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Abstract The main object of this paper is to separate several strands in the relationship
between the works of Marx and Max Weber. Max Weber has rightly been regarded as
Marx’s most profound intellectual critic. But there has been much confusion in subsequent
literature over the nature and validity of Weber’s critique of Marx. This perhaps stems,
in part at least, from a failure to distinguish a number of different, although interrelated,
themes in Weber’s writings. Weber wrote not simply as a critic of Marx, but also in re-
sponse to the writings and political involvements of the prominent Marxists of his day.
Three partially separable aspects of Weber’s views thus may be isolated: (a) His attitude
towards Marxism in the shape of the main Marxist political agency in Germany, the Social
Democratic Party. (b) His views upon the academic contributions of Marxist authors to
history and sociology. (c) His views upon what he considered to be Marx’s own original
ideas. These three aspects of Weber’s thought may in turn be distinguished from the
analytic problem of how far Weber’s own understanding of Marx’s theory of historical
materialism was in fact a valid one. Some of Marx’s posthumously published writings,
unavailable to Weber, allow us to form a clear judgement on this question. The historical
changes in the social and political structure of Germany from the middle to the latter part of
the nineteenth century form an essential background to the whole of the paper: Weber’s
attitudes toward Marx and Marxism cannot be understood out of this context. Weber’s
work was written not solely in response to a wraith-like “‘ghost of Marx”, but also in re-
sponse to a force—Marxism—which played a vital political and intellectual role in Imperial
Germany.

THERE are few intellectual relationships in the literature of sociology which present
as great an interpretative problem as that posed by the assessment of the connections
between the writings of Karl Marx and those of Max Weber. It has been the view
of many that Weber’s writings—particularly The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism—provide a final ‘refutation’ of Marx’s materialism; others have taken a
completely opposite view, considering that much of Weber’s sociology ‘fits
without difficulty into the Marxian scheme’.!

One main problem which has helped to obscure the nature of the relationship
between the views of the two thinkers is that is is only relatively recently—since
something like a decade after Weber’s death—that it has become possible to
evaluate Marx’s writings in the light of works which, while of fundamental
importance to the assessment of Marx’s thought, were not published until almost a
century after they were first written.2 These previously unpublished works have
made two things clear. Firstly, that Marx’s conception of ‘historical materialism’ 3
is considerably more subtle, and much less dogmatic, than would appear from
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certain of his oft-quoted statements in such sources as the Preface to A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy.* Secondly, that Engels’ contributions to Marxism?
have to be carefully distinguished from the underlying threads of Marx’s own
thought.® In order, therefore, to assess the main points of similarity and divergence
between Marx and Weber, it is necessary to reconsider the nature of historical
materialism in general, and Marx’s conception of the genesis and trend of move-
ment of capitalism in particular. While one must, of course, respect Weber’s own
statements on the subject of his relationship to Marx, these cannot be used as a
sufficient index of the true nature of the substantive connections between the writ-
ings of the two authors.

But the confusion in subsequent literature over the nature and validity of
Weber’s critique of Marx stems also from a failure to distinguish a number of
different, although interrelated, themes in Weber’s writings. Weber’s insistence
upon the absolute logical separation between factual knowledge and value-
directed action must not be allowed to override his equally emphatic stress upon the
relevance of historical and sociological analysis to practical participation in poli-
tics.” Some of Weber’s most important sociological ideas are, indeed, more clearly
revealed in his directly political writings than in his academic publications.?
Weber wrote, therefore not simply as an intellectual critic of Marx, but also in
response to the writings and political involvements of the prominent Marxist
politicians and authors of his day. Three partially separable aspects of Weber’s
views may thus be isolated: (a) His attitude towards ‘Marxism’ in the shape of the
main Marxist political agency in Germany, the Social Democratic Party. (b) His
views upon the academic contributions of Marxist authors to history and sociology.
(c) His views upon what he considered to be Marx’s own original ideas. These three
aspects of Weber’s thought may in turn be distinguished from the analytic problem
of how far Weber’s understanding of Marx’s theory of historical materialism was
in fact valid.

In analysing these four dimensions of the relationship between Marx and Weber
I shall concentrate mainly on that issue which was of primary interest to both: the
interpretation of the development of modern capitalism in Europe. The sequence of
changes which took place in the social and political structure of Germany from the
middle up until the concluding years of the nineteeth century constitutes an essen-
tial background to the whole of the paper: Weber’s attitudes towards Marx and
Marxism cannot be adequately understood and analysed outside of this context.
Weber’s work was not written merely as a rejoinder to a wraith-like ‘ghost of
Marx’, but also formed part of a debate involving a force—Marxism—which
played a vital political and intellectual role in Imperial Germany. The paper thus
falls into three parts: (1) The historical background of the development of German
society over the latter half of the nineteenth century. (2) Weber’s attitudes towards,
and views upon, Marx and Marxism. (3) The analytic problem which faces the con-
temporary sociologist who attempts to assess the logical and empirical similarities
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and divergences between the writings of Marx and Weber. These three parts
are, however, linked together by a single underlying theme. This is that the series
of changes described under (1)—the social and political development of Germany
in the second part of the nineteenth century—help to elucidate key features in both
the evolution of Marxism in that country® and also in Weber’s response to it as a
political influence and an academic doctrine.

1. The Historical Background

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Germany consisted of thirty-nine com-
peting principalities. The two leading German states, Prussia and Austria, were both
major powers: their very rivalry was one factor hindering German unification. The
hopes of German nationalism were, however, also obstructed by the ethnic
composition of Austria and Prussia themselves. Austria, after 1815, had more non-
Germans in her population than Germans; Prussia incorporated large numbers of
Poles within her territories to the East. The nationalist doctrine could foreseeably
entail, for Prussia, the return of these lands to a Polish state. Thus the Austrian
government was flatly opposed to any movement towards an integral German
state; and, in spite of a strong current of nationalism, the case with Prussia was not
very different.

But of greater importance than these factors in retarding the political unification
of Germany were more basic characteristics of the social and economic structure of
the country. Germany was, compared to the most advanced capitalist country,
Britain, still almost in the middle ages, both in terms of the level of her economic
development, and in terms of the low degree of political liberalization within the
the various German states. In Prussia, the landed aristocracy, the Junkers, whose
power sprang from their ownership of the large ex-Slavic estates to the East of the
Elbe, maintained a dominant position within the economy and government. The
emergent German bourgeoisie, then, had virtually no access to the reins of govern-
ment in the early part of the nineteenth century.

But Germany could hardly remain completely isolated from the sweeping
currents of political change which had been set in motion in France by the events
of 1789. Marx’s early works were written in the anticipation of a2 German revolu-
tion. Indeed, it might be said that Marx’s awareness of the very backwardness of
Germany in its social and economic structure was at root of his original conception
of the role of the proletariat in history. In France, Marx wrote in 1844, ‘partial
emancipation is the basis of complete emancipation’; but in Germany, so much less
developed, a ‘progressive emancipation’ was impossible: the only possibility of
advancement was through a radical revolution. In Germany, ‘complete emancipa-
tion is the conditio sine qua non of any partial emancipation’. This can be accom-
plished, Marx wrote, only by the formation of the proletariat, ‘a class which has
radical chains . . . a class which is the dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society
which has a universal character because its sufferings are universal...’?® The
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proletariat at this time barely existed in Germany; a fