipping, conversely, is concerned with the work as an object, for it is but a 
spiritless stupor of the soul. . . . Fine art has arisen . . . in the church . . . , although it has 
already gone beyond its principle as art. 

Likewise, the following passage from The Philosophy of Fine Art indicates that Hegel 
sensed a problem here. 

We are beyond the stage of reverence for works of arc as divine and objects deserving our 
worship. The impression they produce is one of a more reflective kind, and the emotions 
they arouse require a higher test. . . . (G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, trans., 
with notes, by F. P. B. Osmaston, Vol. I, p. 12, London, 1920). 

The transition from the first kind of artistic reception to the second characterizes the 
history of artistic reception in general. Apart from that, a certain oscillation between 
these two polar modes of reception can be demonstrated for each work of art. Take the 
Sistine Madonna. Since Hubert Grimme's research it has been known that the Madonna 
originally was painted for the purpose of exhibition. Grimme's research was inspired by 
the question: What is the purpose of the molding in the foreground of the painting which 
the two cupids lean upon? How, Grimme asked further, did Raphael come to furnish 
the sky with two draperies? Research proved that the Madonna had been commissioned 
for the public lying-in-state of Pope Sixtus. The Popes lay in state in a certain side chapel 
of St. Peter's. On that occasion Raphael's picture had been fastened in a nichelike back
ground of the chapel, supported by the coffin. In this picture Raphael portrays the 
Madonna approaching the papal coffin in clouds from the background of the niche, 
which was demarcated by green drapes. At the obsequies of Sixtus a pre-eminent exhi-



Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction I 381 

bition value of Raphael's picture was taken advantage of. Some time later it was placed 
on the high altar in the church of the Black Friars at Piacenza. The reason for this exile 
is to be found in the Roman rites which forbid the use of paintings exhibited at obse
quies as cult objects on the high altar. This regulation devalued Raphael's picture to some 
degree. In order to obtain an adequate price nevertheless, the Papal See resolved to add 
to the bargain the tacit toleration of the picture above the high altar. To avoid attention 
the picture was given to the monks of the far-off provincial town. 

9 Bertoit Brecht, on a different level, engaged in analogous reflections: "If the concept of 
'work of art' can no longer be applied to the thing that emerges once the work is trans
formed into a commodity, we have to eliminate this concept with cautious care but 
without fear, lest we liquidate the function of the very thing as well. For it has to go 
through this phase without mental reservation, and not as noncommittal deviation from 
the straight path; rather, what happens here with the work of art will change it funda
mentally and erase its past to such an extent that should the old concept be taken up 
again - and it will, why not? - it will no longer stir any memory of the thing it once 
designated." 

10 "The film . . . provides - or could provide - useful insight into the details of human 
ac t ions . . . . Character is never used as a source of motivation; the inner life of the persons 
never supplies the principal cause of the plot and seldom is its main result" (Bertoit 
Brecht, Versuche, "Der Dreigroschenprozess," p. 268) . The expansion of the field of the 
testable which mechanical equipment brings about for the actor corresponds to the 
extraordinary expansion of the field of the testable brought about for the individual 
through economic conditions. Thus, vocational aptitude tests become constantly more 
important. What matters in these tests are segmental performances of the individual. The 
film shot and the vocational aptitude test are taken before a committee of experts. The 
camera director in the studio occupies a place identical with that of the examiner during 
aptitude tests. 

11 Rudolf Arnheim, Film als Kunst, Berlin, 1932, pp. 176f. In this context certain seem
ingly unimportant details in which the film director deviates from stage practices gain 
in interest. Such is the attempt to let the actor play without make-up, as made among 
others by Dreyer in his Jeanne d'Arc. Dreyer spent months seeking the forty actors who 
constitute the Inquisitors' tribunal. The search for these actors resembled that for stage 
properties that are hard to come by. Dreyer made every effort to avoid resemblances of 
age, build, and physiognomy. If the actor thus becomes a stage property, this latter, on 
the other hand, frequently functions as actor. At least it is not unusual for the film to 
assign a role to the stage property. Instead of choosing at random from a great wealth 
of examples, let us concentrate on a particularly convincing one. A clock that is working 
will always be a disturbance on the stage. There it cannot be permitted its function of 
measuring time. Even in a naturalistic play, astronomical time would clash with the
atrical time. Under these circumstances it is highly revealing that the film can, whenever 
appropriate, use time as measured by a clock. From this more than from many other 
touches it may clearly be recognized that under certain circumstances each and every 
prop in a film may assume important functions. From here it is but one step to Pudovkin's 
statement that "the playing of an actor which is connected with an object and is built 
around i t . . . is always one of the strongest methods of cinematic construction" (W. 
Pudovkin, Filmregie und Filmmanuskript, Berlin, 1928, p. 126). The film is the first art 
form capable of demonstrating how matter plays tricks on man. Hence, films can be an 
excellent means of materialistic representation. 

12 The change noted here in the method of exhibition caused by mechanical reproduction 
applies to politics as well. The present crisis of the bourgeois democracies comprises a 
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crisis of the conditions which determine the public presentation of the rulers. Democra
cies exhibit a member of government directly and personally before the nation's repre
sentatives. Parliament is his public. Since the innovations of camera and recording 
equipment make it possible for the orator to become audible and visible to an unlim
ited number of persons, the presentation of the man of politics before camera and record
ing equipment becomes paramount. Parliaments, as much as theaters, are deserted. Radio 
and film not only affect the function of the professional actor but likewise the function 
of those who also exhibit themselves before this mechanical equipment, those who 
govern. Though their tasks may be different, the change affects equally the actor and 
the ruler. The trend is toward establishing controllable and transferrable skills under 
certain social conditions. This results in a new selection, a selection before the equip
ment from which the star and the dictator emerge victorious. 

13 The privileged character of the respective techniques is lost. Aldous Huxley writes: 

Advances in technology have led . . . to vulgarity. . . . Process reproduction and the rotary 
press have made possible the indefinite multiplication of writing and pictures. Universal edu
cation and relatively high wages have created an enormous public who know how to read 
and can afford to buy reading and pictorial matter. A great industry has been called into 
existence in order to supply these commodities. Now, artistic talent is a very rare phenom
enon; whence it follows . , . that, at every epoch and in all countries, most art has been bad. 
But the proportion of trash in the total artistic output is greater now than at any other 
period. That it must be so is a matter of simple arithmetic. The population of Western Europe 
has a little more than doubled during the last century. But the amount of reading - and 
seeing - matter has increased, 1 should imagine, at least twenty and possibly fifty or even a 
hundred times. If there were n men of talent in a population of x millions, there will pre
sumably be 2n men of talent among 2x millions. The situation may be summed up thus. For 
every page of print and pictures published a century ago, twenty or perhaps even a hundred 
pages are published today. But for every man of talent then living, there are now only two 
men of talent, it may be of course that, thanks to universal education, many potential talents 
which in the past would have been still-born are now enabled to realize themselves. Let us 
assume, then, that there are now three or even four men of talent to every one of earlier 
times, it still remains true to say that the consumption of reading - and seeing - matter has 
far outstripped the natural production of gifted writers and draughtsmen. It is the same with 
hearing-matter. Prosperity, the gramophone and the radio have created an audience of 
hearers who consume an amount of hearing-matter that has increased out of all proportion 
to the increase of population and the consequent natural increase of talented musicians. It 
follows from all this that in all the arts the output of trash is both absolutely and relatively 
greater than it was in the past; and that it must remain greater for just so long as the world 
continues to consume the present inordinate quantities of reading-matter, seeing-matter, and 
hearing-matter" (Aldous Huxley, Beyond the Mexique Bay. A Traveller's Journal, London, 
1949, pp. 274 if. First published in 1934) 

This mode of observation is obviously not progressive. 

14 The boldness of the cameraman is indeed comparable to that of the surgeon. Luc 
Durtain lists among specific technical sleights of hand those "which are required in 
surgery in the case of certain difficult operations. I choose as an example a case from 
oto-rhinolaryngology;... the so-called endonasal perspective procedure; or I refer to the 
acrobatic tricks of larynx surgery which have to be performed following the reversed 
picture in the laryngoscope. I might also speak of ear surgery which suggests the preci
sion work of watchmakers. What range of the most subtle muscular acrobatics is 
required from the man who wants to repair or save the human body! We have only to 
think of the couching of a cataract where there is virtually a debate of steel with nearly 
fluid tissue, or of the major abdominal operations (laparotomy)" (Luc Durtain, op. cit). 
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15 This mode of observation may seem crude, but as the great theoretician Leonardo has 
shown, crude modes of observation may at times be usefully adduced. Leonardo com
pares painting and musk as follows: "Painting is superior to music because, unlike unfor
tunate music, it does not have to die as soon as it is bo rn . . . . Music which is consumed 
in the very act of its birth is inferior to painting which the use of varnish has rendered 
eternal" (Trattato I, 29). 

16 Renaissance painting offers a revealing analogy to this situation. The incomparable 
development of this art and its significance rested not least on the integration of a number 
of new sciences, or at least of new scientific data. Renaissance painting made use of 
anatomy and perspective, of mathematics, meteorology, and chromatology. Valery 
writes: "What could be further from us than the strange claim of a Leonardo to whom 
painting was a supreme goal and the ultimate demonstration of knowledge? Leonardo 
was convinced that painting demanded universal knowledge, and he did not even shrink 
from a theoretical analysis which to us is stunning because of its very depth and preci
sion. . . . " (Paul Valery, Pieces sur Van, "Autour de Corot," Paris, p. 191). 

17 "The work of art," says Andre Breton, "is valuable only in so far as it is vibrated by the 
reflexes of the future." Indeed, every developed art form intersects three lines of devel
opment. Technology works toward a certain form of art. Before the advent of the film 
there were photo booklets with pictures which flitted by the onlooker upon pressure of 
the thumb, thus portraying a boxing bout or a tennis match. Then there were the slot 
machines in bazaars; their picture sequences were produced by the turning of a crank. 

Secondly, the traditional art forms in certain phases of their development strenuously 
work toward effects which later are effortlessly attained by the new ones. Before the rise 
of the movie the Dadaists' performances tried to create an audience reaction which 
Chaplin later evoked in a more natural way. 

Thirdly, unspectacular social changes often promote a change in receptivity which will 
benefit the new art form. Before the movie had begun to create its public, pictures that 
were no longer immobile captivated an assembled audience in the so-called Kaiser-
panorama. Here the public assembled before a screen into which stereoscopes were 
mounted, one to each beholder. By a mechanical process individual pictures appeared 
briefly before the stereoscopes, then made way for others. Edison still had to use similar 
devices in presenting the first movie strip before the film screen and projection were 
known, This strip was presented to a small public which stared into the apparatus in 
which the succession of pictures was reeling off. Incidentally, the institution of the Kaiser-
panorama shows very clearly a dialectic of the development. Shortly before the movie 
turned the reception of pictures into a collective one, the individual viewing of pictures 
in these swiftly outmoded establishments came into play once more with an intensity 
comparable to that of the ancient priest beholding the statue of a divinity in the cella. 

18 The theological archetype of this contemplation is the awareness of being alone with 
one's God. Such awareness, in the heyday of the bourgeoisie, went to strengthen the 
freedom to shake off clerical tutelage. During the decline of the bourgeoisie this aware
ness had to take into account the hidden tendency to withdraw from public affairs those 
forces which the individual draws upon in his communion with God. 

19 The film is the art form that is in keeping with the increased threat to his life which 
modern man has to face. Man's need to expose himself to shock effects is his adjustment 
to the dangers threatening him. The film corresponds to profound changes in the apper
ceptive apparatus - changes that are experienced on an individual scale by the man in 
the street in big-city traffic, on a historical scale by every present-day citizen. 

20 As for Dadaism, insights important for Cubism and Futurism are to be gained from the 
movie. Both appear as deficient attempts of art to accommodate the pervasion of reality 
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by the apparatus. In contrast to the film, these schools did not try to use the apparatus 
as such for the artistic presentation of reality, but aimed at some sort of alloy in the joint 
presentation of reality and apparatus. In Cubism, the premonition that this apparatus 
will be structurally based on optics plays a dominant part; in Futurism, it is the premo
nition of the effects of this apparatus which are brought out by the rapid sequence of 
the film strip. 

21 One technical feature is significant here, especially with regard to newsreels, the propa
gandist importance of which can hardly be overestimated. Mass reproduction is aided 
especially by the reproduction of masses. In big parades and monster rallies, in sports 
events, and in war, all of which nowadays are captured by camera and sound record
ing, the masses are brought face to face with themselves. This process, whose signifi
cance need not be stressed, is intimately connected with the development of the 
techniques of reproduction and photography. Mass movements are usually discerned 
more clearly by a camera than by the naked eye. A bird's-eye view best captures gath
erings of hundreds of thousands. And even though such a view may be as accessible to 
the human eye as it is to the camera, the image received by the eye cannot be enlarged 
the way a negative is enlarged. This means that mass movements, including war, con
stitute a form of human behavior which particularly favors mechanical equipment. 



M a x Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno 

The sociological theory that the loss of the support of objectively established reli
gion, the dissolution of the last remnants of precapitalism, together with techno
logical and social differentiation or specialization, have led to cultural chaos is 
disproved every day; for culture now impresses the same stamp on everything. Films, 
radio and magazines make up a system which is uniform as a whole and in every 
part. Even the aesthetic activities of political opposites are one in their enthusiastic 
obedience to the rhythm of the iron system. The decorative industrial management 
buildings and exhibition centers in authoritarian countries are much the same as 
anywhere else. The huge gleaming towers that shoot up everywhere are outward 
signs of the ingenious planning of international concerns, toward which the 
unleashed entrepreneurial system {whose monuments are a mass o f gloomy houses 
and business premises in grimy, spiritless cities) was already hastening. Even now 
the older houses just outside the concrete city centers look like slums, and the new 
bungalows on the outskirts are at one with the flimsy structures of world fairs in 
their praise o f technical progress and their built-in demand to be discarded after a 
short while like empty food cans. Yet the city housing projects designed to perpet
uate the individual as a supposedly independent unit in a small hygienic dwelling 
make him all the more subservient to his adversary - the absolute power of capi
talism. Because the inhabitants, as producers and as consumers, are drawn into the 
center in search of work and pleasure, all the living units crystallize into well-
organized complexes. The striking unity of microcosm and macrocosm presents men 
with a model o f their culture: the false identity o f the general and the particular. 
Under monopoly all mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial frame
work begin to show through. The people at the top are no longer so interested in 
concealing monopoly: as its violence becomes more open, so its power grows. 

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, "The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 
Deception," pp. 1 2 0 - 2 , 1 2 6 - 7 , 1 3 0 - 1 , 1 3 9 - 4 0 , 1 4 4 - 5 , 1 6 6 - 7 from The Dialectic of Enlight
enment, translated by John Camming (New York: Continuum Publishing, 1997). Original 
edition: Dialektik der Aufklarung, © 1944 by Social Studies Association, Inc., New York. 
German reissue: © 1969 by S. Fischer Verlag GmbH, Frankfurt am Main. 
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Movies and radio need no longer pretend to be art. The truth that they are just 
business is made into an ideology in order to justify the rubbish they deliberately 
produce. They call themselves industries; and when their directors ' incomes are pub
lished, any doubt about the social utility of the finished products is removed. 

Interested parties explain the culture industry in technological terms. It is alleged 
that because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes are necessary 
that inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places to be satisfied with 
identical goods. The technical contrast between the few production centers and the 
large number of widely dispersed consumption points is said to demand organiza
tion and planning by management. Furthermore, it is claimed that standards were 
based in the first place on consumers ' needs, and for that reason were accepted with 
so little resistance. The result is the circle o f manipulation and retroactive need in 
which the unity of the system grows ever stronger. No mention is made of the fact 
that the basis on which technology acquires power over society is the power of those 
whose economic hold over society is greatest. A technological rationale is the rat io
nale o f domination itself. It is the coercive nature o f society alienated from itself. 
Automobiles, bombs, and movies keep the whole thing together until their leveling 
element shows its strength in the very wrong which it furthered. It has made the 
technology o f the culture industry no more than the achievement o f standardiza
tion and mass production, sacrificing whatever involved a distinction between the 
logic of the work and that o f the social system. This is the result not of a law o f 
movement in technology as such but of its function in today's economy. The need 
which might resist central control has already been suppressed by the control o f the 
individual consciousness. The step from the telephone to the radio has clearly dis
tinguished the roles. The former still allowed the subscriber to play the role o f 
subject, and was liberal. The latter is democratic: it turns all participants into lis
teners and authoritatively subjects them to broadcast programs which are all exactly 
the same. N o machinery of rejoinder has been devised, and private broadcasters are 
denied any freedom. They are confined to the apocryphal field o f the "amateur," 
and also have to accept organization from above. But any trace o f spontaneity from 
the public in official broadcasting is controlled and absorbed by talent scouts, studio 
competitions and official programs o f every kind selected by professionals. Talented 
performers belong to the industry long before it displays them; otherwise they would 
not be so eager to fit in. The attitude of the public, which ostensibly and actually 
favors the system o f the culture industry, is a part of the system and not an excuse 
for it. If one branch o f art follows the same formula as one with a very different 
medium and content; if the dramatic intrigue of broadcast soap operas becomes no 
more than useful material for showing how to master technical problems at both 
ends of the scale of musical experience - real jazz or a cheap imitation; or if a move
ment from a Beethoven symphony is crudely "adapted" for a film sound-track in 
the same way as a Tolstoy novel is garbled in a film script: then the cla im that this 
is done to satisfy the spontaneous wishes of the public is no more than hot air. We 
are closer to the facts if we explain these phenomena as inherent in the technical 
and personnel apparatus which, down to its last cog, itself forms part o f the eco
nomic mechanism of selection. In addition there is the agreement - or at least the 
determination - of all executive authorities not to produce or sanction anything that 
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in any way differs from their own rules, their own ideas about consumers, or above 
all themselves. 

The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry. The 
old experience of the movie-goer, who sees the world outside as an extension of the 
film he has just left (because the latter is intent upon reproducing the world of every
day perceptions), is now the producer's guideline. The more intensely and flawlessly 
his techniques duplicate empirical objects, the easier it is today for the illusion to 
prevail that the outside world is the straightforward continuation of that presented 
on the screen. This purpose has been furthered by mechanical reproduction since 
the lightning takeover by the sound film. 

Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. The sound film, far sur
passing the theater of illusion, leaves no room for imagination or reflection on the 
part of the audience, who is unable to respond within the structure of the film, yet 
deviates from its precise detail without losing the thread of the story; hence the film 
forces its victims to equate it directly with reality. The stunting of the mass-media 
consumer's powers of imagination and spontaneity does not have to be traced back 
to any psychological mechanisms; he must ascribe the loss of those attributes to the 
objective nature of the products themselves, especially to the most characteristic of 
them, the sound film. They are so designed that quickness, powers of observation, 
and experience are undeniably needed to apprehend them at all; yet sustained 
thought is out of the question if the spectator is not to miss the relentless rush of 
facts. Even though the effort required for his response is semi-automatic, no scope 
is left for the imagination. Those who are so absorbed by the world of the movie -
by its images, gestures, and words - that they are unable to supply what really makes 
it a world, do not have to dwell on particular points of its mechanics during a screen
ing. All the other films and products of the entertainment industry which they have 
seen have taught them what to expert; they react automatically. The might of indus
trial society is lodged in men's minds. The entertainments manufacturers know that 
their products will be consumed with alertness even when the customer is distraught, 
for each of them is a model of the huge economic machinery which has always sus
tained the masses, whether at work or at leisure - which is akin to work. 

. . . Style represents a promise in every work of art. Tha t which is expressed is sub
sumed through style into the dominant forms of generality, into the language o f 
music, painting, or words, in the hope that it will be reconciled thus with the idea 
of true generality. This promise held out by the work of art that it will create truth 
by lending new shape to the conventional social forms is as necessary as it is hyp
ocritical. It unconditionally posits the real forms of life as it is by suggesting that 
fulfillment lies in their aesthetic derivatives. To this extent the claim of art is always 
ideology too. However, only in this confrontation with tradition o f which style is 
the record can art express suffering. Tha t factor in a work of art which enables it 
to transcend reality certainly cannot be detached from style; but it does not consist 
of the harmony actually realized, o f any doubtful unity of form and content, within 
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and without, of individual and society; it is to be found in those features in which 
discrepancy appears: in the necessary failure of the passionate striving for identity. 
Instead of exposing itself to this failure in which the style o f the great work of art 
has always achieved self-negation, the inferior work has always relied on its simi
larity with others - on a surrogate identity. 

In the culture industry this imitation finally becomes absolute. Having ceased to 
be anything but style, it reveals the latter's secret: obedience to the social hierarchy. 
Today aesthetic barbarity completes what has threatened the creations of the spirit 
since they were gathered together as culture and neutralized. To speak o f culture 
was always contrary to culture. Culture as a c o m m o n denominator already con
tains in embryo that schematization and process o f cataloging and classification 
which bring culture within the sphere of administration. And it is precisely the indus
trialized, the consequent, subsumption which entirely accords with this notion o f 
culture. By subordinating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intel
lectual creation, by occupying men's senses from the t ime they leave the factory in 
the evening to the time they clock in again the next morning with matter that bears 
the impress of the labor process they themselves have to sustain throughout the day, 
this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept o f a unified culture which the 
philosophers of personality contrasted with mass culture. 

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers o f what it perpetually 
promises. The promissory note which, with its plots and staging, it draws on plea
sure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, which is actually all the spectacle consists 
of, is illusory: all it actually confirms is that the real point will never be reached, 
that the diner must be satisfied with the menu. In front o f the appetite stimulated 
by all those brilliant names and images there is finally set no more than a com
mendation of the depressing everyday world it sought to escape. O f course works 
of art were not sexual exhibitions either. However, by representing deprivation as 
negative, they retracted, as it were, the prostitution of the impulse and rescued by 
mediation what was denied. The secret of aesthetic sublimation is its representation 
o f fulfillment as a broken promise. The culture industry does not sublimate; it 
represses. By repeatedly exposing the objects of desire, breasts in a clinging sweater 
or the naked torso of the athletic hero, it only stimulates the unsublimated fore-
pleasure which habitual deprivation has long since reduced to a masochist ic sem
blance. There is no erotic situation which, while insinuating and excit ing, does not 
fail to indicate unmistakably that things can never go that far. T h e Hays Office 
merely confirms the ritual of Tantalus that the culture industry has established 
anyway. Works of art are ascetic and unashamed; the culture industry is porno
graphic and prudish. Love is downgraded to romance. And, after the descent, much 
is permitted; even license as a marketable speciality has its quota bearing the trade 
description "daring." The mass production o f the sexual automatical ly achieves its 
repression. Because o f his ubiquity, the film star with whom one is meant to fall in 
love is from the outset a copy o f himself. Every tenor voice comes to sound like a 
Caruso record, and the "natural" faces of Texas girls are like the successful models 
by whom Hollywood has typecast them. The mechanical reproduction o f beauty, 
which reactionary cultural fanaticism wholeheartedly serves in its methodical idol-
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ization of individuality, leaves no room for that unconscious idolatry which was 
once essential to beauty. The triumph over beauty is celebrated by humor - the 
Schadenfreude that every successful deprivation calls forth. There is laughter 
because there is nothing to laugh at. 

The stronger the positions of the culture industry become, the more summarily 
it can deal with consumers ' needs, producing them, controlling them, disciplining 
them, and even withdrawing amusement: no limits are set to cultural progress of 
this kind. But the tendency is immanent in the principle of amusement itself, which 
is enlightened in a bourgeois sense. I f the need for amusement was in large measure 
the creation of industry, which used the subject as a means of recommending the 
work to the masses - the oleograph by the dainty morsel it depicted, or the cake 
mix by a picture of a cake - amusement always reveals the influence of business, 
the sales talk, the quack's spiel. But the original affinity o f business and amusement 
is shown in the latter's specific significance: to defend society. To be pleased means 
to say Yes. It is possible only by insulation from the totality of the social process, 
by desensitization and, from the first, by senselessly sacrificing the inescapable claim 
of every work, however inane, within its limits to reflect the whole. Pleasure always 
means not to think about anything, to forget suffering even where it is shown. Basi
cally it is helplessness. It is flight; not, as is asserted, flight from a wretched reality, 
but from the last remaining thought of resistance. The liberation which amusement 
promises is freedom from thought and from negation. The effrontery of the rhetor
ical question, " W h a t do people wan t?" lies in the fact that it is addressed - as if to 
reflective individuals - to those very people who are deliberately to he deprived o f 
this individuality. Even when the public does - exceptionally - rebel against the plea
sure industry, all it can muster is that feeble resistance which that very industry has 
inculcated in it. 

Today the culture industry has taken over the civilizing inheritance of the entre
preneurial and frontier democracy - whose appreciation o f intellectual deviations 
was never very finely attuned. All are free to dance and enjoy themselves, just as 
they have been free, since the historical neutralization of religion, to join any of the 
innumerable sects. But freedom to choose an ideology - since ideology always 
reflects economic coercion - everywhere proves to be freedom to choose what is 
always the same. The way in which a girl accepts and keeps the obligatory date, 
the inflection on the telephone or in the most intimate situation, the choice o f words 
in conversation, and the whole inner life as classified by the now somewhat deval
ued depth psychology, bear witness to man's attempt to make himself a proficient 
apparatus, similar (even in emotions) to the model served up by the culture indus
try. The most intimate reactions o f human beings have been so thoroughly reified 
that the idea o f anything specific to themselves now persists only as an utterly 
abstract notion: personality scarcely signifies anything more than shining white teeth 
and freedom from body odor and emotions. The triumph of advertising in the 
culture industry is that consumers feel compelled to buy and use its products even 
though they see through them. 



Herbert Marcuse 

A comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom prevails in advanced 
industrial civilization, a token of technical progress. Indeed, what could be more 
rational than the suppression of individuality in the mechanization o f socially nec
essary but painful performances; the concentration o f individual enterprises in more 
effective, more productive corporations; the regulation o f free competi t ion among 
unequally equipped economic subjects; the curtailment o f prerogatives and national 
sovereignties which impede the international organization o f resources. T h a t this 
technological order also involves a political and intellectual coordinat ion may be a 
regrettable and yet promising development. 

The rights and liberties which were such vital factors in the origins and earlier 
stages of industrial society yield to a higher stage o f this society: they are losing 
their traditional rationale and content. Freedom of thought, speech, and conscience 
were - just as free enterprise, which they served to promote and protect - essen
tially critical ideas, designed to replace an obsolescent material and intellectual 
culture by a more productive and rational one. Once institutionalized, these rights 
and liberties shared the fate of the society o f which they had become an integral 
part. The achievement cancels the premises. . . . 

Contemporary industrial civilization demonstrates that it has reached the stage 
at which "the free society" can no longer be adequately defined in the traditional 
terms of economic, political, and intellectual liberties, not because these liberties 
have become insignificant, but because they are too significant to be confined within 
the traditional forms. New modes o f realization are needed, corresponding to the 
new capabilities of society. 

Such new modes can be indicated only in negative terms because they would 
amount to the negation of the prevailing modes. Thus economic freedom would 
mean freedom from the economy - from being controlled by economic forces and 
relationships; freedom from the daily struggle for existence, from earning a living. 
Political freedom would mean liberation of the individuals from politics over which 

Herbert Marcuse, "One-dimensional Man," pp. 1, 3 -5 , 7 -8 , 7 1 - 8 0 , 82 -3 from Herbert 
Marcuse, One-dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society 
(Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1964). Copyright © 1964 by Herbert Marcuse. Reprinted by 
permission of Beacon Press, Boston. 
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they have no effective control. Similarly, intellectual freedom would mean the 
restoration of individual thought now absorbed by mass communication and 
indoctrination, abolition of "public opinion" together with its markers. The un
realistic sound o f these propositions is indicative, not of their Utopian character, but 
of the strength o f the forces which prevent their realization. The most effective and 
enduring form of warfare against liberation is the implanting of material and intel
lectual needs that perpetuate obsolete forms of the struggle for existence. 

The intensity, the satisfaction and even the character of human needs, beyond 
the biological level, have always been preconditioned. Whether or not the possibil
ity of doing or leaving, enjoying or destroying, possessing or rejecting something is 
seized as a need depends on whether or not it can be seen as desirable and neces
sary for the prevailing societal institutions and interests. In this sense, human needs 
are historical needs and, to the extent to which the society demands the repressive 
development o f the individual, his needs themselves and their claim for satisfaction 
are subject to overriding critical standards. 

We may distinguish both true and false needs. "False" are those which are super
imposed upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression: the needs 
which perpetuate toil, aggressiveness, misery, and injustice. Their satisfaction might 
be most gratifying to the individual, but this happiness is not a condition which has 
to be maintained and protected if it serves to arrest the development of the ability 
(his own and others) to recognize the disease o f the whole and grasp the chances 
of curing the disease. The result then is euphoria In unhappiness. Mos t of the pre
vailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and consume in accordance with the 
advertisements, to love and hate what others love and hate, belong to this category 
of false needs. 

Such needs have a societal content and function which are determined by exter
nal powers over which the individual has no control; the development and satis
faction of these needs is heteronomous. N o matter how much such needs may have 
become the individual's own, reproduced and fortified by the conditions of his exis
tence; no matter how much he identifies himself with them and finds himself in their 
satisfaction, they continue to be what they were from the beginning - products o f 
a society whose dominant interest demands repression. 

The prevalence o f repressive needs is an accomplished fact, accepted in ignorance 
and defeat, but a fact that must be undone in the interest of the happy individual 
as well as all those whose misery is the price o f his satisfaction. The only needs that 
have an unqualified claim for satisfaction are the vital ones - nourishment, cloth
ing, lodging at the attainable level of culture. The satisfaction of these needs is the 
prerequisite for the realization of all needs, o f the unsublimated as well as the sub
limated ones. . . . 

The distinguishing feature of advanced industrial society is its effective suffoca
tion of those needs which demand liberation - liberation also from that which is 
tolerable and rewarding and comfortable - while it sustains and absolves the 
destructive power and repressive function of the affluent society. Here, the social 
controls exact the overwhelming need for the production and consumption o f waste; 
the need for stupefying work where it is no longer a real necessity; the need for 
modes of relaxation which soothe and prolong this stupefaction; the need for 
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maintaining such deceptive liberties as free competit ion at administered prices, a 
free press which censors itself, free choice between brands and gadgets. 

Under the rule of a repressive whole, liberty can be made into a powerful instru
ment of domination. The range o f choice open to the individual is not the decisive 
factor in determining the degree of human freedom, but what can be chosen and 
what is chosen by the individual. The criterion for free choice can never be an 
absolute one, but neither is it entirely relative. Free election o f masters does not 
abolish the masters or the slaves. Free choice among a wide variety of goods and 
services does not signify freedom if these goods and services sustain social controls 
over a life of toil and fear - that is, if they sustain alienation. And the spontaneous 
reproduction o f superimposed needs by the individual does not establish autonomy; 
it only testifies to the efficacy of the c o n t r o l s . . . . 

It is a rational universe which, by the mere weight and capabilities o f its apparatus, 
blocks all escape. In its relation to the reality of daily life, the high culture of the 
past was many things - opposition and adornment, outcry and resignation. But it 
was also the appearance o f the realm of freedom: the refusal to behave. Such refusal 
cannot be blocked without a compensation which seems more satisfying than the 
refusal. T h e conquest and unification of opposites, which finds its ideological glory 
in the transformation of higher into popular culture, takes place on a material 
ground o f increased satisfaction. This is also the ground which allows a sweeping 
desublimation. 

Artistic alienation is sublimation. It creates the images o f conditions which are 
irreconcilable with the established Reality Principle but which, as cultural images, 
become tolerable, even edifying and useful. N o w this imagery is invalidated. Its 
incorporation into the kitchen, the office, the shop; its commercia l release for busi
ness and fun is, in a sense, desublimation - replacing mediated by immediate grat
ification. But it is desublimation practiced from a "posit ion of strength" on the part 
o f society, which can afford to grant more than before because its interests have 
become the innermost drives of its citizens, and because the joys which it grants 
promote social cohesion and contentment. 

The Pleasure Principle absorbs the Reality Principle; sexuality is liberated (or 
rather liberalized) in socially constructive forms. This notion implies that there are 
repressive modes o f desublimation, 5 compared with which the sublimated drives and 
objectives contain more deviation, more freedom, and more refusal to heed the 
social taboos. It appears that such repressive desublimation is indeed operative in 
the sexual sphere, and here, as in the desublimation o f higher culture, it operates 
as the by-product of the social controls of technological reality, which extend liberty 
while intensifying domination. The link between desublimation and technological 
society can perhaps best be illuminated by discussing the change in the social use 
of instinctual energy. 

In this society, not all the time spent on and with mechanisms is labor t ime (i.e., 
unpleasurable but necessary toi l) , and not all the energy saved by the machine is 
labor power. Mechanizat ion has also "saved" libido, the energy of the Life Instincts 
- that is, has barred it from previous modes o f realization. This is the kernel o f truth 
in the romantic contrast between the modern traveler and the wandering poet or 
artisan, between assembly line and handicraft, town and city, factory-produced 
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bread and the home-made loaf, the sailboat and the outboard motor, etc. True, this 
romantic pre-technical world was permeated with misery, toil, and filth, and these 
in turn were the background of all pleasure and joy. Still, there was a "landscape," 
a medium of libidinal experience which no longer exists. 

With its disappearance (itself a historical prerequisite of progress), a whole 
dimension of human activity and passivity have been de-eroticized. The environ
ment from which the individual could obtain pleasure - which he could cathect as 
gratifying almost as an extended zone o f the body - has been rigidly reduced. Con
sequently, the "universe" of libidinous cathexis is likewise reduced. The effect is a 
localization and contraction of libido, the reduction of erotic to sexual experience 
and satisfaction. 2 

For example, compare love-making in a meadow and in an automobile, or a 
lovers' walk outside the town walls and on a Manhat tan street. In the former cases, 
the environment partakes of and invites libidinal cathexis and tends to be eroticized. 
Libido transcends beyond the immediate erotogenic zones - a process of nonre-
pressive sublimation. In contrast, a mechanized environment seems to block such 
self-transcendence of libido. Impelled in the striving to extend the field o f erotic 
gratification, libido becomes less "polymorphous," less capable of eroticism beyond 
localized sexuality, and the latter is intensified. 

Thus diminishing erotic and intensifying sexual energy, the technological reality 
limits the scope of sublimation. It also reduces the need for sublimation. In the 
mental apparatus, the tension between that which is desired and that which is per
mitted seems considerably lowered, and the Reality Principle no longer seems to 
require a sweeping and painful transformation of instinctual needs. The individual 
must adapt himself to a world which does not seem to demand the denial o f his 
innermost needs - a world which is not essentially hostile. 

The organism is thus being preconditioned for the spontaneous acceptance of 
what is offered. Inasmuch as the greater liberty involves a contraction rather than 
extension and development of instinctual needs, it works for rather than against the 
status quo of general repression - one might speak of "institutionalized desublima-
t ion." The latter appears to be a vital factor in the making of the authoritarian per
sonality of our time. 

It has often been noted that advanced industrial civilization operates with a greater 
degree of sexual freedom - "operates" in the sense that the latter becomes a market 
value and a factor o f social mores. Without ceasing to be an instrument o f labor, 
the body is allowed to exhibit its sexual features in the everyday work world and 
in work relations. This is one of the unique achievements o f industrial society - ren
dered possible by the reduction of dirty and heavy physical labor; by the availabil
ity o f cheap, attractive clothing, beauty culture, and physical hygiene; by the 
requirements of the advertising industry, etc. The sexy office and sales girls, the 
handsome, virile junior executive and floor walker are highly marketable com
modities, and the possession of suitable mistresses - once the prerogative of kings, 
princes, and lords - facilitates the career o f even the less exalted ranks in the busi
ness community. 

Functionalism, going artistic, promotes this trend. Shops and offices open them
selves through huge glass windows and expose their personnel; inside, high 
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counters and non-transparent partitions are corning down. The corrosion of privacy 
in massive apartment houses and suburban homes breaks the barrier which formerly 
separated the individual from the public existence and exposes more easily the 
attractive qualities of other wives and other husbands. 

This socialization is not contradictory but complementary to the de-eroticization 
of the environment. Sex is integrated into work and public relations and is thus 
made more susceptible to (controlled) satisfaction. Technical progress and more 
comfortable living permit the systematic inclusion of libidinal components into the 
realm o f commodity production and exchange. But no matter how controlled the 
mobilization of instinctual energy may be (it sometimes amounts to a scientific man
agement of libido), no matter how much it may serve as a prop for the status quo 
- it is also gratifying to the managed individuals, just as racing the outboard motor, 
pushing the power lawn mower, and speeding the automobile are fun. 

This mobilization and administration o f libido may account for much of the vol
untary compliance, the absence of terror, the pre-established harmony between indi
vidual needs and socially-required desires, goals, and aspirations. T h e technological 
and political conquest of the transcending factors in human existence, so charac
teristic of advanced industrial civilization, here asserts itself in the instinctual sphere: 
satisfaction in a way which generates submission and weakens the rationality of 
protest. 

The range o f socially permissible and desirable satisfaction is greatly enlarged, 
but through this satisfaction, the Pleasure Principle is reduced - deprived o f the 
claims which are irreconcilable with the established society. Pleasure, thus adjusted, 
generates submission. 

In contrast to the pleasures of adjusted desublimation, sublimation preserves the 
consciousness of the renunciations which the repressive society inflicts upon the indi
vidual, and thereby preserves the need for liberation. To be sure, all sublimation is 
enforced by the power of society, but the unhappy consciousness o f this power 
already breaks through alienation. To be sure, all sublimation accepts the social 
barrier to instinctual gratification, but it also transgresses this barrier. 

The Superego, in censoring the unconscious and in implanting conscience, also 
censors the censor because the developed conscience registers the forbidden evil act 
not only in the individual but also in his society. Conversely, loss o f conscience due 
to the satisfactory liberties granted by an unfree society makes for a happy con
sciousness which facilitates acceptance of the misdeeds of this society. It is the token 
of declining autonomy and comprehension. Sublimation demands a high degree of 
autonomy and comprehension; it is mediation between the conscious and the uncon
scious, between the primary and secondary processes, between the intellect and 
instinct, renunciation and rebellion. In its most accomplished modes, such as in the 
artistic oeuvre, sublimation becomes the cognitive power which defeats suppression 
while bowing to it. 

In the light of the cognitive function of this mode of sublimation, the desubli
mation rampant in advanced industrial society reveals its truly conformist function. 
This liberation o f sexuality (and of aggressiveness) frees the instinctual drives from 
much of the unhappiness and discontent that elucidate the repressive power o f the 
established universe of satisfaction. To be sure, there is pervasive unhappiness, and 
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the happy consciousness is shaky enough - a thin surface over fear, frustration, and 
disgust. This unhappiness lends itself easily to political mobilization; without room 
for conscious development, it may become the instinctual reservoir for a new fascist 
way of life and death. But there are many ways in which the unhappiness beneath 
the happy consciousness may be turned into a source of strength and cohesion for 
the social order. The conflicts of the unhappy individual now seem far more 
amenable to cure than those which made for Freud's "discontent in civilization," 
and they seem more adequately defined in terms o f the "neurotic personality of our 
t ime" than in terms of the eternal struggle between Eros and Thanatos. 

The way in which controlled desublimation may weaken the instinctual revolt 
against the established Reality Principle may be illuminated by the contrast between 
the representation o f sexuality in classical and romantic literature and in our con
temporary literature. If one selects, from among the works which are, in their very 
substance and inner form, determined by the erotic commitment, such essentially 
different examples as Racine's Phedre, Goethe's Wablverwandtschaften, Baudelaire's 
Les Fleurs du Mai, Tolstoy's Anna Karenina, sexuality consistently appears in a 
highly sublimated, "mediated," reflective form - but in this form, it is absolute, 
uncompromising, unconditional. The dominion of Eros is, from the beginning, also 
that of Thanatos . Fulfillment is destruction, not in a moral or sociological but in 
an ontological sense. It is beyond good and evil, beyond social morality, and thus 
it remains beyond the reaches o f the established Reality Principle, which this Eros 
refuses and explodes. 

In contrast, desublimated sexuality is rampant in O'Neill 's alcoholics and 
Faulkner's savages, in the Streetcar Named Desire and under the Hot Tin Roof, in 
Lolita, in all the stories o f Hol lywood and New York orgies, and the adventures of 
suburban housewives. This is infinitely more realistic, daring, uninhibited. It is part 
and parcel o f the society in which it happens, but nowhere its negation. Wha t 
happens is surely wild and obscene, virile and tasty, quite immoral - and, precisely 
because of that, perfectly harmless. 

Freed from the sublimated form which was the very token of its irreconcilable 
dreams - a form which is the style, the language in which the story is told - sexuality 
turns into a vehicle for the bestsellers of oppression. It could not be said o f any o f the 
sexy women in contemporary literature what Balzac says of the whore Esther: that 
hers was the tenderness which blossoms only in infinity. This society turns everything 
it touches into a potential source o f progress and of exploitation, of drudgery and sat
isfaction, o f freedom and of oppression. Sexuality is no exception. 

The concept o f controlled desublimation would imply the possibility o f a simulta
neous release of repressed sexuality and aggressiveness, a possibility which seems 
incompatible with Freud's notion of the fixed quantum of instinctual energy avail
able for distribution between the two primary drives. According to Freud, strength
ening of sexuality (libido) would necessarily involve weakening of aggressiveness, 
and vice versa. However, if the socially permitted and encouraged release of libido 
would be that o f partial and localized sexuality, it would be tantamount to an actual 
compression o f erotic energy, and this desublimation would be compatible with the 
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growth of unsublimated as well as sublimated forms o f aggressiveness. T h e latter is 
rampant throughout contemporary industrial society. 

Has it attained a degree o f normalization where the individuals are getting used 
to the risk of their own dissolution and disintegration in the course o f normal 
national preparedness? O r is this acquiescence entirely due to their impotence to do 
much about it? In any case, the risk of avoidable, man-made destruction has become 
normal equipment in the mental as well as material household o f the people, so that 
it can no longer serve to indict or refute the established social system. Moreover , as 
part of their daily household, it may even tie them to this system. T h e economic 
and political connection between the absolute enemy and the high standard o f living 
(and the desired level o f employment!) is transparent enough, but also ra t ional 
enough to be accepted. 

Assuming that the Destruction Instinct (in the last analysis: the Death Inst inct) 
is a large component of the energy which feeds the technical conquest o f man and 
nature, it seems that society's growing capacity to manipulate technical progress 
also increases its capacity to manipulate and control this instinct, i.e., to satisfy it 
"productively." Then social cohesion would be strengthened at the deepest inst inc
tual roots. The supreme risk, and even the fact o f war would meet, not only with 
helpless acceptance, but also with instinctual approval on the part o f the vict ims. 
Here too , we would have controlled desublimation. 

Institutionalized desublimation thus appears to be an aspect o f the "conques t o f 
t ranscendence" achieved by the one-dimensional society. Jus t as this society tends 
to reduce, and even absorb opposition (the qualitative difference!) in the rea lm o f 
politics and higher culture, so it does in the instinctual sphere. T h e result is the 
atrophy o f the mental organs for grasping the contradict ions and the alternatives 
and, in the one remaining dimension o f technological rationality, the Happy Con
sciousness comes to prevail. 

It reflects the belief that the real is rational, and that the established system, in 
spite o f everything, delivers the goods. T h e people are led to find in the product ive 
apparatus the effective agent of thought and action to which their personal thought 
and action can and must be surrendered. And in this transfer, the apparatus also 
assumes the role o f a moral agent. Conscience is absolved by reification, by the 
general necessity of things. 

In this general necessity, guilt has no place. One man can give the signal that liq
uidates hundreds and thousands of people, then declare himself free from all pangs 
of conscience, and live happily ever after. T h e antifascist powers who beat fascism 
on the battlefields reap the benefits o f the Nazi scientists, generals, and engineers; 
they have the historical advantage o f the late-comer. W h a t begins as the hor ro r 
o f the concentration camps turns into the practice o f training people for abnorma l 
conditions - a subterranean human existence and the daily intake of radioact ive 
nourishment. A Christian minister declares that it does not contradict Chris t ian 
principles to prevent with all available means your neighbor from entering your 
bomb shelter. Another Christian minister contradicts his colleague and says it does. 
W h o is right? Again, the neutrality o f technological rat ionali ty shows forth over 
and above politics, and again it shows forth as spurious, for in both cases, it serves 
the politics o f domination. 
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The world of the concentration camps . . . was not an exceptionally monstrous society. 
What we saw there was the image, and in a sense the quintessence, of the infernal 
society into which we are plunged every day.3 

It seems that even the most hideous transgressions can be repressed in such a 
manner that, for all practical purposes, they have ceased to be a danger for society. 
Or, if their eruption leads to functional disturbances in the individual (as in the case 
of one Hiroshima pilot), it does not disturb the functioning of society. A mental 
hospital manages the disturbance. 

The Happy Consciousness has no limits - it arranges games with death and dis
figuration in which fun, team work, and strategic importance mix in rewarding 
social harmony. . . . 

Obviously, in the realm of the Happy Consciousness, guilt feeling has no place, 
and the calculus takes care of conscience. When the whole is at stake, there is no 
crime except that of rejecting the whole, or not defending it. Crime, guilt, and guilt 
feeling become a private affair. Freud revealed in the psyche of the individual the 
crimes o f mankind, in the individual case history the history of the whole. This fatal 
link is successfully suppressed. Those who identify themselves with the whole, who 
are installed as the leaders and defenders of the whole can make mistakes, but they 
cannot do wrong - they are not guilty. They may become guilty again when this 
identification no longer holds, when they are gone. 

N O T E S 

1 See my book Eros and Civilization (Boston: Beacon Press, 1954), esp. Chapter X . 
2 In accordance with the terminology used in the later works of Freud: sexuality as 
"specialized" partial drive; Eros as that of the entire organism. 
3 E. lonesco, in Nouvelle Revue Francaise, July 1956, as quoted in London Times Literary 
Supplement, March 4, 1960. 
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Functionalism (sometimes called "structural-functionalism") refers to a body of 
theory first developed in the 1 9 3 0 s and 1 9 4 0 s that treats society as a set of inter
dependent systems. The theory rests on an organic analogy that likens a social 
system to a physical body, in which each subsystem is necessary to maintain the 
proper functioning of the entire organism. From a functionalist point o f view, the 
key to understanding a social subsystem is to trace its function in the working of 
the whole. 

According to such arguments, there are a number of functional "requisites" nec
essary to meet the basic needs of any society (see Aberle et aL, 1 9 5 0 ) . Specific sub
systems develop to meet those social needs. Functional theorists generally assumed 
that these subsystems would tend toward a stable equilibrium, with social change 
proceeding in a gradual evolutionary manner. For example, the social need for a 
common form of communication leads to a stable, slowly evolving system of lan
guage. The need to control disruptive behavior leads to a relatively stable legal and 
political system. Perhaps most importantly, every society has some system for assign
ing people to different social positions and socializing them into the relevant roles, 
resulting in a relatively stable stratification system. To say that a system is "func
tional" is thus to say that it serves the needs o f the society as a whole, not that it 
serves the interests of every individual. 

The intellectual roots of functionalism stem largely from the organic perspectives 
of Auguste Comte , Herbert Spencer, and Emile Durkheim and the formal sociology 
of Georg Simmel. Spencer's work emphasized a social Darwinist position in which 
societies adapted to their environments through adaptation and natural selection, a 
position used to support laissez faire political perspectives in the late nineteenth 
century. Durkheim adopted this organic analogy, focusing on the way that social 
systems functioned to produce different forms o f integration. Durkheim also influ
enced the later functionalists by noting that the cause of a given phenomenon and 
its function were separate. 

This early work , and especially that of Durkheim, spawned two distinct legacies. 
In France, it influenced the work o f structuralist anthropology, which in turn deeply 
influenced theorists such as Foucault and Bourdieu (see Contemporary Sociological 
Theory, the sister volume to this reader). In America, it fostered the functionalists. 
Functionalist ideas were rekindled by the theoretical efforts of Talcott Parsons and 
his students and colleagues, most notably Rober t K. Merton. Substantive work in 
the functionalist tradition has focused on system-level properties, attempting to 
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identify and understand how various elements of society fit together. Parsons 
claimed that the study of social institutions was the primary business of sociology, 
and a number of studies focused on how institutions develop and the functions 
they fulfill. 

Lives and Intellectual Contexts 

Talcott Parsons and Rober t Merton are the central figures in the American 
structural-functionalist tradition. As this introduction will detail below, Parsons and 
Mer ton differed in many ways; however, the two figures were immensely important 
in the development of functionalism as a central mode o f inquiry in mid 
twentieth-century American sociology. 

Talcott Parsons ( 1 9 0 2 - 7 9 ) was born in Colorado Springs, Colorado. He earned 
his undergraduate degree from Amherst College where he studied both biology 
and economics. After graduating, he spent a year at the London School o f 
Economics. There , he was introduced to the field o f sociology and took two classes 
with Bronislaw Malinowski , the famous structural anthropologist. After his 
year in London, Parsons accepted an exchange fellowship at Heidelberg. M a x 
Weber had died several years before Parsons arrived at Heidelberg, but his 
thinking still held a strong influence there. Traces o f Weber's thought are espe
cially evident in Parsons's early work. His focus on social action as the proper 
subject for sociology is directly influenced by Weber's definition of the field. In 
fact. Parsons introduced Weber's work to much of the English-speaking 
academic world with his translation of the first part o f Economy and Society. 
Weber's focus on social action became crucial to Parsons's early theoretical 
contributions. 

Parsons's first academic position was as an instructor in the Harvard economics 
department. He moved to sociology when Pitirim Sorokin founded the depart
ment in 1 9 3 0 . Parsons published his first major work, The Structure of Social 
Action, in 1 9 3 7 . In 1 9 3 9 he was given tenure at Harvard, and was appointed 
the chair of the Harvard sociology department in 1 9 4 4 . He went on to found 
the influential Program in Social Relations in 1 9 4 6 . T h e Program in Social 
Relations was Parsons's attempt to realize his vision of an integrated system o f social 
sciences. He died in 1 9 7 9 while returning to Heidelberg on the fiftieth anniversary 
of his PhD. 

Rober t K. Mer ton ( 1 9 1 0 - 2 0 0 3 ) was born in Philadelphia to a working-class 
Jewish immigrant family. After winning a scholarship to Temple University, where 
he became interested in sociology, he went on to do his graduate work at Harvard 
with Talcott Parsons and George Sarton. Mer ton , along with his colleague Paul 
Lazarsfeld, was largely responsible for making the sociology department at 
Columbia University famous by focusing attention away from grand theory and 
toward empirical research. He served as the associate director of Columbia 's Bureau 
o f Applied Social Research from 1 9 4 2 to 1 9 7 1 and was Professor Emeritus at 
Columbia University when he passed away in 2 0 0 3 . 
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American Structurai-Functionalism 

O f Parsons's many books and papers. The Structure of Social Action ( 1 9 3 7 ) and 
The Social System ( 1 9 5 1 ) are his most influential. In The Structure of Social Action, 
Parsons turned a critical eye on the work of four classical theorists (Alfred 
Marshal l , Vilfredo Pareto, Emile Durkheim, and M a x Weber), showing how each 
had responded to the inadequacies of simple utilitarian perspectives in social 
thought. Through careful critique and comparison, Parsons showed that the four 
theorists converged on a single underlying vision of social order and action. This 
vision was neither individualistically rational {utilitarian) nor normatively deter
mined {idealistic), but instead a synthesis that he termed "voluntaristic." Volun-
taristic action implies that people make choices in a way that balances normative 
and self-interested pressures. For order to prevail in a system of such agents, Parsons 
suggests that some notion of value consensus was needed. Like Durkheim, Parsons 
did not suggest that a society would or should adopt any particular set of values. 
Rather, he argued that a society simply needs some common set o f values as 
orienting principles. 

Parsons and his colleagues extended the basic elements of the voluntaristic theory 
of action by introducing what they called pattern variables. The five pattern vari
ables are value dimensions that characterize basic dilemmas facing actors, and are 
represented with labels that define extreme positions of each continuum. The first 
of the five pattern variables is gratification o discipline, relating to the extent of an 
actor's emotional involvement. The second is private collective, depending on 
whether action relates to the needs of the individual or the needs of a wider popu
lation. Universalism o particularism refers to whether action relates to a particu
lar person, such as one's child, or a wider class of generalized others. Fourth, 
interaction with others can be related to their achievements or their ascribed char
acteristics (achievement <-> ascription). And finally, specificity <-» diffuseness refers 
to the breadth of possible roles an actor can draw upon in any given interaction. 

After his first book, Parsons broadened his focus on action to encompass the 
larger social context . Parsons argued that society was composed of three interde
pendent systems: a cultural system, consisting of shared symbols (i.e. language, arts, 
etc.) which serve as modes of expression among actors; a personality system, con
sisting of elements necessary for unique identity; and a social system, consisting of 
modes of interaction among actors. The cultural system becomes connected to the 
personality system through a process o f internalization in which actors incorporate 
cultural factors into their own identities. Understanding the connection between the 
personality system and the social system involves identifying social roles, which are 
defined through a process of socialization. Finally, Parsons argued that the cultural 
system and the social system are connected through social institutions, which sys
tematize culture within social interaction and roles (see Miinch, 1 9 9 4 : 1 6 - 3 0 ) . 

Having identified the major systems o f society and the relevant features o f indi
vidual action, Parsons argued that the entire complex was governed by certain func
tional requirements. Parsons and his colleagues Rober t F. Bales and Edward A. Shils 
described four spheres of activity that any society must accomplish to maintain itself. 
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The four functions are usually referred to by their acronym, A G I L . T h e first element 
is Adaptation, which refers to how well the social system adapts to its material envi
ronment. The economic organization of any society is largely captured under this 
sphere. The second is Goal attainment, or the ability of the group to identify and 
pursue common goals, even though each member may have contrast ing individual 
goals. Political organization is likely to fall under this sphere. Thi rd , Integration 
refers to dimensions of cohesion and solidarity that unite the group. Integration is 
complicated by the multiple roles that people play in diverse settings (work roles, 
family roles, etc.) , but refers to norms that promote a sense o f "we-ness" among 
the group (Alexander, 1 9 8 7 ) . Finally, Latent pattern maintenance refers to the sphere 
of general values. While largely subjective, these values tend to be institutionalized 
within any given society. 

While it is impossible to capture in excerpts the full breadth and richness o f 
Parsons's work, the pieces below are intended to cover a wide range o f Parsons's 
thought while focusing on those ideas most influential for later theory development. 
In "The Position of Sociological Theory" ( 1 9 4 8 ) , Parsons presents an early state
ment of his central ideas. "Structural Components of the Social Sys tem" represents 
the key elements o f The Social System ( 1 9 5 1 ) , and a selection from Theories of 
Society ( 1 9 6 1 ) called "An Outline of the Social System" captures later ideas devel
oped with Bales and Shils. 

Merton 's writings span multiple subfields in sociology. His most consistent 
empirical focus was on the sociology o f knowledge and science - early in his career 
he published Science, Technology and Society in Seventeenth Century England 
( 1 9 3 8 ) and he continued to write in the field thereafter. But he was also influential 
in the areas of crime and deviance. His collection of work in Social Theory and 
Social Structure ( 1 9 4 9 / 1 9 5 7 / 1 9 6 8 ) captures a great deal o f this breadth, and pro
vides a useful starting point for reading his work. O f the work not summarized 
here, "Contributions to the Theory of Reference Group Behavior" and " T h e Self-
fulfilling Prophecy" are among the most widely read. Throughout his work , while 
maintaining a generally functionalist approach, his strong commitment to under
standing phenomena of the "middle range" - those phenomena cast at neither too 
abstract nor too particularistic a level - contrasts directly with the broad theoreti
cal orientation of Parsons. 

The three pieces excerpted below represent Merton 's general statements on func-
tionalism, the scope of scientific research, and the relation o f the individual to 
society. Flis distinction between manifest and latent functions provides an impor
tant answer to the teleological problem of functionalist theory - that is, the problem 
of conflating the cause o f a given phenomenon with its functional ends. M e r t o n 
argues that a given social action, such as a rain-dance, might be intended for a mani
fest function (producing rain). Nonetheless, it may also serve another end (building 
solidarity within the group). This distinction frees functionalists from needing to 
link the actors ' purposes with the functional needs o f a society. In contras t to 
Parsons, Mer ton argues in " O n Sociological Theories o f the Middle R a n g e " that 
sociologists should develop theories that "lie between the minor but necessary 
working hypotheses" of research and the "all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop 
a unified theory" that would explain all social phenomena. Finally, in his "Soc ia l 
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Structure and Anomie," Merton examines how structural constraints on the ability 
to obtain socially valued goods (such as wealth) shape the possible range of indi
vidual responses. 

The Legacy of Functionalism 

The decline of functionalism was swift, with few decidedly functional theoretical 
works appearing after the middle 1 9 7 0 s . Functionalism, especially Parsonian func
tionalism, was challenged on multiple fronts. Critics argued that there was an inher
ent conservative bias in the Parsonian focus on stability and function, which ignored 
important tensions within societies. With the rise of the Civil Rights movement and 
reactions to American action abroad, the harmonious self-balancing system seemed 
hard to square with direct observation. Aside from the ideological implications, 
critics charged that Parsonian theory's inability to accommodate dramatic social 
change and conflict was itself problematic. Additionally, a general critique of func
tional theory is that it is ideological: that the ends of a given phenomenon are suf
ficient for causing the phenomenon. Since such theories reverse the causal order, the 
underlying logic appeared flawed (but it should be pointed out that Parsons saw this 
as a misreading of his work} . Finally, contemporary theoretic work moved away 
from the macro level to the individual level with the simultaneous rise of social 
exchange theory and symbolic interactionism. While exchange theory largely rejected 
the normative aspects of Parsons in favor of a rational utilitarian perspective, sym
bolic interactionist approaches claimed a greater creative activity for individuals than 
the pattern variable scheme would allow, resulting in both approaches being able to 
explain individual action without need for the overarching Parsonian frame. 

Structural-functionalism thus fell deeply out of favor in American sociology by 
the 1 9 7 0 s . Interestingly, it was particularly Parsons's version, and not Morton's, that 
was rejected. Merton's work remained relevant for particular subfields, such as the 
sociology of deviance, even while functtonalism's dominance waned generally. In 
part this was also because Mer ton ' s middle-range theory seemed more suited to the 
increasingly individual-level empirical work in the discipline. 

But just as this broad historical cycle took structural-functionalism out of favor, 
so it seems to be again on the upswing. In the mid-1980s , some aspects o f func
tionalism reappeared, sparked largely through the work o f Jeffrey C. Alexander. 
Alexander has argued that critics o f Parsons were correct in many of their aspects, 
but that a desire to link individual action to wider social norms and a larger sys
temic view reflects many o f the same goals as Parsons. As such, some of the basic 
systemic elements of a functional perspective provide useful theoretical tools for 
sociology today. A related body of work on social systems comes from the work of 
Niklas Luhmann ( 1 9 9 5 ) and incorporates aspects o f Parsons's work with that of 
General Systems Theory (Buckley, 1 9 6 7 ) . 

Ironically, as rational choice theory becomes increasingly dominant in the social 
sciences, Parsons's emphasis on the contexts and limits of our choices - given by 
our personality systems, normative environment, and even our biological makeup 
- provides a necessary reminder of the boundedness of rational action. 



406 Introduction to Part VII 

S E L E C T B I B L I O G R A P H Y 

Aberle, D. R, A. K. Cohen, A. K. Davis, M. J . Jr. Levy, and F. X . Sutton, 1950. ' T h e Func
tional Prerequisites of a Society." Ethics 60(2) :100-11 . (This piece provides a simple intro
duction to what the functionalists felr were the necessary elements for making a sociery 
work.) 

Alexander, Jeffrey C. 1987. Twenty Lectures: Sociological Theory since World War 11. New 
York: Columbia University Press. (Alexander outlines the major currents of social thought 
during this rime in a well-written and clear set of lectures. Most of the early lecrures are 
devoted to Parsons's work.) 

Merton, Robert K. 1968. Social Theory and Social Structure. New York: The Free Press. (A 
collection of Merton's most central work, containing articles on a wide range of theoreti
cal and empirical topics.) 

Munch, Richard. 1994. Sociological Theory: From the 1920s to the 1960s. Chicago, II.: 
Nelson-Hall Publishers. (This volume is dedicated almost entirely to Parsons and provides 
an excellent interpretation and introduction.) 

Parsons, Talcott. 1949 [1937]. The Structure of Social Action. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press. 
(Parsons's major early work on the action frame of reference and its link to social 
structure.) 

Parsons, Talcott. 1951. The Social System. New York: The Free Press. (The major work of 
Parsons's later multi-level theory of the social system.) 

Parsons, Talcott. 1977. The Evolution of Modern Societies. Edited by Toby Jackson. Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Haii. (A synthetic presentation of a later version of Parsons's 
theory.) 

Ritzer, George. 1992. Sociological Theory. New York: McGraw-Hill. (Provides a good 
overview of functionalist theory, situating it well within the broader theoretical context of 
the time.) 

Smelser, Neil J . 1963. Theory of Collective Behavior. New York: The Free Press. (Chapter 2 
is a clear summary of Parsonian theory. Smelser uses this as a basis for his own more spe
cialized theory.) 
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A Few Basic Postulates 

It seems possible to lay down a few fundamental propositions which can serve as 
general guiding lines for the more technical task o f building a systematic treatment 
of sociological theory. I shall try to state these in sufficiently general form to leave 
room for a variety of different approaches in working out their implications in con
siderable detail. The following five seem to me the most essential o f these basic 
postulates: 

A. Systematic theory itself is of fundamental importance to any science. There 
is, o f course, no intention to deny that work which can be quite legitimately called 
scientific can develop without systematic theory. Morphologies, classifications and 
empirical generalizations of various sorts have played very important parts in the 
development o f a variety o f sciences. The highest levels of scientific development, 
however, are not reached without conceptualization on the level of what is ordi
narily called that of the theoretical system. The closer social science approaches to 
realizing this possibility, the more mature will it be considered as a science and the 
greater the predictive power which it will command . 

B . The theoretical system which is basic to sociology must be broader than that 
of the science o f sociology itself. It must be a theory of social systems. There has 
historically been an important so-called "encyclopedic" view which considered soci
ology the synthesis of all our knowledge o f human social behavior. This has the 
consequence of making economics, political science, etc., branches o f sociology, 
which is not in accord either with current academic reality or with good analytical 
procedure. We must somehow work out a theoretical scheme which articulates our 
own field with others which are equally part o f the same broader fundamental 
system. 

Talcott Parsons, "The Position of Sociological Theory," pp. 156-63 from American Socio
logical Review 13, 2. Copyright © 1948 by The American Sociological Association. 
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C. The systematic theory which is most fruitful for our field must conform with 
the "structural-functional" type, which is current in biological theory, notably phys
iology. Intrinsically the type of theoretical system best exemplified by analytical 
mechanics is more desirable, but is not now attainable in our field either as a theo
retical system as such or as a useful tool o f empirical analysis over a wide range. 
The most notable attempt to develop such a system was that o f Pareto, which with 
all its merits has not proved very fruitful as a tool in empirical research. T h e most 
essential point about a structural-functional theory is that by the use o f structural 
categories it simplifies dynamic problems to the point where a significant propor
tion of them became empirically manageable with the observational and analytical 
resources we can hope to command in the near future. 

D. The theory must be formulated within what may be called the " ac t i on" 
frame o f reference. It cannot, that is, be completely behavioristic in the sense of 
excluding ail reference to the point of view of the actor himself and to what is 
imputed as belonging to his internal or subjective mental processes. This postulate 
is essential in order to make it possible to achieve a high degree o f articulation with 
the motivational categories of contemporary psychology which deal with such things 
as attitudes, sentiments, goals, complexes, and the like. 

E. The theoretical system must so far as possible be framed in terms o f gen
uinely operational concepts. The ideal is to have theoretical categories o f such a 
character that the empirical values of the variables concerned are the immediate 
products of our observational procedures. In relatively few fields o f social science 
is any close approach to this yet possible, but with further development both on the 
theoretical side and in the invention of new observational and experimental proce
dures great progress in this direction is to be expected. 

Some Methodological Prerequisites of the Formulation of a System 

A. Analysis of the action frame of reference. In order to be clear about the impli
cations o f postulate D above, it is essential to work out some o f the major features 
and implication of the action schema. There are a variety o f ways o f doing this, but 
it has seemed on the whole most fruitful in the first instance to distinguish the ori
entation of the actor on the one hand, and the structure of the situation on the 
other. Though the situation includes both the physical environment and other 
persons, the point of view from which it must be analyzed for this purpose is not 
that of the physical or biological sciences as such, but the various types of signifi
cance o f situational facts to the actor. This means that the analysis- of the situation 
must be fully integrated with the analysis of action itself. Action, in turn, it seems 
convenient to analyze in terms of three fundamental modes of orientat ion, which 
may be called cognitive, goal directed, and affective, respectively. We can, that is, 
have an adequate analysis o f the action of the individual only so far as we under
stand his action and his situation in terms of his attempts to k n o w it cognitively, in 
terms of the goals he is striving to achieve, and in terms of his affective attitudes 
toward these components and toward the situation. This is a very broad and non-
commital schema which is, in fundamental respects, in general current use. 
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B. The functional prerequisites of the social system. Somewhat analogous to the 
spelling out o f the action frame of reference is an analysis of the functional pre
requisites o f the social system; that is, of a system of social action involving a plu
rality of interacting individuals. If the social system is to be the major unit of 
reference o f the total theoretical schema as a whole, it must be treated in functional 
terms. It is assumed as a matter of empirical fact that it has either certain given 
characteristics as a system which differentiate it from other systems and from the 
non-social situation, or there is a relatively definite empirically observed pattern of 
change in these characteristics analogous to the pattern of maturation of the young 
organism. Functional requirements o f the maintenance of any such pattern system 
or pattern line of change can be generalized to a certain degree. In the first place, 
of course, a social system must somehow provide for the minimum biological and 
psychological needs o f a sufficient proportion of its component members. On a more 
strictly social level, there seem to be two primary fundamental foci of its functional 
prerequisites. One lies in the problem o f order, in the problem of the coordination 
of the activities o f the various members in such a way that they are prevented from 
mutually blocking each other's action or destroying one another by actual physical 
destruction of the organisms, and, on the other hand, they are sufficiently geared 
in with each other so that they do mutually contribute to the functioning o f the 
system as a whole. The second focus is on adequacy of motivation. The system can 
only function if a sufficient proportion of its members perform the essential social 
roles with an adequate degree of effectiveness. If they are not adequately motivated 
to this minimum level of contribution to the system, the system itself, o f course, can 
not operate. A variety of further elaborations of the problem of functional pre
requisites can be worked out from these starting points. 

C. The bases of structure in social systems. A third fundamental methodologi
cal focus is in the nature of the structuring of the social system and the points of 
reference which must be considered in order to analyze that structuring. A struc
tural category in its significance for a structural-functional system must be treated 
as a relatively stable patterning of the relationships of the parts, which in this con
nection may be treated either as component actors or as the roles in terms o f which 
they participate in social relationships. One aspect of the structuring o f the system 
must be what is conveniently called "institutionalization"; 1 that is, the organization 
of action around sufficiently stable patterns so that it may be treated as structured 
from the point o f view o f the system. This theoretical function is to enable their 
assumption as constants for the treatment of limited dynamic problems. There are 
varying degrees o f institutionalization of action in different parts of the total social 
system. 

The second major aspect of the structuring of social systems is differentiation and 
the patterns according to which differentiation must be studied. This is a very com
plicated problem, and in general, treatment of it must be conceded to be in a rather 
unsatisfactory state. It is above all essential, however, that modes of differentiation 
be treated in terms of a system of categories which make different social structures 
comparable with each other on the structural level. Without this, any high level of 
dynamic generalization will prove to be impossible. The most promising lead to 
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solving this problem seems to lie in the demonstration of the existence of certain 
invariant points of reference about which differentiated structures focus. Some o f 
these may lie in the external non-social situation or action; for instance, it is possi
ble to systematize the comparison of kinship structures by using the fundamental 
biological facts of relatedness through biological descent as a set of invariant points 
of reference. Seen in this light, social systems of kinship become as it were 
variations on the biological theme. In a somewhat comparable way, it is possible to 
treat certain elements of the structure of action in terms of the pursuit o f specific 
goals and the social relationship complexes which grow out of that pursuit, as 
another set of invariant points of reference which makes structures in such areas as 
technology, exchange, property, organization, and the like, fundamentally compa
rable with each other. This is one aspect of the field which is in need o f the most 
intensive analytical development. 

The Main Conceptual Components of the Social System 

In the terms most immediately relevant to the sociological level of theoretical analy
sis, it seems convenient to classify the major conceptual components under the fol
lowing four categories: 

A. The structure of the situation. 
B . The cultural tradition. 
C. Institutional structure. 
D. Motivational forces and mechanisms. 

A. The role of the structure of the situation has already been commented on 
above. Here it is necessary only to say that it is essential to keep continually in mind 
a distinction of two major levels. The first is the structure of the situation from the 
point of view of any given individual actor; the second, from the point of view o f 
the functioning o f the social system under consideration as a whole. Failure to dis
tinguish these two levels was, for instance, the primary source of the dilemma into 
which Durkheim fell which was responsible for most of the controversy over the 
group mind problem. For the most part, the categorization of this area is relatively 
familiar. It should only be stated that there will be refinements and shifts o f empha
sis as a result of further development o f the more distinctively sociological elements 
of the total theoretical system. 

B. The cultural tradition. In general the usual anthropological definition of 
culture is applicable in this context . 2 Culture in this sense consists in those patterns 
relative to behavior and the products o f human action which may be transmitted, 
that is, passed on from generation to generation independently o f the biological 
genes. It is an exceedingly varied and complex entity, and one of the most impera
tive theoretical tasks is to work out careful and analytical distinctions o f the dif
ferent elements which make it up and of their different relations to the levels o f 
social structure and action. The difference from the usual anthropological usage o f 
the concept culture lies in our interest in the particularly strategic role which is 
played by those elements in the cultural tradition which define ideal patterns gov-
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erning the action of individuals. Their strategic significance derives from the fact 
that these are the patterns of culture which are susceptible of institutionalization, 
thereby forming components of the main structure o f the social system itself. It clari
fies discussion of this field, it seems to me, to make clear that there is not a sub
stantive distinction between cultural and institutional patterns, but rather it should 
be held that all institutional patterns are cultural. However, only some cultural pat
terns become institutionalized and therefore have the special significance for the 
social system which institutions have. The distinction is one of functional relation
ship to the social system. 

C. Institutional structure. This is that aspect of the conceptual analysis of the 
social system which is of closest relevance to the sociologist. Its most generalized 
role in the social system has been adequately described under C in the preceding 
section, and will be further elaborated below. 

D. Motivat ional forces and mechanisms. It is here that the psychological theory 
which is essential to the theory of social systems finds its place. It should be made 
quite clear that many elements of psychological theory are of only secondary rele
vance to the theory o f social systems. This is true of a great deal of physiological 
psychology and also o f the more idiosyncratic elements of the theory of personal
ity. Fundamentally the basic concern of the theory of social systems is with those 
elements of motivation which deal with the motivation of typical or expected behav
ior in social roles, and those tendencies which motivate socially significant deviance. 
It is important to make clear that the very common statement that psychology pro
vides certain premises or underlying assumptions for the theory of social systems is 
not correct. This psychological component does not constitute a set of assumptions 
which lie outside the system, but an indispensable component of the system itself. 
It seems to me that the relation between the psychological theory of motivation of 
social action and the sociological aspect of the theory of social systems is closely 
analogous to that between biochemistry and physiology. They are both inextrica
bly interlocked in the same body of analytical thinking in such a way that they are 
only analytically distinguishable. 

Institutions as the Theoretical Focus of Sociological Science 

It has been stated above that sociology should not claim to be the encyclopedic 
science of all human social behavior, but should find a place among the various 
social sciences. In terms of this point of view, institutions constitute the logical focus 
of sociology. When, for instance, some of the difficulties associated with group mind 
problems are stripped away, I think this is what is left of Durkheim's emphasis on 
the study of society as a phenomenon mi generis. This point of view should not, 
however, be interpreted to mean that sociology should be confined to the formal 
classificatory treatment of the structure o f institutions. I should prefer the formula 
that institutions are the focus of its interest and that almost any component of the 
social system which bears on the functional and dynamic problems of institutions 
should be defined as sociological. From this point o f view, sociological theory would, 
it seems to me, fall principally into the five following divisions. 
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A. The systematization of the study of the structural differentiation and integra
tion of institutional patterns on a comparative basis. This includes not simply formal 
morphology but the theoretical analysis of the relations of structure and structural 
variation to the functional needs of social systems. However, relatively speaking, 
this could be called "pure" or " formal" sociology. Its difference from the program 
of Simmel or von Wiese lies in its relations to the other branches o f sociological 
theory rather than in a difference in specific content. As has been remarked above, 
it is a grossly undeveloped part o f sociological theory, and is much in need o f atten
tion. Promising beginnings, however, are to be found. 

B . The theory of the dynamic interrelationships of institutions and culture. This 
is the major point of articulation between sociology and those aspects of anthro
pology which may be regarded as theoretically distinctive. W h a t may be called the 
sociology of nonliterate societies cannot be regarded as distinctive of anthropology 
as a theoretical science. It would deal with the selected processes and patterns of 
the institutionalization of different elements of culture which are not functionally 
appropriate for institutionalization, such as traditions of science or speculative phi
losophy or magic. It is within this field that primarily the sociology of knowledge 
and, for example, the sociology o f religion should be placed. 

C. The theory o f the motivation of institutional behavior. In my opinion, this 
theory should center about the concept of role, which is the primary name for the 
focus of the integration of motivation of the individual within the social system. It 
also would include the sociologically relevant theory of the process o f socialization 
and o f what is sometimes called basic personality or character structure. Another 
important aspect is the theoretical analysis o f the structural generalization of goals 
in institutional behavior. This whole field is, o f course, one o f the major points o f 
articulation between the theory of social systems and psychology. One may perhaps 
speak of this and the next category as in a very broad sense constituting either "psy
chological sociology" or an essential part of social psychology. 

D . The theory of the motivation o f deviant behavior and the problem of social 
control . This branch of sociological theory within the general framework of a theory 
of motivation and institutional behavior would be particularly concerned with the 
dynamics of the balance between conforming and deviant behavior. It would analyze 
the sources o f the motivation to deviant behavior in terms o f their relations to the 
social status and role o f the individuals concerned, and the strains placed upon them 
in those situations. Conversely, it would analyze the mechanisms of social control 
by which deviance is kept at a relatively low level. It assumes both knowledge o f 
institutional structure and o f the basic motivation o f institutional behavior as a start
ing point. 

E . The final branch of sociological theory according to this conception is the 
dynamic theory o f institutional change. It is most important to realize that this from 
a theoretical point of view would involve a synthesis of all the other branches o f 
the total theoretical system. It is impossible to understand the dynamics of change 
without a knowledge of the structural base from which any given process of change 
starts. It is also impossible to understand it without some knowledge of the possi
bilities o f new definitions o f the situation which are available in the cultural tradi
tion. Finally, the motivation o f any such change requires explicit analysis o f the 
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relevant motivational problems. This is above all true of the starting points of the 
process of change in terms of what, from the point of view of the initial starting 
point of a process of change, must be defined as deviant behavior. It must include 
an analysis o f the ways in which deviant behavior becomes socially structured and 
linked with legitimizing cultural patterns. It is unquestionably the culminating 
synthetic aspect o f the theoretical structure of our science, and high levels o f achieve
ment in this aspect must depend on the development of the tools in the other 
branches with which the theorist of dynamic change must work. 

NOTES 

1 To avoid misunderstanding it should be clearly stated what concept of institutions and 
correspondingly of institutionalization is being employed in this paper. A pattern gov
erning action in a social system will be called "institutionalized" in so far as it defines 
the main modes of the legitimately expected behavior of the persons acting in the rele
vant social roles, and in so far as conformity with these expectations is of strategic struc
tural significance to the social system. An institutional pattern is thus a culture pattern 
(see below) to which a certain structured complex of motivations and social sanctions 
have become attached. It is an ideal pattern, but since conformity is legitimately expected 
it is not a " Utopian" pattern. An institution is a complex of such institutional patterns 
which it is convenient to treat as a structural unit in the social system. 

2 There is, of course, no single standardized definition of culture accepted by all anthro
pologists. The theme of "social heredity" may, however, be considered the dominant one. 
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The Pattern-alternatives of Value-Orientation as Definitions of 
Relational Role-expectation Patterns 

The role-partner in a social relationship is a social object. To develop a systematic 
scheme of points of reference for the analysis of orientations in roles it is then essen
tial first to analyze those basic alternatives of selection which are particularly sig
nificant in defining the character o f relations to such a social object , and which are 
constitutive o f the character of the relationship pattern itself rather than of its 
"content" in interest terms, its cultural or motivational aspects in any sense other 
than as constitutive o f relational patterns. In other words the analysis of the dif
ferentiation of a social structure must start with the patterns which enter into its 
relational institutions. The following discussion is posited on the view that there is 
on a given level of generality a strictly limited and defined set of such alternatives, 
and that the relative primacies given to choices between them can be treated as con
stitutive o f the patterning of relational institutions. 1 

It should be made as clear as possible exactly what the following discussion is 
attempting to do. We are concerned with the patterning o f the collectivity-
integrative sub-type of the moral type of evaluative action-orientation. . . . Within 
this we are concerned with analyzing the structure of an actor 's relations to social 
objects in order to identify the points of reference which define the strategically 
significant limits of variability of this category of orientations. We will bring out a 
limited number o f such ranges which, in their simplest form, can be defined as polar 
alternatives of possible orientation-selection. These alternatives will be defined in 
terms of relative primacies among the types of orientation possibilities which have 
been discussed in previous sections. 

Talcott Parsons, "Structural Components of the Social System," pp. 58 -67 from Taicott 
Parsons, The Social System (New York: Macmillan Publishing, The Free Press, 1951). Copy
right © 1951 by Talcott Parsons. Reprinted with the permission of The Free Press, a division 
of Simon & Schuster, Inc. and Taylor &c Francis Books, UK. 
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It should again be emphasized that we are here dealing with the foci for the pat
terning of relational institutions. We are therefore concerned with primacy relations 
among the possibilities of evaluative action-orientations and the correlative modes 
of value-orientation, not with the types of interest or with culture-pattern types as 
such. The first problem then is that of primacy relations as between instrumental, 
expressive and moral orientations (including the sub-types of the latter). In moti
vational terms it may be presumed that the "ult imate" interest of any actor is in 
the optimization o f gratification. T h e most direct path to gratification in an orga
nized action system is through expressive orientations; hence relative to the expres
sive, both the instrumental and the moral modes of orientation impose renunciations 
or discipline. The social object is always actually and potentially to some degree an 
object o f cathexis. Hence in patterning the orientation to that object it is always a 
problem whether, in certain relevant respects, expressive orientation in terms of 
relatively immediate gratification interests is permissible, or is to be renounced in 
favor of instrumental or moral , that is certain types of evaluative interests. The first 
alternative may be defined as that of "affectivity," the second of "affective neutral
ity." This basic alternative is grounded in the nature of action systems. No actor 
can subsist without gratifications, while at the same time no action system can be 
organized or integrated without the renunciation of some gratifications which are 
available in the given situation. T h e polarity of affectivity-neutrality formulates the 
patterning out of action with respect to this basic alternative, in direct orientations 
to the social objects with w h o m an actor interacts in a role, and in its relevance to 
the structure o f the expectations o f his action in that role. 

This first alternative-pair focuses on the permissibility or non-permissibility of 
gratifying the actor's immediate adjustive interests by expressive activity. The second 
concerns the same intrinsic problem approached from the other end, as it were, 
namely the permissibility of his pursuing any interests "private" to himself as dis
tinguished from those shared with the other members of the collectivity in which he 
plays a role. Thus not only his expressive, but his instrumental and ego-integrative 
orientations and the corresponding interests are defined as "private" in so far as they 
do not coincide with those recognized as collective by the collectivity. A role, then, 
may define certain areas of pursuit of private interests as legitimate, and in other 
areas obligate the actor to pursuit of the common interests of the collectivity. The 
primacy o f the former alternative may be called "self-orientation," that of the latter, 
"collectivity-orientation." 

Both these alternative-pairs raise an important problem of interpretation. It may 
rightly be said that just as every actor must both have immediate gratifications and 
accept discipline, so must every role both provide for pursuit of private interests 
and ensure the interests of the collectivity. This circumstance is not a paradox, 
because, defined as a matter o f orientation-primacy in role-expectations these alter
natives apply to specifically relevant selection-contexts, not necessarily to every spe
cific act within the role. Thus where effective instrumental pursuit of a certain class 
of goals is institutionalized as part of the role, only the gratification of expressive 
interests which might interfere with the attainment of these goals must be subordi
nated; the role is defined in affectively neutral terms in this context but not neces
sarily in all others. In the relevant choice-dilemma one alternative is prescribed. But 
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this prescription is always relative to a specified context in which the dilemma arises. 
Similarly we would only speak of a role as collectivity-oriented if the pursuit 
of certain private interests which were relevant possibilities in the given type of 
situation was subordinated to the collective interest. Thus the public official has an 
interest in his own financial well-being, which for example he may take into account 
in deciding between jobs, but he is expected not to take this into consideration in 
his specific decisions respecting public policy where the two potentially conflict. This 
is the subordination of an instrumental (or ego-integrative) personal value. 

The first two alternative pairs have been concerned with the expression-discipline 
problem which confronts all action systems on two levels: first, the obligation to 
acceptance o f discipline by the individual actor vis-a-vis his expressive interests, the 
gratification of which would, in this role context , be felt to be disruptive; second 
the same dilemma reappears in relation to the pursuit of any sort of private inter
ests, no matter how highly disciplined in a personality sense vis-a-vis the definition 
of obligations to the collectivity. Indeed, in this context often the most highly dis
ciplined pursuit o f private interests may be the most dysfunctional in collectivity 
terms. T h e third alternative pair concerns not subordination to vs. freedom from 
certain value standards whatever their content, but the type of value-standard which 
is defined as relevant to the role-expectation. Here recourse must be had to primacy 
relations among the modes of value-orientation themselves, since these define types 
of standard by which action-orientations are evaluated. For this purpose the moral 
category may be neglected since it is not an "au tonomous" type, but concerns ori
entation to the integration of the action system, given commitment to the standards 
involved. Hence the basic alternative is between the primacy of cognitive and appre
ciative standards. W h a t does this mean in the present context? 

Cognitive orientation is, it may be said, essentially orientation to the element 
of generalization in the object-world. Cathectic orientation, on the other hand, is 
inherently particularized, to particular objects and ordered combinat ions o f them. 
If generalization is paramount in cognitive orientation, then the standards charac
terized by cognitive primacy cannot be particular to the specific relational system 
(with non-social as well as social objects) in which the actor is involved. It tran
scends this relational context . Normatively its orientation is to universal canons of 
validity. 

In the case of cathectic orientation and the cognate modes o f action- and value-
orientation, there is an inherently "subjective" reference to gratification-significance. 
But the gratificational significance o f an orientation can never transcend the partic
ular relational system o f which it is a part. The standard must be couched in terms 
o f significance for this particular actor in these particular relations with these par
ticular objects. The primacy of cognitive values then may be said to imply a uni-
versalistic standard of role-expectation, while that of appreciative values implies a 
particularistic standard. In the former case the standard is derived from the valid
ity of a set o f existential ideas, or the generality o f a normative rule, in the latter 
from the particularity of the cathectic significance of an object or of the status of 
the object in a relational system. Thus definitions of role-expectations in terms of 
a universally valid moral precept, e.g., the obligation to fulfill contractual agree
ments, an empirical cognitive generalization, or a selection for a role in terms of the 
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belief that technical competence in the relevant respects will increase the effective
ness of achievement in the role, are universalistic definitions of roles. On the other 
hand definitions in such terms as " I must try to help him because he is my friend," 
or of obligations to a kinsman, a neighbor, or the fellow-member of any solidary 
group because of this membership as such are particularistic. 

There is one common source o f confusion in this field which must be cleared up 
at once. It derives from the fact that a particularistic role-obligation may be for
mulated in terms of a general rule in the sense that it states in general terms the 
particularistic obligations of all those in the relevant class of.roles. Thus "honor thy 
father and thy mother" is stated as a general rule of morality. But it is its form that 
is general. T h e content of the obligation is particularistic, namely for each child, 
toward his particular parents. I f the rule were, on the other hand, "pay honor to 
parents because of their quality of parenthood as such, regardless of whose parents 
they are," it would be a universalistic norm. All norms are capable of generality o f 
statement and application (though varying greatly in degree of generality). The ques
tion is whether or not a discrimination is made between those objects with which 
ego stands in a particularistic relationship and other objects possessing the same 
attributes. Such a discrimination is incompatible with the conception of a univer
salistic norm. If parenthood is the relevant attribute, then the norm, if it is univer
salistic, applies equally to all objects possessing that attribute. 

The first three alternative-pairs have been defined in terms of relative primacy 
relations of the orientational components of action, that is, with reference to ego 
as actor. In terms of primary functional significance for the patterning of role-
orientations these three are exhaustive of the major possibilities, on the same level 
of generality. But they have not taken account of the total frame of reference. There 
remain alternatives with respect to the characteristics of social objects themselves, 
that is, from ego's point of view of the alter in the complementary role-orientation 
structure or to ego himself as an object , and with reference to the scope of relevance 
of alter as an object. These contexts produce two further alternative-pairs. 

In both cases it is essential to strike just the right level of generality which is coor
dinated with that of the relevance of the first three pairs. Applying this criterion it 
seems that there is one dilemma which is of the most generalized significance in each 
context . With respect to characteristics o f the object it is that of the focus on its 
qualities or attributes as distinguished from focus on its performances. "Perfor
mance" in this sense is a characteristic which, by definition, we have confined to 
the category of social objects. But the "al ter" who is the complementary member 
of a reciprocal role-orientation system is also by definition a social object, and there
fore is characterized by performance. 

Orientation to the actor's performance (which may be either ego's or alter's or 
both) means that the focus is on his achievement. The expectation is that the actor 
is committed to the achievement o f certain goals or expressive performances and 
that expectations are oriented to his "effectiveness" or "success" in achieving them, 
hence that positive sanctions will reward such success and negative sanctions will 
ensue in case o f failure to achieve. There are of course all manner of complications 
such as the definition of what constitute "extenuating circumstances," but this is 
the major axis of the expectation structure. 
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On the other hand, even though actors can and do perform in the above sense, 
the major focus of a particular role-expectation need not be on this performance. 
All objects have attributes, they not only do this or that, but they are such and such. 
They have attributes o f sex, age, intelligence, physical characteristics, statuses in 
relational systems, e.g., collectivity memberships. The focus of orientation then may 
be what the object is in this sense, e.g., that he is ego's father, that he is a physi
cian, or that he is over six feet tall. Such attributes or quality-complexes may be 
conditions of a variety o f performances, for physical or social reasons, but even so 
the orientation focus may still be the quality as such. This may be the criterion for 
differentiation o f treatment and of expectations of his behavior. 

This distinction has become current in the sociological literature in Linton's terms 
of achieved and ascribed status and hence it seems advisable to adopt those terms 
here. Achievement-oriented roles are those which place the accent on the perfor
mances of the incumbent, ascribed roles, on his qualities or attributes independently 
of specific expected performances. 

The incidence of the alternative as between qualities and performances involves 
a further set of ramifications beyond the ascription-achievement distinction with ref
erence to role-expectations, which because of their general importance in the theory 
o f action may be brought to attention here. These concern its application to the 
definition of ideal states of affairs where they differ from a given initial state. Where 
performances are the focus of value-orientation the emphasis may be on the goal 
as the "expression," as it were, of the valued achievement-process. O n the other 
hand the valuation of the goal-state as such may emphasize its qualities indepen
dently of the processes of its achievement. We shall see that this distinction is of 
considerable significance in defining different patterns o f orientation to " ideal" 
states of affairs. 

The achievement-ascription alternative-pair concerns characteristics o f the object 
which may be selected as the focus of orientation. There remains the question of 
the scope of ego's "interest" in the object. It has been noted above how crucially 
important is the differentiation of modes of orientation o f action and the corre
sponding differentiation of types of orientations in terms of primacies. But this dif
ferentiation has been treated in terms of the orientation of an actor taken as a point 
of reference without regard to the question o f whether the different modes of ori
entation were segregated out in relation to different objects, or combined in orien
tation to the same object. This question of the relative incidence of "fusions" and 
"segregations" of action-orientation types will be seen to be of the greatest 
importance for the analysis o f social structure. 

When many empirical differences are taken into account it will prove to be pos
sible to derive very complex permutations and combinat ions in this respect. But on 
the present level of generality the starting point should again be the evaluative types 
of action-orientation as such. Here a particular instrumental or expressive orienta
tion or interest has a certain specificity such that is capable of clear analytical seg
regation from the other or from moral orientations. Hence one horn o f the dilemma 
will be the definition o f the role as orienting to the social object in specific terms, 
that is in terms of a specific instrumental or expressive interest. This is, it will be 
noted, a definition o f the scope o f the object's (alter's) significance to ego. Since it 
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is defined in terms of a moral value-pattern it means that he is held to be entitled 
or even obligated to confine the relevance of this particular object or class of them 
within these limits. Hence the burden of proof rests on him who would suggest that 
ego has obligations vis-a-vis the object in question which transcend this specificity 
of relevance. 

The alternative is to treat the object as significant in an indefinite plurality of 
specific orientation contexts . This always implies a moral element because the 
problem of evaluative integration of the different components of the total orienta
tion to the object is by definition involved. Conversely the binding together o f such 
a plurality o f such specific interests in a single object-relation always implies a moral 
component in the orientation (note, this may be only ego-integrative, not relational. 
It does not imply consideration for the welfare of the object - a range of variation 
which is conceptualized in terms of self- vs. collectivity-orientation). Hence the clear 
antithesis of the specific, interest-segregated type of orientation is a diffuse mode, 
where the burden of proof is on the side of the exclusion o f an interest or mode of 
orientation as outside the range of obligations defined by the role-expectation. This 
proof can be furnished by invoking an obligation higher in a scale of evaluative 
priority. 

As in the cases o f the other alternative-pairs it is essential here to keep in mind 
the relativity of this conceptualization. Like the others it applies at the choice-point 
to directions o f orientation. It is a question at such a point of confining relevance 
and hence obligation to a specific interest (definable on various levels of generality) 
or of admitting the possible relevance in terms of integrative evaluation and subject 
to a priority scale, of any contingency which might arise. 

If the derivation o f these five alternative pairs from possibilities of the combina
tion of the basic components of the action system has been correct, if they are in fact 
all on the same level of generality and are exhaustive of the relevant logical possi
bilities on that level, they may be held to constitute a system. Then, on the 
relevant level which, as we shall see is only one which needs to be considered, their 
permutations and combinations should yield a system of types of possible role-expec
tation pattern, on the relational level, namely defining the pattern of orientation to 
the actors in the role relationship. This system will consist of thirty-two types, which 
may in turn be grouped into a smaller number of more fundamental ones. 

For the convenience of the reader these five concept-pairs, which will be called 
the pattern variables of role-definition, may be schematically outlined as follows: 

I The Gratification-Discipline Dilemma 
Affectivity vs. Affective Neutrality 

II The Private vs. Collective Interest Dilemma 
Self-Orientation vs. Collectivity-Orientation 

III The Choice Between Types of Value-Orientation Standard 
Universalism vs. Particularism 

IV The Choice between "Modali t ies" of the Social Object 
Achievement vs. Ascription 

V The Definition of Scope of Interest in the Object 
Specificity vs. Diffuseness 
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That these five pattern variables are focused on the relational aspect of the role 
structure o f the social system does not mean that they are irrelevant to the defini
tion of the patterns of regulative and of cultural institutions. They cannot be, if only 
because of the element of consistency of pattern which must run throughout a 
system of value-orientations in a cultural tradition. But for us the system o f rela
tional institutions is the core of the social structure and it will facilitate develop
ment of the analysis to start from this core and work out from there. 

N O T E 

I A more extensive discussion of the following conceptual scheme will be found in Values, 
Motives, and Systems of Action, Chapter I. 
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Let us now turn to a more detailed discussion of our conception of a social system. 
First, the concept of interpenetration implies that, however important logical closure 
may be as a theoretical ideal, empirically social systems are conceived as open 
systems, engaged in complicated processes of interchange with environing systems. 
The environing systems include, in this case, cultural and personality systems, the 
behavioral and other subsystems o f the organism, and, through the organism, the 
physical environment. The same logic applies internally to social systems, conceived 
as differentiated and segmented into a plurality of subsystems, each o f which must 
be treated analytically as an open system interchanging with environing subsystems 
of the larger system. 

The concept of an open system interchanging with environing systems also 
implies boundaries and their maintenance. When a set of interdependent phenom
ena shows sufficiently definite patterning and stability over time, then we can say 
that it has a "structure" and that it is fruitful to treat it as a "system." A bound
ary means simply that a theoretically and empirically significant difference between 
structures and processes internal to the system and those external to it exists and 
tends to be maintained. In so far as boundaries in this sense do not exist, it is not 
possible to identify a set of interdependent phenomena as a system; it is merged in 
some other, more extensive system. It is thus important to distinguish a set of phe
nomena not meant to constitute a system in the theoretically relevant sense - e.g., 
a certain type o f statistical sample of a population - from a true system. 

Structural and Functional Modes of Analysis. Besides identifying a system in 
terms o f its patterns and boundaries, a social system can and should be analyzed in 
terms of three logically independent - i.e., cross-cutting - but also interdependent, 
bases or axes of variability, or as they may be called, bases of selective abstraction. 

The first o f these is best defined in relation to the distinction between "struc
tural" and "functional" references for analysis. However relative these two con
cepts may be, the distinction between them is highly important. The concept o f 
structure focuses on those elements of the patterning of the system which may be 

Talcott Parsons, "An Outline of the Social System," pp. 3 6 - 4 3 , 4 4 - 7 , 7 0 - 2 from Talcott 
Parsons, Edward A. Shils, Kaspar D. Naegle, and Jesse R. Pitts (eds.), Theories of Society 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, The Free Press, 1961). 
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regarded as independent of the lower-amplitude and shorter time-range fluctuations 
in the relation of the system to its external situation. It thus designates the features 
of the system which can, in certain strategic respects, be treated as constants over 
certain ranges of variation in the behavior of other significant elements of the theo
retical problem. 

Thus, in a broad sense, the American Constitution has remained a stable refer
ence point over a period of more than a century and a half. During this time, of 
course, the structure of American society has changed very greatly in certain 
respects; there have been changes in legal terms, through legislation, through legal 
interpretations, and through more informal processes. But the federal state, the divi
sion between legislative and executive branches of government, the independent 
judiciary, the separation of church and state, the basic rights o f personal liberty, of 
assembly, and of property, and a variety of other features have for most purposes 
remained constant. 

The functional reference, on the other hand, diverges from the structural in the 
"dynamic" direction. Its primary theoretical significance is integrative; functional 
considerations relate to the problem of mediation between two fundamental sets o f 
exigencies: those imposed by the relative constancy or "givenness" of a structure, 
and those imposed by the givenness of the environing situation external to the 
system. Since only in a theoretically limiting case can these two be assumed to stand 
in a constant relation to each other, there will necessarily exist a system of dynamic 
processes and mechanisms. 

Concepts like "structure" and "function" can be considered as either concrete 
or analytical. Our present concern is with their analytical meaning; we wish to state 
in a preliminary way a fundamental proposition about the structure o f social systems 
that will be enlarged upon later - namely, that their structure as treated within the 
frame of reference o f action consists in institutionalized patterns o f normative 
culture. It consists in components of the organisms or personalities o f the partici
pating individuals only so far as these "interpenetrate" with the social and cultural 
systems, i.e., are "internalized" in the personality and organism of the individual. I 
shall presently discuss the problem o f classifying the elements o f normative culture 
that enter into the structure of social systems. 

The functional categories of social systems concern, then, those features in terms 
of which systematically ordered modes of adjustment operate in the changing rela
tions between a given set o f patterns of institutionally established structure in the 
system and a given set of properties of the relevant environing systems. Historically, 
the most common model on which this relationship has been based is that o f the 
behaving organism, as used in psychological thinking. Fo rm this point o f view, the 
functional problem is that of analyzing the mechanisms which make orderly 
response to environmental conditions possible. When using this model in analyzing 
social systems, however, we treat not only the environment but the structure o f the 
system as problematical and subject to change, in a sense which goes farther than 
the traditional behavior psychologist has been accustomed to go. 

In interpreting this position, one should remember that the immediately envi
roning systems of a social system are not those of the physical environment. They 
are, rather, the other primary subsystems of the general system of action - i.e., the 
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personalities of its individual members, the behaviorally organized aspects of the 
organisms underlying those personalities, and the relevant cultural systems in so far 
as they are not fully institutionalized in the social system but involve components 
other than "normative patterns of culture" that are institutionalized. 

"Dynamic" Modes of Analysis. The importance of the second basis or axis of 
empirical variability, and hence of theoretical problem formulation, follows directly. 
A fundamental distinction must be made between two orders of "dynamic" prob
lems relative to a given system. The first of these concerns the processes which go 
on under the assumption that the structural patterns o f institutionalized culture are 
given, i.e., are assumed to remain constant. This is the area of problems of equi
librium as that concept has been used by Pareto, Henderson, and others, and of 
homeostasis as used by Cannon. The significance o f such problems is directly con
nected with both the concept of system and the ways in which we have defined the 
relation between structure and function. 

The concept of equilibrium is a fundamental reference point for analyzing the 
processes by which a system either comes to terms with the exigencies imposed by 
a changing environment, without essential change in its own structure, or fails to 
come to terms and undergoes other processes, such as structural change, dissolu
tion as a boundary-maintaining system (analogous to biological death for the organ
ism), or the consolidation of some impairment leading to the establishment o f 
secondary structures o f a "pathological" character. Theoretically, the concept of 
equilibrium has a normative reference in only one sense. Since the structure o f social 
systems consists in institutionalized normative culture, the "maintenance" o f these 
normative patterns is a basic reference point for analyzing the equilibrium of the 
system. However, whether this maintenance actually occurs or not, and in what 
measure, is entirely an empirical question. Furthermore, "disequilibrium" may 
lead to structural change which, from a higher-order normative point of view, is 
desirable. 

The second set of dynamic problems concerns processes involving change in the 
structure of the system itself. This involves, above all, problems of interchange with 
the cultural system, however much these may in turn depend upon the internal state 
of the social system and its relations to other environing systems. Leaving distinc
tions within the category of internal adjustive processes aside for the moment, one 
can say that, with respect to its external interchanges, problems of equilibrium for 
the social system involve primarily its relations to its individual members as per
sonalities and organisms, and, through these, to the physical environment. Prob
lems of structural change, on the other hand, primarily involve its relations to the 
cultural systems affecting its patterns o f institutionalized normative culture. 

However fundamental the distinction between dynamic problems which do and 
do not involve structural change may be, the great importance of an intermediate 
or mixed case should be emphasized. This is the problem o f change involving the 
structure of subsystems o f the social system, but not the over-all structural pattern. 
The most important case in this category is that of processes of structural differen
tiation. Structural differentiation involves genuine reorganization of the system and, 
therefore, fundamental structural change of various subsystems and their relations 
to each other. Its analysis therefore presents problems of structural change for the 
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relevant subsystems, but not in the same sense for the system as a whole. T h e prob
lems involved concern the organization of the structural components o f social 
systems, particularly the hierarchical order in which they are placed. Further dis
cussion will have to await clarification o f these problems. 

The Hierarchy of Relations of Control. The third o f the three essential axes o f 
theoretical analysis may be defined as concerning a hierarchy of relat ions of control . 
The development o f theory in the past generation in both the biological and the 
behavioral sciences has revealed the primary source o f the difficulty underlying the 
prominent reductionism of so much earlier thought. Th i s was the reductionist ten
dency to ignore the importance of the ways in which the organizat ion o f living 
systems involved structures and mechanisms that operated as agencies o f control -
in the cybernetic sense of control - of their metabolic and behavioral processes. T h e 
concept o f the "behavioral organism" put forward above is that o f a cybernetic 
system located mainly in the central nervous system, which operates through several 
intermediary mechanisms to control the metabol ic processes o f the organism and 
the behavioral use of its physical facilities, such as the mot ions o f l imbs. 

The basic subsystems o f the general system o f action const i tute a hierarchical 
series of such agencies o f control of the behavior o f individuals or organisms. T h e 
behavioral organism is the point o f articulation o f the system o f ac t ion with the 
anatomical-physiological features of the physical organism and is its point of 
contact with the physical environment. T h e personality system is, in turn, a system 
of control over the behavioral organism; the social system, over the personalities o f 
its participating members; and the cultural system, a system o f cont ro l relative to 
social systems. 

It may help if we illustrate the nature o f this type o f hierarchical relationship by 
discussing the sense in which the social system "con t ro l s " the personality. The re are 
two main empirical points at which this control operates, though the principles 
involved are the same in both cases. First, the situation in which any given indi
vidual acts is, far more than any other set o f factors, composed o f other individu
als, not discretely but in ordered sets o f relationship to the individual in point. 
Flence, as the source o f his principal facilities o f act ion and o f his principal rewards 
and deprivations, the concrete social system exercises a powerful cont ro l over the 
action o f any concrete, adult individual. However, the patterning o f the motiva
tional system in terms o f which he faces this situation also depends upon the social 
system, because his own personality structure has been shaped through the inter
nalization of systems o f social objects and o f the patterns o f insti tutionalized culture. 
This point, it should be made clear, is independent o f the sense in which individ
uals are concretely autonomous or creative rather than "pass ive" o r "conforming ," 
for individuality and creativity are, to a considerable extent , phenomena o f the insti
tutionalization o f expectations. The social system which controls the personality is 
here conceived analytically, not concretely. 

Control Relations within the Social System. T h e same basic principle o f cyber
netic hierarchy that applies to the relations between general subsystems o f action 
applies again within each o f them, notably to social systems, which is o f primary 
concern here. The principle o f the order o f cybernetic priority, combined with 
primacy of relevance to the different boundary-interchange exigencies o f the system, 
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will be used as the fundamental basis for classifying the components of social 
systems. The relevance of this hierarchy applies, of course, to all the components 
distinguished according to the first o f our three ranges of variation, to structures, 
functions, mechanisms, and categories of input and output. 

The most strategic starting point for explaining this basic set of classifications is 
the category of functions, the link between the structural and the dynamic aspects 
of the system. I have suggested that it is possible to reduce the essential functional 
imperatives o f any system o f ac t ion , and hence o f any social system, to four, which 
1 have called pattern-maintenance, integration, goal-attainment, and adaptation. 
These are listed in order of significance from the point of view of cybernetic control 
of action processes in the system type under consideration. 

The Function of Pattern-maintenance. The function of pattern-maintenance 
refers to the imperative of maintaining the stability of the patterns of institutional
ized culture defining the structure of the system. There are two distinct aspects of 
this functional imperative. T h e first concerns the character of the normative pattern 
itself; the second concerns its s tate o f "institutionalization." From the point of view 
of the individual participant in a social system, this may be called his motivational 
commitment to act in accordance with certain normative patterns; this, as we shall 
see, involves their " internal izat ion" in the structure of his personality. 

Accordingly, the focus of pattern-maintenance lies in the structural category of 
values, which will be discussed presently. In this connection, the essential function 
is maintenance, at the cultural level, of the stability of institutionalized values 
through the processes which art iculate values with the belief system, namely, reli
gious beliefs, ideology, and the like. Values, of course, are subject to change, but 
whether the empirical tendency be toward stability or not, the potentialities of dis
ruption from this source are very great, and it is essential to look for mechanisms 
that tend to protect such order - even if it is orderliness in the process of change. 

The second aspect of this con t ro l function concerns the motivational commit
ment of the individual - elsewhere called "tension-management." A very central 
problem is that of the mechanisms o f socialization of the individual, i.e., of the 
processes by which the values o f the society are internalized in his personality. But 
even when values have become internalized, the commitments involved are subject 
to different kinds of strain. M u c h insight has recently been gained about the ways 
in which such mechanisms as ritual, various types o f expressive symbolism, the arts, 
and indeed recreation, operate in this connection. Durkheim's analysis o f the func
tions of religious ritual may be said to constitute the main point of departure here. 

Pattern-maintenance in this sense plays a part in the theory of social systems, as 
of other systems of action, comparab l e to that o f the concept of inertia in mechan
ics. It serves as the most fundamental reference point to which the analysis of other, 
more variable factors can be related. Properly conceived and used, it does not imply 
the empirical predominance o f stabili ty over change. However, when we say that, 
because of this set of functional exigencies, social systems show a tendency to main
tain their structural patterns, we say essentially two things. First, we provide a ref
erence point for the orderly analysis o f a whole range of problems o f variation which 
can be treated as arising from sources other than processes of structural change in 
the system, including, in the lat ter concept , its dissolution. Second, we make it clear 
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that when we do analyze structural change we are dealing with a different kind of 
theoretical problem than that involved in equilibration. Hence, there is a direct rela
tion between the function of pattern-maintenance - as distinguished from the other 
three functional imperatives - and the distinction between problems of equilibrium 
analysis, on the one hand, and the analysis of structural change on the other. The 
distinction between these two types of problems comes to focus at this point in the 
paradigm. 

The Function of Goal-attainment. For purposes of exposition it seems best to 
abandon the order o f control set forth above and to concentrate next upon the func
tion of goal-attainment and its relation to adaptation. In contrast to the constancy 
of institutionalized cultural patterns, we have emphasized the variability of a 
system's relation to its situation. The functions o f goal-attainment and adaptation 
concern the structures, mechanisms, and processes involved in this relation. 

We have compared pattern-maintenance with inertia as used in the theory o f 
mechanics. Goal-attainment then becomes a "problem" in so far as there arises some 
discrepancy between the inertial tendencies o f the system and its "needs" resulting 
from interchange with the situation. Such needs necessarily arise because the inter
nal system and the environing ones cannot be expected to follow immediately the 
changing patterns of process. 1 A goal is therefore defined in terms o f equilibrium. 
It is a directional change that tends to reduce the discrepancy between the needs o f 
the system, with respect to input-output interchange, and the conditions in the envi
roning systems that bear upon the "fulfillment" of such needs. Goal-at tainment or 
goal-orientation is thus, by contrast with pattern-maintenance, essentially tied to a 
specific situation. 

A social system with only one goal, defined in relation to a generically crucial 
situational problem, is conceivable. M o s t often, however, the situation is complex, 
with many goals and problems. In such a case two further considerations must be 
taken into account. First, to protect the integrity of the system, the several goals 
must be arranged in some scale of relative urgency, a scale sufficiently flexible to 
allow for variations in the situation. For any complex system, therefore, it is nec
essary to speak of a system o f goals rather than o f a single unitary goal, a system, 
however, which must have some balance between integration as a system and flex
ible adjustment to changing pressures. 

For the social system as such, the focus of its goal-orientation lies in its relation 
as a system to the personalities of the participating individuals. It concerns, there
fore, not commitment to the values of the society, but motivation to contribute what 
is necessary for the functioning of the system; these "contr ibut ions" vary according 
to particular exigencies. For example, considering American society, one may 
suggest that, given the main system of values, there has been in the Cold-War period 
a major problem of motivating large sectors o f the population to the level of national 
effort required to sustain a position of world leadership in a very unstable and 
rapidly changing situation. I would interpret much of the sense of frustration 
expressed in isolationism and McCar thyism as manifestations o f the strains result
ing from this problem. 2 

The Function of Adaptation. The second consequence of plurality of goals, 
however, concerns the difference between the functions of goal-attainment and 
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adaptation. When there is only one goal, the problem of evaluating the usefulness 
of facilities is narrowed down to their relevance to attaining this particular goal. 
With a plurality of goals, however, the problem of ' ' cost" arises. That is, the same 
scarce facilities will have alternative uses within the system of goals, and hence their 
use for one purpose means sacrificing the gains that would have been derived from 
their use for another. It is on this basis that an analytical distinction must be made 
between the function of effective goal-attainment and that of providing disposable 
facilities independent o f their relevance to any particular goal. The adaptive func
tion is defined as the provision of such facilities. 

Just as there is a pluralism of lower-order, more concrete goals, there is also a 
pluralism of relatively concrete facilities. Hence there is a parallel problem of the 
organization of such facilities in a system. The primary criterion is the provision of 
flexibility, so far as this is compatible with effectiveness, for the system; this means 
a maximum of generalized disposability in the processes of allocation between alter
native uses. Within the complex type of social system, this disposability o f facilities 
crystallizes about the institutionalization of money and markets. More generally, at 
the macroscopic social-system level, the function of goal-attainment is the focus of 
the political organization of societies, while that of adaptation is the focus of eco
nomic organization. 1 

The most important kinds of facilities involve control o f physical objects, access 
to the services of human agents, and certain cultural elements. For their mechanisms 
of control to be at all highly generalized, particular units of such resources must be 
"al ienable," i.e., not bound to specific uses through ascription. T h e market system 
is thus a primary focus of the society's organization for adaptation. Comparable 
features operate in less differentiated societies, and in more differentiated subsys
tems where markets do not penetrate, such as the family. 

Within a given system, goal-attainment is a more important control than adap
tation. Facilities subserve the attainment of goals, not vice versa - though o f course 
the provision or "production" of facilities may itself be a goal, with a place within 
the more general system of goals. There are, however, complications in the impli
cations of this statement. 

The Function of Integration. The last of four functional imperatives of a system 
of action - in our case, a social system - is that o f integration. In the control 
hierarchy, this stands between the functions of pattern-maintenance and goal-
attainment. Our recognition of the significance of integration implies that all 
systems, except for a limiting case, are differentiated and segmented into relatively 
independent units, i.e., must be treated as boundary-maintaining systems within an 
environment of other systems, which in this case are other subsystems of the same, 
more inclusive system. The functional problem of integration concerns the mutual 
adjustment o f these "units" or subsystems from the point of view o f their "contri
butions" to the effective functioning of the system as a whole. Th i s , in turn, con
cerns their relation to the pattern-maintenance problem, as well as to the external 
situation through processes of goal-attainment and adaptation. 

In a highly differentiated society, the primary focus of the integrative function is 
found in its system of legal norms and the agencies associated with its management, 
notably the courts and the legal profession. Legal norms at this level, rather than 
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that of a supreme constitution, govern the allocation of rights and obligations, of 
facilities and rewards, between different units of the complex system; such norms 
facilitate internal adjustments compatible with the stability of the value system or 
its orderly change, as well as with adaptation to the shifting demands of the exter
nal situation. The institutionalization of money and power are primarily integrative 
phenomena, like other mechanisms of social control in the narrower sense. These 
problems will be further discussed in later sections of this essay. 

For any given type of system - here, the social - the integrative function is the 
focus o f its most distinctive properties and processes. We contend, therefore, that 
the problems focusing about the integrative functions of social systems constitute 
the central core of the concerns of sociological theory. . . . 

Categories of Social Structure 

Historically, the theoretical preoccupations of sociological theory have emerged 
from two main points o f reference. One concerns the relations o f social systems and 
culture and focuses on the problem of values and norms in the social system. T h e 
second concerns the individual as organism and personality and focuses on the indi
viduals' participation in social interaction. Generally, neither of these reference 
points may be considered more important than the other. However, since the fore
going discussion o f functional imperatives has started with pattern-maintenance, 
which chiefly concerns the institutionalization of normative culture, it may help to 
balance the picture if we begin our detailed discussion of structure at the other end, 
with the problem o f the interaction o f individuals. 

Social interaction and roles 

For sociology, the essential concept here is that of role. I should like to treat this 
concept as the "bo t tom" term o f a series o f structural categories, o f which the other 
terms, in ascending order, are collectivity, norm, and value. (It is interesting, and I 
think significant, that systematic introduction of the concept of role has been, 
perhaps, the most distinctively American contribution to the structural aspects o f 
sociological theory.) 

The essential starting point is the conception of two (or more) individuals inter
acting in such a way as to constitute an interdependent system. As personalities, 
each individual may be considered a system with its own values, goals, etc., facing 
the others as part o f an "environment" that provides certain opportunities for 
goal-attainment as well as certain limitations and sources o f frustration. Though 
interdependence can be taken into account at this level, this is not equivalent to 
treating the process o f interaction as a social system. True, the action of Alter i.s an 
essential part of the conditions bearing on the attainment o f Ego's goals, but 
the vital sociological question concerns the nature and degree o f the integration o f 
the system of interaction as a social system. Here the question arises o f the condi
tions under which the interaction process can be treated as stable - in the sense, at 
least, that it does not prove to be so mutually frustrating that dissolution o f the 
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system (i.e., for the individual, "leaving the field") seems more likely than its 
continuation. 

The problem of stability introduces considerations of temporal continuity, which 
immediately brings us to the relevance of normative orientation. It can be shown 
that, within the action frame of reference, stable interaction implies that acts acquire 
"meanings" which are interpreted with reference to a common set of normative con
ceptions. The particularity o f specific acts is transcended in terms of the general
ization of the normative c o m m o n culture as well as in the normative component of 
the expectations that get built into the guiding mechanisms of the process. This 
means that the response to Alter to an act of Ego may be interpreted as a sanction 
expressing an evaluation of the past act and serving as a guide to desirable future 
behavior. 

The essentials of the interaction situation can be illustrated by any two-player 
game, such as chess. Each player is presumed to have some motivation to partici
pate in the game, including a "desire to win." Hence, he has a goal, and, relative 
to this, some conception of effective "strategies." He may plan an opening gambit 
but he cannot carry advance planning too far, because the situation is not stable: it 
is contingent on the moves made both by himself and by his opponent as the game 
proceeds. The basic facilities at his command consist of his knowledge of the oppor
tunities implicit in the changing situation; his command of these opportunities 
means performance of the adaptive function. Hence, at the goal-attainment and 
adaptive levels, goals are defined and facilities are provided, but specific acts are not 
prescribed. The facilities are generalized, and their allocation between the players 
depends upon each player's capacities to take advantage of opportunities. 

In turn, the meaningfulness o f the goals and the stability of the generalized 
pattern of facilities depend on the existence of a well defined set of rules, which 
forms the center of the integration of the system. The roles, in this case, are not dif
ferentiated on a permanent basis; rather, the rules define the consequences of any 
given move by one player for the situation in which the other must make his next 
choice. Without such rules the interactive process could not be stable, and the system 
of adaptive facilities would break down; neither player would know what was 
expected o f him or what the consequences of a given set of moves would be. Finally, 
the differentiated and contingent rules must be grounded in a set of values which 
define the nature of a "good game" of this sort, including the value of equality o f 
opportunity for both contestants and the meaningfulness o f the goal of "winning." 

A stable system of interaction, therefore, orients its participants in terms o f 
mutual expectations which have the dual significance of expressing normative 
evaluations and stating contingent predictions o f overt behavior. This mutuality o f 
expectations implies that the evaluative meanings of acts are shared by the inter
acting units tn two ways: what a member does can be categorized in terms mean
ingful to both; also, they share criteria of behavior, so that there are common 
standards of evaluation for particular acts. 

We can say that even such an elementary two-member system of social interac
tion has most of the structural essentials of a social system. The essential property 
is mutuality o f orientation, defined in terms of shared patterns of normative culture. 
Such normative patterns are values; the normatively regulated complex of behavior 
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of one of the participants is a role; and the system composed by the interaction 
of the two participants, so far as it shares a common normative culture and is 
distinguishable from others by the participation of these two and not others, is a 
collectivity. 

One further condition, not present in our chess game example, is necessary in 
order to complete the roster of structural components , namely, differentiation 
between the roles of the participants. This is to say that, in most social systems, 
participants do not do the same things; their performances may be conceived as 
complementary contributions to the "functioning" of the interaction system. When 
there are two or more structurally distinct units which perform essentially the same 
function in the system (e.g., nuclear families in a community) we will speak o f seg
mentation as distinguished from differentiation. When differentiation of roles is 
present, it becomes necessary to distinguish between two components of the nor
mative culture o f the system: that of values, which are shared by the members over 
and above their particular roles, and that of role-expectations, which are differen
tiated by role and therefore define rights and obligations applicable to one role but 
not to the other. I propose to use the term values for the shared normative compo
nent, and the term (differentiated) norm for the component that is specific to a given 
role or, in more complex systems, to other empirical units o f the system, i.e., various 
collectivities such as families, churches, business firms, governmental agencies, uni
versities. 

Where roles are differentiated, the sharing of values becomes an essential condi
tion of integration o f the system. Only on this assumption can the reactions o f Alter 
to Ego's performances have the character of sanctions regulation Ego action in the 
interests of the system. However, it should be clear that for Alter to be in a posi
tion to evaluate Ego's acts, the acts need not be such that Alter is, by virtue o f his 
role, expected to perform. Thus, in marriage, one of the most important dyadic rela
tionships in all societies, the roles of the partners are differentiated by sex. The 
mutual evaluation of performance is an essential regulatory mechanism, but to be 
in a position to evaluate the partner's performance is not to assume his role. 

The Concepts of Role and Collectivity. A role may now be defined as the struc
tured, i.e., normatively regulated, participation of a person in a concrete process of 
social interaction with specified, concrete role-partners. The system o f such inter
action of a plurality o f role-performers is, so far as it is normatively regulated in 
terms of common values and o f norms sanctioned by these common values, a col
lectivity. Performing a role within a collectivity defines the category o f membership, 
i.e., the assumption o f obligations of performance in that concrete interaction 
system. Obligations correlatively imply rights. 

Since the normal individual participates in many collectivities, it is a common
place, though a crucial one, that only in a limiting case does a single role constitute 
the entire interactive behavior o f a concrete individual. T h e role is rather a sector 
in his behavioral system, and hence o f his personality. For most purposes, therefore, 
it is not the individual, or the person as such, that is a unit o f social systems, but 
rather his role-participation at the boundary directly affecting his personality. It is 
largely when interpreted as this particular boundary-concept that the concept o f 
role has an important theoretical significance for sociology. 
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So long as we restrict our illustrations to the dyadic interaction system it 
may seem that the distinction of four analytical structural components ~ role, 
collectivity, norm, and value ~ is overelaborate. At this level it is still possible to iden
tify values and the collectivity, norms and the role. In more complex social systems, 
however, there is not just one collectivity but many; and a differentiated norm does 
not define expectations for just one role but for a class of roles (and also for classes 
of collectivities). The social systems with which the sociologist normally deals are 
complex networks o f many different types of categories of roles and collectivities on 
many different levels of organization. It therefore becomes essential to conceptual
ize values and norms independently of any particular collectivity or ro l e . . . . 

The structure of complex systems 

Having outlined these essential structural components of a social system and their 
rank in the general hierarchy of control , we can now outline their main pattern of 
organization so as to constitute a relatively complex system. W h a t is here presented 
is necessarily a schematic "ideal type," one that pretends merely to define and dis
tinguish rather broad structural categories; we cannot take into account the immense 
richness of various concrete social structures. 

The main guiding line of the analysis is the concept that a complex social system 
consists o f a network o f interdependent and interpenetrating subsystems, each of 
which, seen at the appropriate level of reference, is a social system in its own right, 
subject to all the functional exigencies of any such system relative to its institu
tionalized culture and situation and possessing all the essential structural compo
nents, organized on the appropriate levels of differentiation and specification. 

The Concept of a Society. The starting point must be the concept of a society, 
defined as a collectivity, i.e., a system of concrete interacting human individuals, 
which is the primary bearer of a distinctive institutionalized culture and which 
cannot be said to be a differentiated subsystem o f a higher-order collectivity ori
ented to most o f the functional exigencies of a social system. It will be noted that 
this conception is stated in terms that leave the question of the "openness" of a 
society in various directions to be treated empirically. At the social-system level, 
however, rather than the cultural, 4 the main criterion is relative self-sufficiency. 

To approach the structural analysis of the subsystem organization of a society, 
we must refer to the appropriate functional exigencies of both the societal system 
itself and its various subsystems. The primary, over-all principle is that of differen
tiation in relation to functional exigency; this is the master concept for the analy
sis o f social structure. By itself, however, it is not adequate; it must be supplemented 
by the two principles of specification and segmentation. The first refers primarily 
to the institutionalized culture components of the structure, the second to the exi
gencies confronting the concrete behaving units, i.e., to collectivities and roles. It 
seems preferable to discuss the latter first. 

We have noted that, in one (but only one) of its aspects, a society is a single col
lectivity with a specifiable, though naturally changing, membership o f individuals. 
This fact is related to three fundamental imperatives. First, there must be, to some 
degree and on some level, a unitary system of institutionalized values, in this aspect 
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a common culture. In so far as maintenance of a common value system requires the 
kinds of functions collectivities must perform, the society will have to constitute a 
single collectivity - what Durkheim called a "moral community." Second, however, 
since the system is differentiated, the implementation of these values fot different 
units requires a relatively consistent system of norms that receive a unitary formu
lation and interpretation. In highly differentiated societies this system of norms takes 
the form o f an integrated legal system administered by courts. T h e need for co 
ordinated dealing with the external situation is also relevant, as will be brought out 
presently. 

The Segmentation of Social Units. But if, for one set of reasons, a society must 
be a single collectivity, other reasons prevent its being only that. These reasons can 
be summed up in the generalized principles economists refer to as determining the 
"economies of scale." Beyond certain points, that is to say, "cos t s " increase as the 
size of the unit of organization increases, though what the points are varies greatly 
according to the specific factors involved. Thus , under modern industrial condit ions 
the manufacture of such commodities as automobiles takes place in very large units 
indeed, whereas there seem to be important reasons which inhibit entrusting the 
early socialization of children primarily to units with membership much larger than 
the nuclear family. 

Perhaps the most fundamental determinant underlying the segmentation of social 
systems is the indispensability of the human individual as an agency o f performance. 
But there are essential limits, not only to what a given individual can do, but to the 
effectiveness with which individuals can co-operate. T h e problems of communica
tion and other aspects of integration may thus multiply as a result of an increasing 
scale of organization; in certain respects, therefore, subcollectivities may acquire a 
distinctive organization, including a special integration or solidarity relative to the 
larger systems of which they are parts. 

By the concept segmentation I refer, in discussing the formation of collectivities, 
to the development of subcollectivities, within a larger collectivity system, in which 
some o f the members o f the larger system participate more intimately than in others. 
In this sense, segmentation is a factor independent of the differentiation of function 
between the subcollectivities. Thus a large-scale society may comprise millions o f 
nuclear families, all o f which perform essentially similar functions in the socializa
tion of children; here the structure is highly segmented but not highly differentiated. 

The necessity of segmentation derives largely from the problems of integration 
resulting from the other exigencies to which units o f the system are subject. At the 
same time, however, it gives rise to new problems of integration: the more units 
there are, the less likely they will be just "naturally" to co-ordinate their activities 
in ways compatible with the smooth functioning o f the system as a whole. This 
tends, in more complex systems, to give rise to special mechanisms o f integration, 
which will have to be discussed in due course. 

The Specification of Normative Culture. As already noted, there is an important 
relation between the hierarchy o f control and the levels of generality of the com
ponents o f normative culture. Thus, values were defined as standing at the highest 
level of generality o f "conceptions of the desirable," i.e., without specification o f 
function or situation. In comparison to values, therefore, norms are differentiated 
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on the basis of specification of function of the units or subunits to which they apply. 
Subcollectivities, in turn, involve further specification on the basis of situation. This 
is to say that, given its function(s), a collectivity is identified in terms of specified 
memberships of concrete individuals acting in concrete situations. When the col
lectivity is treated as a differentiated system, there must be further specifications 
applicable to the roles of the participating members. 

There is, therefore, a hierarchy o f generality of the patterns of normative culture 
institutionalized in a social system, one that corresponds to the general hierarchical 
relations of its structural components. Each subunit of the society, as collectivity, 
will have its own institutionalized values, which should be conceived as specifica
tions, at the appropriate level, of the more general values of the society. To cope 
with its own internal differentiation of function, then, each subunit will have a set 
of differentiated norms, which should be regarded as specifications both of the sub-
collectivity values and of the more general norms applicable both to it and to other 
types of subcollectivity. The principle of specification restricts the generality of the 
pattern of culture by introducing qualifications arising from specialization o f func
tion, on the one hand, and from specificity of situation, on the other. 

The last o f the three principles of organization of complex systems, functional 
differentiation, has already been discussed in general terms. In accord with this prin
ciple, structured units acquire specialized significance in the functioning o f the 
system. The general scheme of functional categories that we have presented is very 
simple, being limited to four categories. In using it, however, one must do justice to 
the empirical complexi ty o f the situation by taking account of the many steps in 
segmentation and specification, and hence of the compounding o f the patterns of 
differentiation by their repetition for subsystems at each level of segmentation. 

Since our general approach has been in terms of the hierarchy o f control observed 
in descending order, a brief account should now be given of the "anchorage" of 
social systems at the base. This anchorage is in the personalities and behavioral 
organisms of the individual members and, through these, in the lower-order sub
systems of the organism and in the physical environment. Concretely, all social inter
action is bound to the physical task performance of individuals in a physical 
environment; it is bound to spatial location in the physical sense. Following the 
usage of ecologically oriented theory, I have elsewhere referred to this spatial loca
tion as the "communi ty" aspect of social structure. 5 It can be broken down most 
conveniently into four complexes: (1) residential location and the crystallization of 
social structure around that focus; (2) functional task-performance through occu
pation, and the attendant locational problems; (3) jurisdictional application o f nor
mative order through the specification o f categories of persons, and the relevance 
of this to the spatial locations of their interests and activities; and (4) the physical 
exigencies of communicat ion and of the movements of persons and commodities. 
M o r e generally, the category o f technology - not only what is usually called "phys
ical production," but all task-performance involving the physical organism in rela
tion to its physical environment - belongs in this area o f borderline problems. 
Technology relates to physical exigencies, but it is also based on cultural resources 
in their significance as facilities for social action. Empirical knowledge of the phys
ical world is an instance of such a cultural resource. 

B i l k e n t U n ' i v e 
L i b r a r y 
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The Integration of Societies as Collectivities. Let us now approach the problem 
of outlining the structure of a complex society as a social system. As we have said, 
three different exigencies underlie the fact that a society can always be regarded 
as a single collectivity, namely, the maintenance o f its patterns of institutionalized 
culture at the value level, the integration o f its system of differentiated norms, and 
the co-ordinated handling of external situations. 

The prevalence of fundamental patterns o f value and the general commitment o f 
units to common values are so crucial that the problem of the relation of the over
all collectivity to values is a universal one. At the other end, however, the problems 
of jurisdiction and enforcement with reference to normative order are equally 
crucial; the over-all collectivity structure cannot be divorced from political organi
zation, oriented to maintaining commitments to this order and to the jurisdictional 
functions associated with it, in relation both to its own population and to other 
societies. This means that the boundaries o f a society tend to coincide with the ter
ritorial jurisdiction of the highest-order units o f political organization. 

The primary area in which the problems of value-commitment are played out is 
that o f religion; for most societies, the paramount over-all collectivity has been at 
the same time a religious collectivity and a political collectivity, both a "church" 
and a "state." Law, we may say, has tended to stand in the middle, to be legitimized 
by religion and enforced by political authority; often the function of interpreting it 
has been a serious bone o f contention. 

However, the formula o f religio-political-legal unity is not, by itself, adequate as 
a universal generalization. In the first place, within the over-all collectivity these 
functions have tended to be differentiated with respect to personnel and subcollec-
tivities. But, in a more radical sense, in the Western world since the Christian era 
there has been a process of fundamental differentiation o f church and state. In inter
preting the sociological implications of this, one must consider this process in terms 
of the relation between social and cultural systems. Even before its Protestant phase, 
Western Christianity was characterized by a special type of religious "individual
ism." In the present context , this means that, except on the most general level of 
over-all societal membership, the individual's religious and social status did not 
necessarily coincide. The church was an organization o f the religious interests and 
orientations of the population conceived as independent of (but not unrelated to) 
their secular or temporal orientations, especially at the level of societal value-
commitment . It was a "Christ ian society," but one in which the function o f religion 
was more specialized than in other pre- and non-Christian types. 

This I interpret to mean that, in societal as distinguished from cultural terms, the 
"moral communi ty" aspect shifted from religious organization as such to the area 
of interpenetration between the religious and the secular. The paramount societal 
collectivity became the "s tate ," administered by laymen - or when administered, in 
fact, by priests, not in their special clerical capacity. This differentiation was never 
fully carried out in medieval Europe - for instance, it was impossible to divest 
bishops of secular functions that went beyond the administration o f ecclesiastical 
affairs - but it was, nevertheless, the main pattern. 

Since the Reformation, this process has gone farther, particularly where the prin
ciple of the separation, as distinguished from the differentiation, o f church and state 
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has prevailed. As in the United States today, the values are still clearly anchored in 
theistic religion ("In God We Trust") , but on the level of collectivity organization 
the "moral communi ty" is clearly the "politically organized community." Wha t 
has happened, essentially, is that any agency whose orientation is primarily cul
tural rather than societal has been deprived of legitimate authority to prescribe 
values and enforce norms for the society; in this sense the society has become 
"secularized." The religious anchorage of the values is still there, but religion is plu
ralistically and "privately" organized. Formally, the values are embodied in the 
Constitution and in the official interpretations of it, above all by judicial and 
legislative agencies. 

The universal association of the over-all collectivity structure with political orga
nization is based on another set of imperatives, involving the special significance of 
physical force as a sanction. The central point here is that, while there are many 
limitations on the efficacy of this sanction, control of sufficiently superior socially 
organized force is almost always a completely effective preventive o f any undesired 
action. Therefore, without the control that includes "neutralization" of organized 
force, which is inherently territorial in its reference, the guarantee o f the binding 
power o f a normative order is not possible. 

I conceive of political organization as functionally organized about the attain
ment of collective goals, i.e., the attainment or maintenance of states of interaction 
between the system and its environing situation that are relatively desirable from 
the point of view of the system. T h e maintenance of security against the adverse use 
of force is a crucial collective goal for every society. Considerations such as these 
underlie the general tendency o f the over-all collectivity to develop an effective 
monopoly of the internal organization of force through police and military agen
cies. Such statements are not meant to imply that the control of force is the para
mount function o f political organization. Force is not the only function that is 
primarily negative, i.e., "protective" in significance, and, in general, government is 
a central agency of positive societal goal-attainment. But force is so strategically 
significant that its control is an indispensable function, a necessary, but not suffi
cient, condition of social order. Accordingly, in a well-integrated society, most 
subcollectivities except those specifically concerned with force are almost totally 
deprived of it. 

Because of the problems involved in the use and control of force, the political 
organization must always be integrated with the legal system, which is concerned 
with administering the highest order o f norms regulating the behavior o f units 
within the society. N o society can afford to permit any other normative order to 
take precedence over that sanctioned by "politically organized society." Indeed, the 
promulgation of any such alternative order is a revolutionary act, and the agencies 
responsible for it must assume the responsibility of political organization. 

In this context it is of great significance that in a few societies, notably in the 
modern West, the organization of the legal system has attained a significant degree 
of independence in the judicial and, to some extent, in the legislative departments. 
There are two main aspects o f this independent collectivity structure: the judiciary, 
with certain types o f insulation from the pressures o f "poli t ics"; second, very 
notable, the development of a legal profession whose members occupy an intersti-
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tial status, partly through membership in the bar, functioning as "officers o f the 
court ," and partly by dealing privately with clients - indeed, protected from even 
governmental intervention by such institutions as privileged communicat ion. 

Summing up, we may say that the highest over-all collectivity in even a modern 
society is, to an important degree, necessarily "multifunctional," or functionally 
"diffuse." At the same time, under certain circumstances the diffuseness character
istic of the more "monol i th ic" reiigio-political structures - even of such high devel
opment as classical China or late Republican Rome - has tended to differentiate 
further. The most notable of these differentiations have been the "secularization" 
of political organization, which has gone through many stages and modes, and the 
institutionalization of a relatively independent legal function. 6 

The problem of the kind and degree of differentiation likely to occur at this 
highest level of societal collectivity organization may be described as a function of 
four primary sets o f factors, all variable over considerable ranges. These are: (1) the 
type of societal values which are more or less fully institutionalized in the society 
(classified in terms of modes of categorizations of the society, at the highest level of 
generality, as an evaluated object - the appropriate categories seem to be pattern 
variables); (2) the degree and mode of their institutionalization, including its "secu
rity" relative particularly to the religious and cultural foundations of value-
commitments in the society (long-range institutionalization of new values implies a 
relatively low level of such security); (3) the kind and level of structural differenti
ation of the society, with special reference to the severity and kinds of integrative 
problems they impose on the society; and (4) the kinds of situational exigencies to 
which the system is e x p o s e d . . . . 

The Problem of Structural Change 

According to the program laid out above, the last major problem area is the analy
sis of processes of structural change in social systems. The process o f structural 
change may be considered the obverse of equilibrating process; the distinction is 
made in terms of boundary-maintenance. Boundary implies both that there is a 
difference of state between phenomena internal and external to the system; and 
that the type of process tending to maintain that difference of state is different from 
the type tending to break it down. In applying this concept to social systems, one 
must remember that their essential boundaries are those vis-a-vis personalities, 
organisms, and cultural systems, and not those directly vis-a-vis the physical 
environment. 

A boundary is thus conceived as a kind of watershed. The control resources of 
the system are adequate for its maintenance up to a well-defined set of points in 
one direction: beyond that set of points, there is a tendency for a cumulative process 
of change to begin, producing states progressively farther from the institutionalized 
patterns. The metaphor of the watershed, however, fails to demonstrate the com
plexity o f the series of control levels and, hence, o f the boundaries o f subsystems 
within larger systems. The mechanisms discussed earlier are involved in the dynamic 
aspects o f such a hierarchical series of subboundaries; if a subboundary is broken, 
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resources within the larger system counteract the implicit tendency to structural 
change. This is most dramatically shown in the capacity of social control mecha
nisms, in a narrow sense, to reverse cumulative processes of deviance. The concep
tion of the nature o f the difference between processes of equilibration and processes 
o f structural change seems inherent in the conception of a social system as a cyber
netic system of control over behavior. 

As observed, structural change in subsystems is an inevitable part of equilibrat
ing process in larger systems. The individual's life-span is so short that concrete role-
units in any social system of societal scope must, through socialization, continually 
undergo structural change. Closely bound to this is a low-order collectivity like the 
nuclear family. Though the institutional norms defining "the family" in a society or 
a social sector may remain stable over long periods, the family is never a collectiv
ity; and real families are continually being established by marriages, passing through 
the "family cycle ," and, eventually, disappearing, with the parents' death and 
the children's dispersion. Similar considerations apply to other types of societal 
subsystems. 

Within this frame of reference, the problem o f structural change can be consid
ered under three headings, as follows: (1) the sources of tendencies toward change; 
(2) the impact of these tendencies on the affected structural components, and the 
possible consequences; and (3) possible generalizations about trends and patterns 
of change. 

The sources of structural change 

The potential sources of structural change are exogenous and endogenous - usually 
in cotnbination. The foregoing discussion has stressed the instability o f the relations 
between any system of action and its situation, because this is important for defin
ing the concepts of goal and the political function. We were emphasizing relation, 
and a relation's internal sources of instability may derive from external tendencies 
to change. 

Exogenous Sources of Change. The exogenous sources of social structural change 
consist in endogenous tendencies to change in the organisms, personalities, and cul
tural systems articulated with the social systems in question. Among such sources 
are those operating through genetic changes in the constituent human organisms 
and changes in the distribution o f genetic components within populations, which 
have an impact on behavior as it affects social role-performance, including the social 
system's capacities for socialization. Changes in the physical environment arc medi
ated most directly either through the organism - e.g., through perception - or 
through appropriate aspects of the cultural system - e.g., technological knowledge. 

One particularly important source of exogenous change is a change originating 
in other social systems. For the politically organized society, the most important are 
other politically organized societies. To consider change in this context , it is essen
tial to treat the society of reference as a unit in a more inclusive social system. Even 
when the system's level of integration is relatively low and chronic conflicts between 
its subunits continually threaten to break into war, some element of more or less 
institutionalized order always governs their interrelations - otherwise, a concept like 
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"diplomacy" would be meaningless. O f course, exogenous cultural borrowing and 
diffusion are mediated through interrelations among societies. 

Endogenous Sources: "Strains." The most general, commonly used term for an 
endogenous tendency to change is "strain." Strain here refers to a condition in the 
relation between two or more structured units (i.e., subsystems of the system) that 
constitutes a tendency or pressure toward changing that relation to one incompat
ible with the equilibrium of the relevant part of the system. If the strain becomes 
great enough, the mechanisms of control will not be able to maintain that confor
mity to relevant normative expectations necessary to avoid the breakdown o f the 
structure. A strain is a tendency to disequilibrium in the input-output balance 
between two or more units of the system. 

Strains can be relieved in various ways. For the system's stability, the ideal way 
is resolution - i.e., restoring full conformity with normative expectations, as in com
plete recovery from motivated illness. A second relieving mechanism is arrestation 
or isolation - full conformity is not restored, but some accommodat ion is made by 
which less than normal performance by the deficient units is accepted, and other 
units carry the resulting burden. However, it may be extremely difficult to detect a 
unit's failure to attain full potentiality, as in the case of handicap contrasted with 
illness. Completely eliminating the unit from social function is the limiting case here. 

Strain may also be relieved by change in the structure itself. Since we have empha
sized strain in the relations of units (instability internal to the unit itself would be 
analyzed at the next lower level o f system reference), structural change must be 
defined as alteration in the normative culture defining the expectations governing 
that relation - thus, at the systemic level, comprising all units standing in strained 
relations. T h e total empirical process may also involve change in the structure o f 
typical units; but the essential reference is to relational pattern. For example, chronic 
instability in a typical kind o f market might lead to a change in the norms govern
ing that market; but if bargaining units change their tactics in the direction of con
forming with the old norms, this would not constitute structural change of this 
system. In line with the general concepts of inertia and of the hierarchy of controls , 
we may say that endogenous change occurs only when the lower-order mechanisms 
of control fail to contain the factors of strain. 

Factors in Change. In introducing our discussion of the factors in structural 
change, we must establish the essential point that the conception of a system o f 
interdependent variables, on the one hand, and of units or parts, on the other, by 
its nature implies that there is no necessary order o f teteological significance in the 
sources o f change. This applies particularly to such old controversies as economic 
or interest explanations versus explanations in terms o f ideas or values. This 
problem is logically parallel to the problem of the relations between heredity and 
environment. O f a set of "factors ," any or all may be sources of change, whose 
nature will depend on the ways an initial impetus is propagated through the system 
by the types o f dynamic process analyzed above. 

To avoid implying a formless eclecticism we must add two other points. First, 
careful theoretical identifications must be made of the nature o f the factors to 
which an impetus to structural change is imputed. Many factors prominent in the 
history of social thought are, according to the theory of social systems, exogenous 
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- including factors of geographical environment and biological heredity, and out
standing personalities, as "great men," who are never conceived of simply as prod
ucts o f their societies. This category of exogenous factors also includes cultural 
explanations, as those in terms of religious ideas. Furthermore, these different exoge
nous sources are not alike in the nature of their impact on the social system. 

Among these exogenous sources of change is the size of the population of 
any social system. Perhaps the most important relevant discussion of this was 
Durkheim's, in the Division of Labor, where he speaks of the relations between 
"material" and "dynamic" density. Populations are partially resultants of the 
processes of social systems, but their size is in turn a determinant. 

The second, related point concerns the implications of the hierarchy of control 
in social systems. It may be difficult to define magnitude of impact; however, given 
approximate equality o f magnitude, the probability of producing structural change 
is greater in proportion to the position in the order of control at which the impact 
of its principal disturbing influence occurs. This principle is based on the assump
tion that stable systems have mechanisms which can absorb considerable internal 
strains, and thus endogenous or exogenous variabilities impinging at lower levels 
in the hierarchy of control may be neutralized before extending structural changes 
to higher levels. It follows that the crucial focus of the problem o f change lies in 
the stability of the value system. 

The analytical problems in this area are by no means simple. Difficulties arise 
because o f the complex ways in which societies are composed of interpenetrating 
subsystems, and because of the ways in which the exogenous factors impinge 
somehow on every role, collectivity norm, and subvalue. Thus the collectivity 
component o f social structure has been placed, in general analytical terms, only 
third in the general control hierarchy. Yet every society must be organized as a whole 
on the collectivity level, integrating goal-attainment, integrative, and pattern-
maintenance functions. Hence an important change in the leadership composition 
of the over-all societal collectivity may have a far greater impact on the norms and 
values of the society generally than would a value change in lower-order subsys
tems. Hence a naive use of the formula, the higher in the control hierarchy the 
greater the impact, is not recommended. 

N O T E S 

1 When we speak of the pattern of the system tending to remain constant, we mean this in 
an analytical sense. The outputs to environing systems need not remain constant in the 
same sense, and their variations may disturb the relationship to the environing system. 
Thus scientific investigation may be stably institutionalized in a structural sense but result 
in a continuing output of new knowledge, which is a dynamic factor in the system's inter
changes with its situation. 

2 Cf. the paper, Parsons, "McCarthyism and American Social Tension," Yale Review, 
Winter, 1955. Reprinted as Chap. 7, Structure and Process in Modern Societies, 

3 It should be noted that the above formulation of the function of adaptation carefully 
avoids any implication that "passive" adjustment is the keynote of adaptation. Adapta
tion is relative to the values and goals of the system. "Good adaptation" may consist 
either in passive acceptance of conditions with a minimization of risk or in active mastery 
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of conditions. The inclusion of active mastery in the concept of adaptation is one of the 
most important tendencies of recent developments to biological theory, An important rela
tion between the two functional categories of goal-attainment and adaptation and the old 
categories of ends and means should be noted. The basic discrimination of ends and means 
may be said to be the special case, for the personality system, of the more general dis
crimination of the functions of goal-attainment and adaptation. In attempting to squeeze 
analysis of social behavior into this framework, utilitarian theory was guilty both of 
narrowing it to the personality case (above all, denying the independent analytical 
significance of social systems) and of overlooking the independent significance of the func
tions of pattern-maintenance and of integration of social systems themselves. 
By this criterion a system such as the Catholic Church is not a society. It clearly tran
scends and interpenetrates with a number of differenr societies in which its values are 
more or less fully institutionalized and its subunits are constituent collectivities, But the 
Church, primarily a culturally oriented social system, is not itself capable of meeting very 
many of the functional exigencies of a society, especially the political and economic needs. 
Similarly, even a "world government," should anything approaching that conception 
come into being, need not itself constitute a "world-society," though its effectiveness 
would imply a level of normative integration which would make the degree of separate-
ness we have traditionally attributed to "national societies" problematical. 
Cf. Parsons, "The Principal Structures of Community" in C. ] . Friedrich (ed.), Commu
nity, Nomos, vol. H, Liberal Arcs Press, 1959, and in Parsons, Structure and Process in 
Modern Societies, Free Press, 1959, Chap, 8. 

It may be noted that allowing the institutionalized values to be determined through agen
cies not fully controlled by the paramount political collectivity involves a certain risk to 
it. The relatively full institutionalization of anything like the separation of church and 
state is therefore probably an index of the completeness of institutionalization of values. 
Modern totalitarian regimes are partly understandable in terms of the insecurity of 
this institutionalization. Therefore rotalitarian parties are functionally equivalent to 
"churches," though they may put their value focus at a nontranscendental level, which 
is, e.g., allegedly "economic," which attempts to establish the kind of relation to gov
ernment typical of a less differentiated state of the paramount collectivity than has existed 
in the modern West. 



Robert K. Merton 

The distinction between manifest and latent functions was devised to preclude the 
inadvertent confusion, often found in the sociological literature, between conscious 
motivations for social behavior and its objective consequences. Our scrutiny of 
current vocabularies o f functional analysis has shown how easily, and how unfor
tunately, the sociologist may identify motives with functions. It was further indi
cated that the motive and the function vary independently and that the failure to 
register this fact in an established terminology has contributed to the unwitting ten
dency among sociologists to confuse the subjective categories o f motivation with 
the objective categories of function. This , then, is the central purpose of our suc
cumbing to the not-always-commendable practice of introducing new terms into 
the rapidly growing technical vocabulary of sociology, a practice regarded by 
many laymen as an affront to their intelligence and an offense against common 
intelligibility. 

As will be readily recognized, I have adapted the terms "manifest" and "latent" 
from their use in another context by Freud (although Francis Bacon had long ago 
spoken of "latent process" and "latent configuration" in connection with processes 
which are below the threshold o f superficial observation). . . . 

Since the occasion for making the distinction arises with great frequency, and 
since the purpose of a conceptual scheme is to direct observations toward salient 
elements of a situation and to prevent the inadvertent oversight of these elements, 
it would seem justifiable to designate this distinction by an appropriate set of terms. 
This is the rationale for the distinction between manifest functions and latent func
tions; the first referring to those objective consequences for a specified unit (person, 
subgroup, social or cultural system} which contribute to its adjustment or adapta
tion and were so intended; the second referring to unintended and unrecognized 
consequences o f the same order. 

There are some indications that the christening of this distinction may serve a 
heuristic purpose by becoming incorporated into an explicit conceptual apparatus, 
thus aiding both systematic observation and later analysis. In recent years, for 

Robert K. Merton, "Manifest and Latent Functions," pp. 114 -15 , 1 1 7 - 2 2 , 124-6 from 
Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York: Simon & Schuster, The 
Free Press, 1949). 
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example, the distinction between manifest and latent functions has been utilized in 
analyses of racial intermarriage, 1 social stratification, 2 affective frustration, 3 Veblen's 
sociological theories, 4 prevailing American orientations toward Russia , 5 propaganda 
as a means of social control , 6 Malinowski 's anthropological theory, 7 Navajo witch
craft , 8 problems in the sociology of knowledge, 9 fashion, 1 0 the dynamics of person
ality, 1 1 national security meansures, 1 2 the internal social dynamics o f bureaucracy, 1 3 

and a great variety of other sociological problems. 

The very diversity of these subject-matters suggests that the theoretic distinction 
between manifest and latent functions is not bound up with a limited and particu
lar range of human behavior. But there still remains the large task of ferreting out 
the specific uses to which this distinction can be put, and it is to this large task that 
we devote the remaining pages o f this chapter. 

Heuristic Purposes of the Distinction 

Clarifies the analysis of seemingly irrational social patterns. In the first place, the 
distinction aids the sociological interpretation o f many social practices which persist 
even though their manifest purpose is clearly not achieved. T h e time-worn proce
dure in such instances has been for diverse, particularly lay, observers to refer to 
these practices as "superstitions," "irrationalit ies," "mere inertia of tradit ion," etc. 
In other words, when group behavior does not ~ and, indeed, often cannot - attain 
its ostensible purpose there is an inclination to attribute its occurrence to lack of 
intelligence, sheer ignorance, survivals, or so-called inertia. Thus , the Hopi cere
monials designed to produce abundant rainfall may be labeled a superstitious prac
tice of primitive folk and that is assumed to conclude the matter. It should be noted 
that this in no sense accounts for the group behavior. It is simply a case o f name-
calling; it substitutes the epithet "superstition" for an analysis o f the actual role of 
this behavior in the life o f the group. Given the concept of latent function, however, 
we are reminded that this behavior may perform a function for the group, although 
this function may be quite remote from the avowed purpose of the behavior. 

The concept of latent function extends the observer's attention beyond the 
question of whether or not the behavior attains its avowed purpose. Temporarily 
ignoring these explicit purposes, it directs attention toward another range o f 
consequences: those bearing, for example, upon the individual personalities of Hopi 
involved in the ceremony and upon the persistence and continuity of the larger 
group. Were one to confine himself to the problem of whether a manifest (purposed) 
function occurs, it becomes a problem, not for the sociologist , but for the meteo
rologist. And to be sure, our meteorologists agree that the rain ceremonial does not 
produce rain; but this is hardly to the point. It is merely to say that the ceremony 
does not have this technological use; that this purpose o f the ceremony and its actual 
consequences do not coincide. But with the concept o f latent function, we continue 
our inquiry, examining the consequences of the ceremony not for the rain gods or 
for meteorological phenomena, but for the groups which conduct the ceremony. 
And here it may be found, as many observers indicate, that the ceremonial does 
indeed have functions - but functions which are non-purposed or latent. 
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Ceremonials may fulfill the latent function of reinforcing the group identity by 
providing a periodic occasion on which the scattered members of a group assemble 
to engage in a common activity. As Durkheim among others long since indicated, 
such ceremonials are a means by which collective expression is afforded the senti
ments which, in a further analysis, are found to be a basic source of group unity. 
Through the systematic application of the concept of latent function, therefore, 
apparently irrational behavior may at times be found to be positively functional for 
the group. Operating with the concept of latent function we are not too quick to 
conclude that if an activity of a group does not achieve its nominal purpose, then 
its persistence can be described only as an instance of "inertia," "survival," or 
"manipulation by powerful subgroups in the society." 

In point of fact, some conception like that of latent function has very often, 
almost invariably, been employed by social scientists observing a standardized prac
tice designed to achieve an objective which one knows from accredited physical 
science cannot be thus achieved. This would plainly be the case, for example, with 
Pueblo rituals dealing with rain or fertility. But with behavior ivhich is not directed 
toward a clearly unattainable objective, sociological observers are less likely to 
examine the collateral or latent functions of the behavior. 

Directs attention to theoretically fruitful fields of inquiry. The distinction between 
manifest and latent functions serves further to direct the attention of the sociolo
gist to precisely those realms of behavior, attitude and belief where he can most 
fruitfully apply his special skills. For what is his task if he confines himself to the 
study of manifest functions? He is then concerned very largely with determining 
whether a practice instituted for a particular purpose does, in fact, achieve this 
purpose. He will then inquire, for example, whether a new system of wage-payment 
achieves its avowed purpose of reducing labor turnover or of increasing output. He 
will ask whether a propaganda campaign has indeed gained its objective o f increas
ing "willingness to fight" or "willingness to buy war bonds," or "tolerance toward 
other ethnic groups." Now, these are important, and complex, types of inquiry. But, 
so long as sociologists confine themselves to the study of manifest functions, their 
inquiry is set for them by practical men of affairs (whether a captain of industry, a 
trade union leader, or, conceivably, a Navaho chieftain, is for the moment immate
rial), rather than by the theoretic problems which are at the core of the discipline. 
By dealing primarily with the realm of manifest functions, with the key problem o f 
whether deliberately instituted practices or organizations succeed in achieving their 
objectives, the sociologist becomes converted into an industrious and skilled 
recorder of the altogether familiar pattern of behavior. The terms of appraisal are 
fixed and limited by the question put to him by the non-theoretic men of affairs, 
e.g., has the new wage-payment program achieved such-and-such purposes? 

But armed with the concept o f latent function, the sociologist extends his inquiry 
in those very directions which promise most for the theoretic development of the 
discipline. He examines the familiar (or planned) social practice to ascertain the 
latent, and hence generally unrecognized, functions (as well, of course, as the man
ifest functions). He considers, for example, the consequences o f the new wage plan 
for, say, the trade union in which the workers are organized or the consequences of 
a propaganda program, not only for increasing its avowed purpose o f stirring up 
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patriotic fervor, but also for making larger numbers of people reluctant to speak 
their minds when they differ with official policies, etc. In short, it is suggested that 
the distinctive intellectual contributions of the sociologist are found primarily in the 
study of unintended consequences (among which are latent functions) of social prac
tices, as well as in the study of anticipated consequences (among which are mani
fest functions). 

There is some evidence that it is precisely at the point where the research atten
tion of sociologists has shifted from the plane of manifest to the plane o f latent 
functions that they have made their distinctive and major contributions. This can 
be extensively documented but a few passing illustrations must suffice. 

T H E H A W T H O R N E W E S T E R N E L E C T R I C S T U D I E S : 1 4 As is well known, the early stages 
of this inquiry were concerned with the problem of the relations of "il lumination 
o f efficiency" o f industrial workers. For some two and a half years, attention was 
focused on problems such as this: do variations in the intensity of lighting affect 
production? The initial results showed that within wide limits there was no uniform 
relation between illumination and output. Production output increased both in the 
experimental group where illumination was increased (or decreased) and in the 
control group where no changes in illumination were introduced. In short, the inves
tigators confined themselves wholly to a search for the manifest functions. Lacking 
a concept of latent social function, no attention whatever was initially paid to the 
social consequences of the experiment for relations among members of the test and 
control groups or for relations between workers and the test room authorities. In 
other words, the investigators lacked a sociological frame o f reference and operated 
merely as "engineers" (just as a group of meteorologists might have explored the 
"effects" upon rainfall of the Hopi ceremonial). 

Only after continued investigation did it occur to the research group to explore 
the consequences o f the new "experimental si tuation" for the self-images and self-
conceptions of the workers taking part in the experiment, for the interpersonal rela
tions among members o f the group, for the coherence and unity of the group. As 
Elton M a y o reports it, "the illumination fiasco had made them alert to the need 
that very careful records should be kept of everything that happened in the room 
in addition to the obvious engineering and industrial devices. Thei r observations 
therefore included not only records of industrial and engineering changes but also 
records of physiological or medical changes, and, in a sense, of social and anthro
pological. This last took the form of a ' log' that gave as full an account as possible 
o f the actual events of every day. . . In short, it was only after a long series of 
experiments which wholly neglected the latent social functions o f the experiment 
(as a contrived social situation) that this distinctly sociological framework was 
introduced. "With this realization," the authors write, " the inquiry changed its char
acter. N o longer were the investigators interested in testing for the effects o f single 
variables. In the place o f a controlled experiment they substituted the notion o f a 
social situation which needed to be described and understood as a system of inter
dependent elements." Thereafter, as is now widely known, inquiry was directed very 
largely toward ferreting out the latent functions o f standardized practices among 
the workers, of informal organization developing among workers, o f workers ' 
games instituted by "wise administrators," of large programs o f worker counseling 
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and interviewing, etc. The new conceptual scheme entirely altered the range and 
types of date gathered in the ensuing research. 

One has only to turn to Thomas and Znaniecki, in their classical work o f some 
thirty years a g o , 1 6 to recognize the correctness of Shils' remark: 

. . . indeed the history of the study of primary groups in American sociology is a 
supreme instance of the discontinuities of the development of this discipline: a problem 
is stressed by one who is an acknowledged founder of the discipline, the problem is 
left unstudied, then, some years later, it is taken up with enthusiasm as if no one had 
ever thought of it before. 1 7 

For Thomas and Znaniecki had repeatedly emphasized the sociological view that, 
whatever its major purpose, "the association as a concrete group of human per
sonalities unofficially involves many other interests; the social contacts between its 
members are not limited to their common p u r s u i t . . . . " In effect, then, it had taken 
years of experimentation to turn the attention of the Western Electric research team 
to the latent social functions of primary groups emerging in industrial organiza
tions. It should be made clear that this case is not cited here as an instance of defec
tive experimental design; that is not our immediate concern. It is considered only 
as an illustration o f the pertinence for sociological inquiry of the concept o f latent 
function, and the associated concepts of functional analysis. It illustrates how the 
inclusion of this concept (whether the term is used or not is inconsequential) can 
sensitize sociological investigators to a range of significant social variables which 
are otherwise easily overlooked. The explicit ticketing of the concept may perhaps 
lessen the frequency of such occasions of discontinuity in future sociological 
research. 

The discovery of latent functions represents significant increments in sociologi
cal knowledge. There is another respect in which inquiry into latent functions rep
resents a distinctive contribution o f the social scientist. It is precisely the latent 
functions of a practice or belief which are not common knowledge, for these are 
unintended and generally unrecognized social and psychological consequences. As 
a result, findings concerning latent functions represent a greater increment in knowl
edge than findings concerning manifest functions. They represent, also, greater 
departures from "common-sense" knowledge about social life. Inasmuch as the 
latent functions depart, more or less, from the avowed manifest functions, the 
research which uncovers latent functions very often produces "paradoxical" results. 
The seeming paradox arises from the sharp modification of a familiar popular pre
conception which regards a standardized practice or belief only in terms of its man
ifest functions by indicating some of its subsidiary or collateral latent functions. The 
introduction of the concept of latent function in social research leads to conclusions 
which show that "social life is not as simple as it first seems." For as long as people 
confine themselves to certain consequences (e.g. manifest consequences), it is com
paratively simple for them to pass moral judgments upon the practice or belief in 
question. Mora l evaluations, generally based on these manifest consequences, tend 
to be polarized in terms o f black or white. But the perception o f further (latent) 
consequences often complicates the picture. Problems of moral evaluation (which 
are not our immediate concern) and problems of social engineering (which are our 



446 Robert K. Merton 

concern) both take on the additional complexities usually involved in responsible 
social decisions. . . . 

Precludes the substitution of naive moral judgments for sociological analysis. 
Since moral evaluations in a society tend to be largely in terms of the manifest con
sequences of a practice or code, we should be prepared to find that analysis in terms 
of latent functions at times runs counter to prevailing moral evaluations. For it does 
not follow that the latent functions will operate in the same fashion as the mani
fest consequences which are ordinarily the basis of these judgments. Thus, in large 
sectors o f the American population, the political machine or the "political racke t" 
are judged as unequivocally "bad" and "undesirable." The grounds for such moral 
judgment vary somewhat, but they consist substantially in pointing out that polit
ical machines violate moral codes: political patronage violates the code of selecting 
personnel on the basis of impersonal qualifications rather than on grounds o f party 
loyalty or contributions to the party war-chest; bossism violates the code that votes 
should be based on individual appraisal of the qualifications of candidates and o f 
political issues, and not on abiding loyalty to a feudal leader; bribery, and "honest 
graft" obviously offend the proprieties of property; "protect ion" for crime clearly 
violates the law and the mores; and so on. 

In view of the manifold respects in which political machines, in varying degrees, 
run counter to the mores and at times to the law, it becomes pertinent to inquire 
how they manage to continue in operation. The familiar "explanat ions" for the con
tinuance o f the political machine are not here in point. To be sure, it may well be 
that if "respectable citizenry" would live up to their political obligations, if the elec
torate were to be alert and enlightened; if the number o f elective officers were sub
stantially reduced from the dozens, even hundreds, which the average voter is now 
expected to appraise in the course of town, county, state and national elections; if 
the electorate were activated by the "wealthy and educated classes without whose 
participation," as the not-always democratically oriented Bryce put it, "the best-
framed government must speedily degenerate"; - if these and a plethora o f similar 
changes in political structure were introduced, perhaps the "evi ls" of the political 
machine would indeed be exorcized. But it should be noted that these changes are 
often not introduced, that political machines have had the phoenix-like quality o f 
arising strong and unspoiled from their ashes, that, in short, this structure has exhib
ited a notable vitality in many areas of American political life. 

Proceeding from the functional view, therefore, that we should ordinarily (not 
invariably) expect persistent social patterns and social structures to perform posi
tive functions which are at the time not adequately fulfilled by other existing pat
terns and structures, the thought occurs that perhaps this publicly maligned 
organization is, under present conditions, satisfying basic latent functions. . . . 
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Robert K. Merton 

Like so many words that are bandied about, the word theory threatens to become 
meaningless. Because its referents are so diverse - including everything from minor 
working hypotheses, through comprehensive but vague and unordered speculations, 
to axiomatic systems o f thought - use o f the word often obscures rather than creates 
understanding. 

The term sociological theory refers to logically interconnected sets o f proposi
tions from which empirical uniformities can be derived. Throughout we focus on 
what I have called theories of the middle range: theories that lie between the minor 
but necessary working hypotheses that evolve in abundance during day-to-day 
research and the all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop a unified theory that will 
explain all the observed uniformities o f social behavior, social organization, and 
social change. 

Middle-range theory is principally used in sociology to guide empirical inquiry. It 
is intermediate to general theories of social systems which are too remote from par
ticular classes of social behavior, organization, and change to account for what is 
observed and to those detailed orderly descriptions of particulars that are not gener
alized at all. Middle-range theory involves abstractions, o f course, but they are close 
enough to observed data to be incorporated in propositions that permit empirical 
testing. Middle-range theories deai with delimited aspects o f social phenomena, as is 
indicated by their labels. One speaks of a theory of reference groups, o f social mobil
ity, or role-conflict and of the formation of social norms just as one speaks o f a theory 
o f prices, a germ theory o f disease, or a kinetic theory o f gases. 

The seminal ideas in such theories are characteristically simple: consider Gilbert 
on magnetism, Boyle on atmospheric pressure, or Darwin on the formation o f coral 
atolls. Gilbert begins with the relatively simple idea that the earth may be conceived 
as a magnet; Boyle, with the simple idea that the atmosphere may be conceived as 
a "sea of air"; Darwin, with the idea that one can conceive o f the atolls as upward 

Robert K. Merton, "On Sociological Theories of the Middle Range," pp. 3 9 - 5 3 from Robert 
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and outward growths of coral over islands that had long since subsided into the 
sea. Each of these theories provides an image that gives rise to inferences. To take 
but one case: if the atmosphere is thought of as a sea of air, then, as Pascal inferred, 
there should be less air pressure on a mountain top than at its base. The initial idea 
thus suggests specific hypotheses which are tested by seeing whether the inferences 
from them are empirically confirmed. The idea itself is tested for its fruitfulness by 
noting the range of theoretical problems and hypotheses that allow one to identify 
new characteristics o f atmospheric pressure. 

In much the same fashion, the theory of reference groups and relative deprivation 
starts with the simple idea, initiated by James, Baldwin, and Mead and developed 
by Hyman and Stouffer, that people take the standards of significant others as a basis 
for self-appraisal and evaluation. Some of the inferences drawn from this idea are at 
odds with common-sense expectations based upon an unexamined set of "self-
evident" assumptions. Common sense, for example, would suggest that the greater 
the actual loss experienced by a family in a mass disaster, the more acutely it will 
feel deprived. This belief is based on the unexamined assumption that the magnitude 
of objective loss is related linearly to the subjective appraisal of the loss and that this 
appraisal is confined to one's own experience. But the theory of relative deprivation 
leads to quite a different hypothesis - that self-appraisals depend upon people's com
parisons of their own situation with that of other people perceived as being compa
rable to themselves. This theory therefore suggests that, under specifiable conditions, 
families suffering serious losses will feel less deprived than those suffering smaller 
losses if they are in situations leading them to compare themselves to people suffer
ing even more severe losses. For example, it is people in the area of greatest impact 
of a disaster who, though substantially deprived themselves, are most apt to see 
others around them who are even more severely deprived. Empirical inquiry sup
ports the theory of relative deprivation rather than the common-sense assumptions: 
"the feeling o f being relatively better o/"/"than others increases with objective loss up 
to the category of highest loss" and only then declines. This pattern is reinforced by 
the tendency of public communications to focus on "the most extreme sufferers 
[which] tends to fix them as a reference group against which even other sufferers can 
compare themselves favorably." As the inquiry develops, it is found that these pat
terns of self-appraisal in turn affect the distribution of morale in the community o f 
survivors and their motivation to help others. 1 Within a particular class of behavior, 
therefore, the theory o f relative deprivation directs us to a set of hypotheses that can 
be empirically tested. The confirmed conclusion can then be put simply enough: when 
few are hurt to much the same extent, the pain and loss o f each seems great; where 
many are hurt in greatly varying degree, even fairly large losses seem small as they 
are compared with far larger ones. The probability that comparisons will be made 
is affected by the differing visibility of losses of greater and less extent. 

The specificity of this example should not obscure the more general character o f 
middle-range theory. Obviously, behavior of people confronted with a mass disas
ter is only one of an indefinitely large array of particular situations to which the 
theory of reference groups can be instructively applied, just as is the case with the 
theory of change in social stratification, the theory o f authority, the theory of insti
tutional interdependence, o r the theory of anomie. But it is equally clear that such 
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middle-range theories have not been logically derived from a single all-embracing 
theory of social systems, though once developed they may be consistent with one. 
Furthermore, each theory is more than a mere empirical generalization - an isolated 
proposition summarizing observed uniformities of relationships between two or 
more variables. A theory comprises a set of assumptions from which empirical 
generalizations have themselves been derived. 

Another case of middle-range theory in sociology may help us to identify its char
acter and uses. The theory of role-sets 2 begins with an image o f how social status 
is organized in the social structure. This image is as simple as Boyle's image of the 
atmosphere as a sea of air or Gilbert's image of the earth as a magnet. As with all 
middle-range theories, however, the proof is in the using not in the immediate 
response to the originating ideas as obvious or odd, as derived from more general 
theory or conceived o f to deal with a particular class of problems. 

Despite the very diverse meanings attached to the concept of social status, one 
sociological tradition consistently uses it to refer to a position in a social system, 
with its distinctive array o f designated rights and obligations. In this tradition, as 
exemplified by Ralph Linton, the related concept of social role refers to the behav
ior o f status-occupants that is oriented toward the patterned expectations o f others 
(who accord the rights and exact the obligations). Linton, like others in this tradi
tion, went on to state the long recognized and basic observation that each person 
in society inevitably occupies multiple statuses and that each o f these statuses has 
its associated role. 

It is at this point that the imagery o f the role-set theory departs from this long-
established tradition. The difference is initially a small one - some might say so 
small as to be insignificant - but the shift in the angle o f vision leads to successively 
more fundamental theoretical differences. Role-set theory begins with the concept 
that each social status involves not a single associated role, but an array o f roles. 
This feature of social structure gives rise to the concept o f role-set: that complement 
o f social relationships in which persons are involved simply because they occupy a 
particular social status. Thus , a person in the status o f medical student plays not 
only the role o f student vis-a-vis the correlative status of his teachers, but also an 
array of other roles relating him diversely to others in the system: other students, 
physicians, nurses, social workers, medical technicians, and the like. Again, the 
status of school teacher has its distinctive role-set which relates the teacher not only 
to the correlative status, pupil, but also to colleagues, the school principal and super
intendent, the Board o f Education, professional associations and, in the United 
States, local patriotic organizations. 

Notice that the role-set differs from what sociologists have long described as 
"multiple roles." The latter term has traditionally referred not to the complex o f 
roles associated with a single social status but to the various social statuses (often, 
in different institutional spheres) in which people find themselves - for example, 
one person might have the diverse statuses of physician, husband, father, professor, 
church elder, Conservative Party member and army captain. . . . 

Up to this point, the concept o f role-set is merely an image for thinking about a 
component o f the social structure. But this image is a beginning, not an end, for it 
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leads directly to certain analytical problems. The notion of the role-set at once leads 
to the inference that social structures confront men with the task of articulating 
the components of countless role-sets - that is, the functional task of managing 
somehow to organize these so that an appreciable degree of social regularity obtains, 
sufficient to enable most people most of the time to go about their business without 
becoming paralyzed by extreme conflicts in their role-sets. 

If this relatively simple idea of role-set has theoretical worth, it should generate 
distinctive problems for sociological inquiry. The concept of role-set does this. It 
raises the general but definite problem o f identifying the social mechanisms - that 
is, the social processes having designated consequences for designated parts o f the 
social structure - which articulate the expectations of those in the role-set suffi
ciently to reduce conflicts for the occupant of a status. It generates the further 
problem of discovering how these mechanisms come into being, so that we can also 
explain why the mechanisms do not operate effectively or fail to emerge at all in 
some social systems. Finally, like the theory of atmospheric pressure, the theory o f 
role-set points directly to relevant empirical research. Monographs on the workings 
of diverse types of formal organization have developed empirically-based theoreti
cal extensions of how role-sets operate in practice. 

The theory o f role-sets illustrates another aspect of sociological theories of the 
middle range. They are frequently consistent with a variety of so-called systems of 
sociological theory. So far as one can tell, the theory of role-sets is not inconsistent 
with such broad theoretical orientations as Marxis t theory, functional analysis, 
social behaviorism, Sorokin's integral sociology, or Parsons' theory of action. This 
may be a horrendous observation for those of us who have been trained to believe 
that systems of sociological thought are logically close-knit and mutually exclusive 
sets of doctrine. But in fact, as we shall note later in this introduction, comprehen
sive sociological theories are sufficiently loose-knit, internally diversified, and mutu
ally overlapping that a given theory of the middle range, which has a measure o f 
empirical confirmation, can often be subsumed under comprehensive theories which 
are themselves discrepant in certain respects. 

This reasonably unorthodox opinion can be illustrated by reexamining the theory 
of role-sets as a middle-range theory. We depart from the traditional concept by 
assuming that a single status in society involves, not a single role, but an array of 
associated roles, relating the status-occupant to diverse others. Second, we note that 
this concept o f the role-set gives rise to distinctive theoretical problems, hypothe
ses, and so to empirical inquiry. One basic problem is that of identifying the social 
mechanisms which articulate the role-set and reduce conflicts among roles. Third, 
the concept of the role-set directs our attention to the structural problem o f identi
fying the social arrangements which integrate as well as oppose the expectations of 
various members of the role-set. The concept of multiple roles, on the other hand, 
confines our attention to a different and no doubt important issue: how do indi
vidual occupants of statuses happen to deal with the many and sometimes conflict
ing demands made of them? Fourth, the concept of the role-set directs us to the 
further question of how these social mechanisms come into being; the answer to 
this question enables us to account for the many concrete instances in which the 



452 Robert K. Merlon 

role-set operates ineffectively. (This no more assumes that all social mechanisms are 
functional than the theory of biological evolution involves the comparable assump
tion that no dysfunctional developments occur.) Finally, the logic of analysis exhib
ited in this sociological theory of the middle range is developed wholly in terms of 
the elements of social structure rather than in terms of providing concrete histori
cal descriptions of particular social systems. Thus, middle-range theory enables us 
to transcend the mock problem of a theoretical conflict between the nomothet ic and 
the idiothetic, between the general and the altogether particular, between general
izing sociological theory and historicism. 

From all this, it is evident that according to role-set theory there is always a 
potential for differing expectations among those in the role-set as to what is appro
priate conduct for a status-occupant. The basic source o f this potential for conflict 
- and it is important to note once again that on this point we are at one with such 
disparate general theorists as M a r x and Spencer, Simmel, Sorokin and Parsons - is 
found in the structural fact that the other members o f a role-set are apt to hold 
various social positions differing from those of the status-occupant in question. To 
the extent that members of a role-set are diversely located in the social structure, 
they are apt to have interests and sentiments, values, and moral expectations, dif
fering from those of the status-occupant himself. This , after all, is one o f the prin
cipal assumptions of Marxis t theory as it is of much other sociological theory: social 
differentiation generates distinct interests among those variously located in the struc
ture o f the society. For example, the members of a school board are often in social 
and economic strata that differ significantly from the stratum of the school teacher. 
The interests, values, and expectations of board members are consequently apt to 
differ from those o f the teacher who may-thus be subject to conflicting expectations 
from these and other members of his role-set: professional colleagues, influential 
members o f the school board and, say, the Americanism Commit tee o f the Ameri
can Legion. An educational essential for one Is apt to be judged as an educational 
frill by another, or as downright subversion, by the third. W h a t holds conspicuously 
for this one status holds, in identifiable degree, for occupants o f other statuses who 
are structurally related through their role-set to others who themselves occupy dif
fering positions in society. 

As a theory o f the middle range, then, the theory o f role-sets begins with a concept 
and its associated imagery and generates an array o f theoretical problems. Thus , 
the assumed structural basis for potential disturbance o f a role-set gives rise to a 
double question (which, the record shows, has not been raised in the absence o f the 
theory): which social mechanisms, if any, operate to counteract the theoretically 
assumed instability of role-sets and, correlatively, under which circumstances do 
these social mechanisms fail to operate, with resulting inefficiency, confusion, and 
conflict? Like other questions that have historically stemmed from the general ori
entation o f functional analysis, these do not assume that role-sets invariably operate 
with substantial efficiency. For this middle-range theory is not concerned with the 
historical generalization that a degree of social order or conflict prevails in society 
but with the analytical problem of identifying the social mechanisms which produce 
a greater degree of order or less conflict than would obtain if these mechanisms 
were not called into play. 
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Total Systems of Sociological Theory 

The quest for theories of the middle range exacts a distinctly different commitment 
from the sociologist than does the quest for an all-embracing, unified theory. The 
pages that follow assume that this search for a total system of sociological theory, 
in which observations about every aspect of social behavior, organization, and 
change promptly find their preordained place, has the same exhilarating challenge 
and the same small promise as those many all-encompassing philosophical systems 
which have fallen into deserved disuse. The issue must be fairly joined. Some soci
ologists still write as though they expect, here and now, formulation of the general 
sociological theory broad enough to encompass the vast ranges of precisely observed 
details o f social behavior, organization, and change and fruitful enough to direct 
the attention o f research workers to a flow o f problems for empirical research. This 
I take to be a premature and apocalyptic belief. We are not ready. Not enough 
preparatory work has been done. 

An historical sense of the changing intellectual contexts of sociology should be 
sufficiently humbling to liberate these optimists from this extravagant hope. For one 
thing, certain aspects of our historical past are still too much with us. We must 
remember that early sociology grew up in an intellectual atmosphere in which vastly 
comprehensive systems o f philosophy were being introduced on all sides. Any 
philosopher o f the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries worth his salt had to 
develop his own philosophical system - o f these, Kant , Fichte, Schelling, Hegel were 
only the best known. Each system was a personal bid for the definitive overview o f 
the universe o f matter, nature and man. 

These attempts of philosophers to create total systems became a model for the 
early sociologists, and so the nineteenth century was a century o f sociological 
systems. Some o f the founding fathers, like Comte and Spencer, were imbued with 
the esprit de systeme, which was expressed in their sociologies as in the rest of their 
wider-ranging philosophies. Others, such as Gumplowicz, Ward, and Giddings, later 
tried to provide intellectual legitimacy for this still "new science of a very ancient 
subject ." This required that a general and definitive framework of sociological 
thought be built rather than developing special theories designed to guide the 
investigation of specific sociological problems within an evolving and provisional 
framework. 

Within this context , almost all the pioneers in sociology tried to fashion his own 
system. The multiplicity of systems, each claiming to be the genuine sociology, led 
naturally enough to the formation of schools, each with its cluster of masters, dis
ciples and epigoni. Sociology not only became differentiated with other disciples, 
but it became internally differentiated. This differentiation, however, was not in 
terms o f specialization, as in the sciences, but rather, as in philosophy, in terms of 
total systems, typically held to be mutually exclusive and largely at odds. As 
Bertrand Russell noted about philosophy, this total sociology did not seize "the 
advantage, as compared with the [sociologies] of the system-builders, of being able 
to tackle its problems one at a t ime, instead o f having to invent at one stroke a 
block theory of the whole [sociological] universe." 3 
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Another route has been followed by sociologists in their quest to establish the 
intellectual legitimacy of their discipline: they have taken as their prototype systems 
of scientific theory rather than systems of philosophy. This path too has sometimes 
led to the attempt to create total systems o f sociology - a goal that is often based 
on one or more of three basic misconceptions about the sciences. 

The first misinterpretation assumes that systems of thought can be effectively 
developed before a great mass of basic observations has been accumulated. Accord
ing to this view, Einstein might follow hard on the heels of Kepler, without the 
intervening centuries o f investigation and systematic thought about the results of 
investigation that were needed to prepare the terrain. The systems of sociology that 
stem from this tacit assumption are much like those introduced by the system-
makers in medicine over a span of 1 5 0 years: the systems of Stahl, Boissier de 
Sauvages, Broussais, John Brown and Benjamin Rush. Until well into the nineteenth 
century eminent personages in medicine thought it necessary to develop a theoret
ical system o f disease long before the antecedent empirical inquiry had been ade
quately developed. These garden-paths have since been closed off in medicine but 
this sort of effort still turns up in sociology. It is this tendency that led the bio
chemist and avocational sociologist, L . J . Henderson, to observe: 

A difference between most system-building in the social sciences and systems of thought 
and classification in the natural sciences is to be seen in their evolution. In the natural 
sciences both theories and descriptive systems grow by adaptation to the increasing 
knowledge and experience of the scientists. In the social sciences, systems often issue 
fully formed from the mind of one man. Then they may be much discussed if they 
attract attention, but progressive adaptive modification as a result of the concerted 
efforts of great numbers of men is rare.4 

The second misconception about the physical sciences rests on a mistaken 
assumption of historical contemporaneity - that all cultural products existing at the 
same moment of history have the same degree of maturity. In fact, to perceive dif
ferences here would be to achieve a sense o f proportion. T h e fact that the discipline 
of physics and the discipline of sociology are both identifiable in the mid-twentieth 
century does not mean that the achievements of the one should be the measure o f 
the other. True, social scientists today live at a time when physics has achieved com
paratively great scope and precision o f theory and experiment, a great aggregate of 
tools of investigation, and an abundance o f technological by-products. Looking 
about them, many sociologists take the achievements of physics as the standard for 
self-appraisal. They want to compare biceps with their bigger brothers. They, too , 
want to count. And when it becomes evident that they neither have the rugged 
physique nor pack the murderous wallop of their big brothers, some sociologists 
despair. They begin to ask: is a science of society really possible unless we institute 
a total system of sociology? But this perspective ignores the fact that between twen
tieth-century physics and twentieth-century sociology stand billions of man-hours 
o f sustained, disciplined, and cumulative research. Perhaps sociology is not yet ready 
for its Einstein because it has not yet found its Kepler - to say nothing of its Newton , 
Laplace, Gibbs, Maxwel l or Planck. 
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Third, sociologists sometimes misread the actual state of theory in the physical 
sciences. This error is ironic, for physicists agree that they have not achieved an all-
encompassing system of theory, and most see little prospect of it in the near future. 
Wha t characterizes physics is an array o f special theories of greater or less scope, 
coupled with the historically-grounded hope that these will continue to be brought 
together into families of theory. As one observer puts it: "though most of us hope, 
it is true, for an all embracive future theory which will unify the various postulates 
of physics, we do not wait for it before proceeding with the important business o f 
sc ience . M S M o r e recently, the theoretical physicist, Richard Feynman, reported 
without dismay that "today our theories o f physics, the laws of physics, are a mul
titude o f different parts and pieces that do not fit together very wel l . " 6 But perhaps 
most telling is the observation by that most comprehensive of theoreticians who 
devoted the last years of his life to the unrelenting and unsuccessful search "for a 
unifying theoretical basis for all these single disciplines, consisting o f a minimum of 
concepts and fundamental relationships, from which all the concepts and relation
ships of the single disciplines might be derived by logical process." Despite his own 
profound and lonely commitment to this quest, Einstein observed: 

The greater part of physical research is devoted to the development of the various 
branches in physics, in each of which the object is the theoretical understanding of 
more or less restricted fields of experience, and in each of which the laws and concepts 
remain as closely as possible related to experience.7 

These observations might be pondered by those sociologists who expect a sound 
general system of sociological theory in our time - or soon after. If the science of 
physics, with its centuries o f enlarged theoretical generalizations, has not managed 
to develop an all-encompassing theoretical system, then a fortiori the science o f 
sociology, which has only begun to accumulate empirically grounded theoretical 
generalizations o f modest scope, would seem well advised to moderate its aspira
tions for such a system. 

Utilitarian Pressures for Total Systems of Sociology 

The conviction among some sociologists that we must, here and now, achieve a 
grand theoretical system not only results from a misplaced comparison with the 
physical sciences, it is also a response to the ambiguous position of sociology in 
contemporary society. The very uncertainty about whether the accumulated knowl
edge o f sociology is adequate to meet the large demands now being made o f it - by 
policy-makers, reformers and reactionaries, by business-men and government-men, 
by college presidents and college sophomores - provokes an overly-zealous and 
defensive conviction on the part o f some sociologists that they must somehow be 
equal to these demands, however premature and extravagant they may be. 

This conviction erroneously assumes that a science must be adequate to meet all 
demands, intelligent or stupid, made of it. This conviction is implicitly based on 
the sacrilegious and masochistic assumption that one must be omniscient and 
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omnicompetent - to admit to less than total knowledge is to admit to total igno
rance. So it often happens that the exponents o f a fledgling discipline make extrav
agant claims to total systems of theory, adequate to the entire range of problems 
encompassed by the discipline. It is this sort of attitude that Whitehead referred to 
in the epigraph to this book: "I t is characteristic o f a science in its earlier stages 
. . . to be both ambitiously profound in its aims and trivial in its handling of details." 

Like the sociologists who thoughtlessly compared themselves with contemporary 
physical scientists because they both are alive at the same instant of history, the 
general public and its strategic decision-makers often err in making a definitive 
appraisal of social science on the basis of its ability to solve the urgent problems of 
society today. The misplaced masochism of the social scientist and the inadvertent 
sadism of the public both result from the failure to remember that social science, 
like ail science, is continually developing and that there is no providential dispen
sation providing that at any given moment it will be adequate to the entire array 
of problems confronting men. In historical perspective this expectat ion would be 
equivalent to having forever prejudged the status and promise of medicine in the 
seventeenth century according to its ability to produce, then and there, a cure or 
even a preventative for cardiac diseases. If the problem had been widely acknowl
edged - look at the growing rate of death from coronary thrombosis - its very 
importance would have obscured the entirely independent question o f how adequate 
the medical knowledge of 1 6 5 0 (or 1 8 5 0 or 1 9 5 0 ) was for solving a wide array o f 
other health problems. Yet it is precisely this illogic that lies behind so many o f the 
practical demands made on the social sciences. Because war and exploi tat ion and 
poverty and racial discrimination and psychological insecurity plague modern soci
eties, social science must justify itself by providing solutions for all of these prob
lems. Yet social scientists may be no better equipped to solve these urgent problems 
today than were physicians, such as Harvey or Sydenham, to identify, study, and 
cure coronary thrombosis in 1 6 5 5 . Yet, as history testifies, the inadequacy of 
medicine to cope with this particular problem scarcely meant that it lacked powers 
o f development. If everyone backs only the sure thing, who will support the colt 
yet to come into its own? 

M y emphasis upon the gap between the practical problems assigned to the soci
ologist and the state o f his accumulated knowledge and skills does not mean , o f 
course, that the sociologist should not seek to develop increasingly comprehensive 
theory or should not work on research directly relevant to urgent practical prob
lems. Mos t of all, it does not mean that sociologists should deliberately seek out 
the pragmatically trivial problem. Different sectors in the spectrum o f basic research 
and theory have different probabilities of being germane to particular pract ical p rob
lems; they have differing potentials o f relevance. 8 But it is important to re-establish 
an historical sense o f proportion. T h e urgency or immensity o f a practical social 
problem does not ensure its immediate solution. 9 At any given moment , men o f 
science are close to the solutions of some problems and remote from others. It must 
be remembered that necessity is only the mother o f invention; socially accumula ted 
knowledge is its father. Unless the two are brought together, necessity remains infer
tile. She may of course conceive at some future time when she is properly mated. 
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But the mate requires time (and sustenance) if he is to attain the size and vigor 
needed to meet the demands that will be made upon him. 

This book's orientation toward the relationship of current sociology and practi
cal problems o f society is much the same as its orientation toward the relationship 
of sociology and general sociological theory. It is a developmental orientation, rather 
than one that relies on the sudden mutations of one sociologist that suddenly bring 
solutions to major social problems or to a single encompassing theory. Though this 
orientation makes no marvellously dramatic claims, it offers a reasonably realistic 
assessment of the current condition of sociology and the ways in which it actually 
develops. 

Total Systems of Theory and Theories of the Middle Range 

From all this it would seem reasonable to suppose that sociology will advance 
insofar as its major (but not exclusive) concern is with developing theories of the 
middle range, and it will be retarded if its primary attention is focused on devel
oping total sociological systems. So it is that in his inaugural address at the London 
School of Economics , T. H . Marshal l put in a plea for sociological "stepping-stones 
in the middle d is tance ." 1 0 Our major task today is to develop special theories applic
able to limited conceptual ranges - theories, for example, of deviant behavior, the 
unanticipated consequences o f purposive action, social perception, reference groups, 
social control , the interdependence of social institutions - rather than to seek im
mediately the total conceptual structure that is adequate to derive these and other 
theories of the middle range. 

Sociological theory, if it is to advance significantly, must proceed on these inter
connected planes: (1} by developing special theories from which to derive hypo
theses that can be empirically investigated and (2) by evolving, not suddenly 
revealing, a progressively more general conceptual scheme that is adequate to con
solidate groups o f special theories. 

To concentrate entirely on special theories is to risk emerging with specific 
hypotheses that account for limited aspects of social behavior, organization, and 
change but that remain mutually inconsistent. 

To concentrate entirely on a master conceptual scheme for deriving all subsidiary 
theories is to risk producing twentieth-century sociological equivalents o f the large 
philosophical systems of the past, with all their varied suggestiveness, their archi
tectonic splendor, and their scientific sterility. The sociological theorist who is exclu
sively committed to the exploration of a total system with its utmost abstractions 
runs the risk that, as with modern decor, the furniture of his mind will be bare and 
uncomfortable. 

The road to effective general schemes in sociology will only become clogged if, 
as in the early days o f sociology, each charismatic sociologist tries to develop his 
own general system o f theory. The persistence o f this practice can only make for 
the balkanization o f sociology, with each principality governed by its own theoreti
cal system. Though this process has periodically marked the development o f other 
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sciences - conspicuously, chemistry, geology, and medicine - it need not be repro
duced in sociology if we learn from the history of science. We sociologists can look 
instead toward progressively comprehensive sociological theory which, instead of 
proceeding from the head of one man, gradually consolidates theories of the middle 
range, so that these become special cases of more general formulations. 

Developments in sociological theory suggest that emphasis on this orientation is 
needed. Note how few, how scattered, and how unimpressive are the specific soci
ological hypotheses which are derived from a master conceptual scheme. The pro
posals for an all-embracing theory run so far ahead o f confirmed special theories as 
to remain unrealized programs rather than consolidations o f theories that at first 
seemed discrete. O f course, as Talcott Parsons and Pitirim Sorokin (in his Socio
logical Theories of Today) have indicated, significant progress has recently been 
made. The gradual convergence of streams o f theory in sociology, social psychol
ogy and anthropology records large theoretical gains and promises even more. 
Nonetheless, a large part o f what is now described as sociological theory consists 
of general orientations toward data, suggesting types of variables which theories 
must somehow take into account, rather than clearly formulated, verifiable 
statements of relationships between specified variables. We have many concepts 
but fewer confirmed theories; many points of view, but few theorems; many 
"approaches" but few arrivals. Perhaps some further changes in emphasis would be 
all to the good. 

Consciously or unconsciously, men allocate their scant resources as much in the 
production of sociological theory as they do in the production of plumbing sup
plies, and their allocations reflect their underlying assumptions. Our discussion of 
middle-range theory in sociology is intended to make explicit a policy decision faced 
by all sociological theorists. Which shall have the greater share o f our collective 
energies and resources: the search for confirmed theories o f the middle range or the 
search for an all-inclusive conceptual scheme? I believe - and beliefs are o f course 
notoriously subject to error - that theories o f the middle range hold the largest 
promise, provided that the search for them is coupled with a pervasive concern with 
consolidating special theories into more general sets o f concepts and mutually 
consistent propositions. Even so, we must adopt the provisional out look o f our big 
brothers and o f Tennyson: 

Our little systems have their day; 
They have their day and cease to be. 
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Patterns o! Cultural Goals and Institutional Norms 

Among the several elements of social and cultural structures, two are of immediate 
importance. These are analytically separable although they merge in concrete situ
ations. The first consists of culturally defined goals, purposes and interests, held out 
as legitimate objectives for all or for diversely located members of the society. The 
goals are more or less integrated - the degree is a question o f empirical fact - and 
roughly ordered in some hierarchy o f value. Involving various degrees o f sentiment 
and significance, the prevailing goals comprise a frame o f aspirational reference. 
They are the things "worth striving for." They are a basic, though not the exclu
sive, component of what Linton has called "designs for group living." And though 
some, not all, o f these cultural goals are directly related to the biological drives of 
man, they are not determined by them. 

A second element of the cultural structure defines, regulates and controls the 
acceptable modes o f reaching out for these goals. Every social group invariably 
couples its cultural objectives with regulations, rooted in the mores or institutions, 
o f allowable procedures for moving toward these objectives. These regulatory norms 
are not necessarily identical with technical or efficiency norms. M a n y procedures 
which from the standpoint of particular individuals would be most efficient in secur
ing desired values - the exercise of force, fraud, power - are ruled out of the insti
tutional area o f permitted conduct. At times, the disallowed procedures include 
some which would be efficient for the group itself - e.g., historic taboos on vivi
section, on medical experimentation, on the sociological analysis o f "sacred" norms 
- since the criterion o f acceptability is not technical efficiency but vaiueTaden sen
timents (supported by most members o f the group or by those able to promote these 
sentiments through the composite use o f power and propaganda). In all instances, 
the choice o f expedients for striving toward cultural goals is limited by institution
alized norms. 

Robert K. Merton, "Social Structure and Anomie," pp. 1 8 6 - 9 0 , 1 9 3 - 6 , 1 9 8 - 2 0 0 , 2 0 3 - 5 , 
207 -11 from Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, enlarged edition (New 
York: Macmillan Publishing, The Free Press, 1968). 
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Sociologists often speak of these controls as being "in the mores" or as operat
ing through social institutions. Such elliptical statements are true enough, but they 
obscure the fact that culturally standardized practices are not all of a piece. They 
are subject to a wide gamut of control . They may represent definitely prescribed or 
preferential or permissive or proscribed patterns of behavior. In assessing the oper
ation o f social controls, these variations - roughly indicated by the terms prescrip
tion, preference, permission and proscription - must of course be taken into account. 

To say, moreover, that cultural goals and institutionalized norms operate jointly 
to shape prevailing practices is not to say that they bear a constant relation to one 
another. The cultural emphasis placed upon certain goals varies independently o f 
the degree o f emphasis upon institutionalized means. There may develop a very 
heavy, at times a virtually exclusive, stress upon the value of particular goals, involv
ing comparatively little concern with the institutionally prescribed means o f striv
ing toward these goals. The limiting case of this type is reached when the range of 
alternative procedures is governed only by technical rather than by institutional 
norms. Any and all procedures which promise attainment of the all-important goal 
would be permitted in this hypothetical polar case. This constitutes one type o f mal-
integrated culture. A second polar type is found in groups where activities originally 
conceived as instrumental are transmuted into self-contained practices, lacking 
further objectives. The original purposes are forgotten and close adherence to insti
tutionally prescribed conduct becomes a matter of ritual. Sheer conformity becomes 
a central value. For a time, social stability is ensured - at the expense of flexibility. 
Since the range of alternative behaviors permitted by the culture is severely limited, 
there is little basis for adapting to new conditions. There develops a tradition-bound, 
'sacred' society marked by neophobia. Between these extreme types are societies 
which maintain a rough balance between emphases upon cultural goals and insti
tutionalized practices, and these constitute the integrated and relatively stable, 
though changing, societies. 

An effective equilibrium between these two phases of the social structure is main
tained so long as satisfactions accrue to individuals conforming to both cultural 
constraints, viz., satisfactions from the achievement of goals and satisfactions emerg
ing directly from the institutionally canalized modes of striving to attain them. It is 
reckoned in terms of the product and in terms of the process, in terms o f the outcome 
and in terms o f the activities. Thus continuing satisfactions must derive from sheer 
participation in a competitive order as well as from eclipsing one's competitors if 
the order itself is to be sustained. I f concern shifts exclusively to the outcome of 
competition, then those who perennially suffer defeat may, understandably enough, 
work for a change in the rules o f the game. The sacrifices occasionally - not, as 
Freud assumed, invariably - entailed by conformity to institutional norms must be 
compensated by socialized rewards. The distribution of statuses through competi
tion must be so organized that positive incentives for adherence to status obliga
tions are provided for every position within the distributive order. Otherwise, as 
will soon become plain, aberrant behavior ensues. It is, indeed, my central hypoth
esis that aberrant behavior may be regarded sociologically as a symptom of disso
ciation between culturally prescribed aspirations and socially structured avenues for 
realizing these aspirations. 
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O f the types of societies that result from independent variation of cultural goals 
and institutionalized means, we shall be primarily concerned with the first - a society 
in which there is an exceptionally strong emphasis upon specific goals without a 
corresponding emphasis upon institutional procedures. I f it is not to be misunder
stood, this statement must be elaborated. N o society lacks norms governing conduct. 
But societies do differ in the degree to which the folkways, mores and institutional 
controls are effectively integrated with the goals which stand high in the hierarchy 
of cultural values. The culture may be such as to lead individuals to center their 
emotional convictions upon the complex of culturally acclaimed ends, with far less 
emotional support for prescribed methods o f reaching out for these ends. Wi th such 
differential emphases upon goals and institutional procedures, the latter may be so 
vitiated by the stress on goals as to have the behavior of many individuals limited 
only by considerations o f technical expediency. In this context , the sole significant 
question becomes: Which of the available procedures is most efficient in netting the 
culturally approved value? The technically most effective procedure, whether cul
turally legitimate or not, becomes typically preferred to institutionally prescribed 
conduct. As this process of attenuation continues, the society becomes unstable and 
there develops what Durkheim called "anomie" (or normlessness). 

The working o f this process eventuating in anomie can be easily glimpsed in a 
series of familiar and instructive, though perhaps trivial, episodes. Thus, in com
petitive athletics, when the aim o f victory is shorn of its institutional trappings and 
success becomes construed as "winning the game" rather than "winning under the 
rules of the game," a premium is implicitly set upon the use of illegitimate but tech
nically efficient means. The star o f the opposing football team is surreptitiously 
slugged; the wrestler incapacitates his opponent through ingenious but illicit tech
niques; university alumni covertly subsidize "students" whose talents are confined 
to the athletic field. The emphasis on the goal has so attenuated the satisfactions 
deriving from sheer participation in the competitive activity that only a successful 
outcome provides gratification. Through the same process, tension generated by the 
desire to win in a poker game is relieved by successfully dealing one's self four aces 
or, when the cult o f success has truly flowered, by sagaciously shuffling the cards 
in a game o f solitaire. The faint twinge of uneasiness in the last instance and the 
surreptitious nature of public delicts indicate clearly that the institutional rules o f 
the game are known to those who evade them. But cultural (or idiosyncratic) exag
geration of the success-goal leads men to withdraw emotional support from 
the rules. 

This process is of course not restricted to the realm of competitive sport, which 
has simply provided us with microcosmic images of the social macrocosm. The 
process whereby exaltat ion of the end generates a literal demoralization, i.e., a de
institutionalization, of the means occurs in many groups where the two components 
of the social structure are not highly integrated. 

. . . Contemporary American culture continues to be characterized by a heavy 
emphasis on wealth as a basic symbol of success, without a corresponding empha
sis upon the legitimate avenues on which to march toward this goal. H o w do indi-
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Table 36.1 Typology of modes of individual adaptation 

Modes o f adaptation Culture goals Institutionalized means 

I Conformity + + 
II Innovation + _ 
III Ritualism - + 
IV Retreatism _ -
V Rebel l ion 1 ± ± 

viduals living in this cultural context respond? And how do our observations bear 
upon the doctrine that deviant behavior typically derives from biological impulses 
breaking through the restraints imposed by culture? What, in short, are the conse
quences for the behavior of people variously situated in a social structure of a culture 
in which the emphasis on dominant success-goals has become increasingly separated 
from an equivalent emphasis on institutionalized procedures for seeking these goals? 

Types of Individual Adaptation 

Turning from these culture patterns, we now examine types of adaptation by indi
viduals within the culture-bearing society. Though our focus is still the cultural and 
social genesis of varying rates and types of deviant behavior, our perspective shifts 
from the plane of patterns of cultural values to the plane of types o f adaptation to 
these values among those occupying different positions in the social structure. 

We here consider five types of adaptation, as these are schematically set out in 
table 3 6 . 1 , where (+} signifies "acceptance ," {-) signifies "reject ion," and (±) signi
fies "rejection o f prevailing values and substitution o f new values." 

Examinat ion of how the social structure operates to exert pressure upon indi
viduals for one or another o f these alternative modes of behavior must be prefaced 
by the observation that people may shift from one alternative to another as they 
engage in different spheres of social activities. These categories refer to role behav
ior in specific types of situations, not to personality. They are types of more or less 
enduring response, not types of personality organization. To consider these types o f 
adaptation in several spheres of conduct would introduce a complexity unmanage
able within the confines of this chapter. For this reason, we shall be primarily con
cerned with economic activity in the broad sense of "the production, exchange, 
distribution and consumption o f goods and services" in our competitive society, 
where wealth has taken on a highly symbolic cast. 

I Conformity 

To the extent that a society is stable, adaptation on type I - conformity to both cul
tural goals and institutionalized means - is the most common and widely diffused. 
Were this not so, the stability and continuity o f the society could not be maintained. 
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The mesh of expectancies constituting every social order is sustained by the modal 
behavior of its members representing conformity to the established, though perhaps 
secularly changing, culture patterns. It is, in fact, only because behavior is typically 
oriented toward the basic values of the society that we may speak of a human aggre
gate as comprising a society. Unless there is a deposit of values shared by interact
ing individuals, there exist social relations, if the disorderly interactions may be so 
called, but no society. It is thus that, at mid-century, one may refer to a Society of 
Nations primarily as a figure o f speech or as an imagined objective, but not as a 
sociological reality. 

II innovation 

Great cultural emphasis upon the success-goal invites this mode of adaptation 
through the use o f institutionally proscribed but often effective means o f attaining 
at least the simulacrum of success - wealth and power. This response occurs when 
the individual has assimilated the cultural emphasis upon the goal without equally 
internalizing the institutional norms governing ways and means for its attainment. 

From the standpoint of psychology, great emotional investment in an objective 
may be expected to produce a readiness to take risk, and this attitude may be 
adopted by people in all social strata. From the standpoint of sociology, the ques
tion arises, which features of our social structure predispose toward this type of 
adaptation, thus producing greater frequencies o f deviant behavior in one social 
stratum than in another? 

On the top economic levels, the pressure toward innovation not infrequently 
erases the distinction between business-like striving this side of the mores and sharp 
practices beyond the mores. As Veblen observed, "I t is not easy in any given case -
indeed it is at times impossible until the courts have spoken - to say whether it is 
an instance of praiseworthy salesmanship or a penitentiary offense." The history of 
the great American fortunes is threaded with strains toward institutionally dubious 
innovation as is attested by many tributes to the Robbe r Barons. The reluctant admi
ration often expressed privately, and not seldom publicly, o f these "shrewd, smart 
and successful" men is a product of a cultural structure in which the sacrosanct goal 
virtually consecrates the means. 

But whatever the differential rates of deviant behavior in the several social strata, 
and we know from many sources that the official crime statistics uniformly showing 
higher rates in the lower strata are far from complete or reliable, it appears from 
our analysis that the greatest pressures toward deviation are exerted upon the lower 
strata. Cases in point permit us to detect the sociological mechanisms involved in 
producing these pressures. Several researches have shown that specialized areas o f 
vice and crime constitute a "normal" response to a situation where the cultural 
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emphasis upon pecuniary success has been absorbed, but where there is little access 
to conventional and legitimate means for becoming successful. The occupational 
opportunities of people in these areas are largely confined to manual labor and the 
lesser white-collar jobs . Given the American stigmatization of manual labor which 
has been found to hold rather uniformly in all social classes, and the absence of 
realistic opportunities for advancement beyond this level, the result is a marked ten
dency toward deviant behavior. The status of unskilled labor and the consequent 
low income cannot readily compete in terms of established standards of worth 
with the promises of power and high income from organized vice, rackets and 
crime. 

For our purposes, these situations exhibit two salient features. First, incentives 
for success are provided by the established values of the culture and second, the 
avenues available for moving toward this goal are largely limited by the class struc
ture to those o f deviant behavior. It is the combination of the cultural emphasis and 
the social structure which produces intense pressure for deviation. Recourse to legit
imate channels for "getting in the money" is limited by a class structure which is 
not fully open at each level to men o f good capacity. 2 Despite our persisting open-
class-ideology, advance toward the success-goal is relatively rare and notably diffi
cult for those armed with little formal education and few economic resources. The 
dominant pressure leads toward the gradual attenuation of legitimate, but by and 
large ineffectual, strivings and the increasing use o f illegitimate, but more or less 
effective, expedients. 

O f those located in the lower reaches of the social structure, the culture makes 
incompatible demands. On the one hand, they are asked to orient their conduct 
toward the prospect o f large wealth - "Every man a king," said Marden and 
Carnegie and Long - and on the other, they are largely denied effective opportuni
ties to do so institutionally. The consequence of this structural inconsistency is a 
high rate o f deviant behavior. The equilibrium between culturally designated ends 
and means becomes highly unstable with progressive emphasis on attaining the 
prestige-laden ends by any means whatsoever. Within this context, Al Capone 
represents the triumph of amoral intelligence over morally prescribed "failure," 
when the channels of vertical mobility are closed or narrowed in a society which 
places a high premium on economic affluence and social ascent for all its members. 

Ill Ritualism 

The ritualistic type of adaptation can be readily identified. It involves the aban
doning or scaling down o f the lofty cultural goals of great pecuniary success and 
rapid social mobility to the point where one's aspirations can be satisfied. But though 
one rejects the cultural obligation to attempt "to get ahead in the world," though 
one draws in one's horizons, one continues to abide almost compulsively by insti
tutional norms. 
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It is something of a terminological quibble to ask whether this represents gen
uinely deviant behavior. Since the adaptation is, in effect, an internal decision and 
since the overt behavior is institutionally permitted, though not culturally preferred, 
it is not generally considered to represent a social problem. Intimates o f individu
als making this adaptation may pass judgment in terms o f prevailing cultural 
emphases and may "feel sorry for them," they may, in the individual case, feel that 
"old Jonesy is certainly in a rut." Whether this is described as deviant behavior or 
not, it clearly represents a departure from the cultural model in which men are 
obliged to strive actively, preferably through institutionalized procedures, to move 
onward and upward in the social hierarchy. 

We should expect this type o f adaptation to be fairly frequent in a society which 
makes one's social status largely dependent upon one's achievements. For, as has so 
often been observed, this ceaseless competitive struggle produces acute status 
anxiety. One device for allaying these anxieties is to lower one's level o f aspiration 
- permanently. Fear produces inaction, or more accurately, routinized action. 

The syndrome o f the social ritualist is both familiar and instructive. His implicit 
life-philosophy finds expression in a series of cultural cliches: " I 'm not sticking my 
neck out," " I 'm playing safe," " I 'm satisfied with what I've got ," "Don ' t aim high 
and you won' t be disappointed." The theme threaded through these attitudes is that 
high ambitions invite frustration and danger whereas lower aspirations produce sat
isfaction and security. It is a response to a situation which appears threatening and 
excites distrust. It is the attitude implicit among workers who carefully regulate their 
output to a constant quota in an industrial organization where they have occasion 
to fear that they will "be not iced" by managerial personnel and "something will 
happen" if their output rises and falls. It is the perspective o f the frightened 
employee, the zealously conformist bureaucrat in the teller's cage o f the private 
banking enterprise or in the front office of the public works enterprise. It is, in short, 
the mode o f adaptation of individually seeking a private escape from the dangers 
and frustrations which seem to them inherent in the competi t ion for major cultural 
goals by abandoning these goals and clinging all the more closely to the safe rou
tines and the institutional norms. 

If we should expect lower-class Americans to exhibit Adaptation II - " innova
t ion" - to the frustrations enjoined by the prevailing emphasis on large cultural 
goals and the fact o f small social opportunities, we should expect lower-middle class 
Americans to be heavily represented among those making Adaptat ion III, "ritual
ism." For it is in the lower middle class that parents typically exert continuous pres
sure upon children to abide by the moral mandates o f the society, and where the 
social cl imb upward is less likely to meet with success than among the upper middle 
class. The strong disciplining for conformity with mores reduces the likelihood o f 
Adaptation II and promotes the likelihood of Adaptation III. T h e severe training 
leads many to carry a heavy burden o f anxiety. T h e socialization patterns o f the 
lower middle class thus promote the very character structure most predisposed 
toward ritualism, and it is in this stratum, accordingly, that the adaptive pattern III 
should most often occur. 
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IV Retreatism 

Just as Adaptation I (conformity) remains the most frequent, Adaptation IV (the 
rejection of cultural goals and institutional means) is probably the least common. 
People who adapt (or maladapt) in this fashion are, strictly speaking, in the society 
but not o f it. Sociologically, these constitute the true aliens. No t sharing the common 
frame of values, they can be included as members of the society (in distinction from 
the population) only in a fictional sense. 

In this category fall some of the adaptive activities of psychotics, autists, pariahs, 
outcasts, vagrants, vagabonds, tramps, chronic drunkards and drug addicts. 3 They 
have relinquished culturally prescribed goals and their behavior does not accord 
with institutional norms. This is not to say that in some cases the source of their 
mode of adaptation is not the very social structure which they have in effect repu
diated nor that their very existence within an area does not constitute a problem 
for members o f the society. 

From the standpoint of its sources in the social structure, this mode of adapta
tion is most likely to occur when both the culture goals and the institutional prac
tices have been thoroughly assimilated by the individual and imbued with affect and 
high value, but accessible institutional avenues are not productive o f success. There 
results a twofold conflict: the interiorized moral obligation for adopting institutional 
means conflicts with pressures to resort to illicit means (which may attain the goal) 
and the individual is shut off from means which are both legitimate and effective. 
The competitive order is maintained but the frustrated and handicapped individual 
who cannot cope with this order drops out. Defeatism, quietism and resignation are 
manifested in escape mechanisms which ultimately lead him to "escape" from the 
requirements of the society. It is thus an expedient which arises from continued 
failure to near the goal by legitimate measures and from an inability to use the ille
gitimate route because of internalized prohibitions, this process occurring while the 
supreme value of the success-goal has not yet been renounced. The conflict is 
resolved by abandoning both precipitating elements, the goals and the means. The 
escape is complete, the conflict is eliminated and the individual is asocialized. 

In public and ceremonial life, this type of deviant behavior is most heartily con
demned by conventional representatives of the society. In contrast to the conformist, 
who keeps the wheels of society running, this deviant is a non-productive liability; 
in contrast to the innovator who is at least "smart" and actively striving, he sees 
no value in the success-goal which the culture prizes so highly; in contrast to the 
ritualist who conforms at least to the mores, he pays scant attention to the institu
tional practices. 

Nor does the society lightly accept these repudiations of its values. To do so 
would be to put these values into question. Those who have abandoned the quest 
for success are relentlessly pursued to their haunts by a society insistent upon having 
all its members orient themselves to success-s t r iv ing. . . . 

But if this deviant is condemned in real life, he may become a source of gratifi
cation in fantasy-life. Thus Kardiner has advanced the speculation that such figures 
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in contemporary folklore and popular culture bolster "morale and self-esteem by 
the spectacle of man rejecting current ideals and expressing contempt for them." 
The prototype in the films is of course Charlie Chaplin's bum. 

This fourth mode of adaptation, then, is that of the socially disinherited who if 
they have none of the rewards held out by society also have few of the frustrations 
attendant upon continuing to seek these rewards. It is, moreover, a privatized rather 
than a collective mode o f adaptation. Although people exhibit ing this deviant 
behavior may gravitate toward centers where they come into contac t with other 
deviants and although they may come to share in the subculture o f these deviant 
groups, their adaptations are largely private and isolated rather than unified under 
the aegis o f a new cultural code. The type of collective adaptation remains to be 
considered. 

V Rebellion 

This adaptation leads men outside the environing social structure to envisage and 
seek to bring into being a new, that is to say, a greatly modified social structure. It 
presupposes alienation from reigning goals and standards. These come to be 
regarded as purely arbitrary. And the arbitrary is precisely that which can neither 
exact allegiance nor possess legitimacy, for it might as well' be otherwise. In our 
society, organized movements for rebellion apparently aim to introduce a social 
structure in which the cultural standards of success would be sharply modified and 
provision would be made for a closer correspondence between merit, effort and 
reward. 

But before examining "rebell ion" as a mode of adaptation, we must distinguish 
it from a superficially similar but essentially different type, ressentiment. Introduced 
in a special technical sense, by Nietzsche, the concept of ressentiment was taken up 
and developed sociologically by M a x Scheler. - 1 This complex sentiment has three 
interlocking elements. First, diffuse feelings of hate, envy and hostility; second, a 
sense of being powerless to express these feelings actively against the person or social 
stratum evoking them; and third, a continual re-experiencing o f this impotent 
hostility. 5 The essential point distinguishing ressentiment from rebellion is that the 
former does not involve a genuine change in values. Ressentiment involves a sour-
grapes pattern which asserts merely that desired but unattainable objectives do not 
actually embody the prized values - after all, the fox in the fable does not say that 
he abandons all taste for sweet grapes; he says only that these particular grapes are 
not sweet. Rebell ion, on the other hand, involves a genuine transvaluation, where 
the direct or vicarious experience of frustration leads to full denunciation of previ
ously prized values - the rebellious fox simply renounces the prevailing taste for 
sweet grapes. In ressentiment, one condemns what one secretly craves; in rebellion, 
one condemns the craving itself. But though the two are distinct, organized rebel
lion may draw upon a vast reservoir of the resentful and discontented as institu
tional dislocations become acute. 
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When the institutional system is regarded as the barrier to the satisfaction of 
legitimized goals, the stage is set for rebellion as an adaptive response. To pass into 
organized political action, allegiance must not only be withdrawn from the pre
vailing social structure but must be transferred to new groups possessed of a new 
myth. The dual function of the myth is to locate the source of large-scale frustra
tions tn the social structure and to portray an alternative structure which would 
nor, presumably, give rise to frustration of the deserving. It is a charter for action. 
In this context , the functions of the counter-myth of the conservatives - briefly 
sketched in an earlier section of this chapter - become further clarified: whatever 
the source o f mass frustration, it is not to be found in the basic structure o f the 
society. The conservative myth may thus assert that these frustrations are in the 
nature of things and would occur in any social system: "Periodic mass unemploy
ment and business depressions can't be legislated out of existence; it's just like a 
person who feels good one day and bad the next. '" ' Or, if not the doctrine of 
inevitability, then the doctrine of gradual and slight adjustment: "A few changes 
here and there, and we'll have things running as ship-shape as they can possibly 
be ." Or, the doctrine which deflects hostility from the social structure onto the indi
vidual who is a "failure" since "every man really gets what's coming to him in this 
country." 

The myths o f rebellion and of conservatism both work toward a "monopoly of 
the imagination" seeking to define the situation in such terms as to move the frus
trate toward or away from Adaptation V. It is above all the renegade who, though 
himself successful, renounces the prevailing values that becomes the target of great
est hostility among those in rebellion. For he not only puts the values in question, 
as does the out-group, but he signifies that the unity of the group is broken. Yet, as 
has so often been noted, it is typically members of a rising class rather than the 
most depressed strata who organize the resentful and the rebellious into a revolu
tionary group. 

N O T E S 

1 This fifth alternative is on a plane clearly different from that of the others. It represents 
a transitional response seeking to institutionalize new goals and new procedures to be 
shared by other members of the society. It thus refers to efforts to change the existing 
cultural and social structure rather than to accommodate efforts within this structure. 

2 Numerous studies have found that the educational pyramid operates to keep a large pro
portion of unquestionably able but economically disadvantaged youth from obtaining 
higher formal education. This fact about our class structure has been noted with dismay, 
for example, by Vannevar Bush in his governmental report, Science: The Endless Fron
tier. Also, see W. L. Warner, R. J . Havighurst and M. B. Loeb, Who Shall Be Educated? 
(New York, 1944). 

3 Obviously, this is an elliptical statement. These individuals may retain some orientation 
to the values of their own groupings within the larger society or, occasionally, to the values 
of the conventional society itself. They may, in other words, shift to other modes of adap
tation. But Adaptation IV can be easily detected. Nels Anderson's account of the behav
ior and attitudes of the bum, for example, can readily be recast in terms of our analytical 
scheme. See The Hobo (Chicago, 1923}, pp. 9 3 - 8 , et passim. 
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Max Scheler, L'homme du ressentiment (Paris, n.d.). This essay first appeared in 1912; 
revised and completed, it was included in Scheler's Abhandiungen und Aufsatze, appear
ing thereafter in his Vom XJmsturz der Werte ( 1 9 1 9 ) . . . . 
Scheler, op. cit., 55-56. No English word fully reproduces the complex of elements implied 
by the word ressentiment; its nearest approximation in German would appear to be Groll. 
R. S. and H. M. Lynd, Middletown in Transition (New York, 1937), p. 408 , for a series 
of cultural cliches exemplifying the conservative myth. 
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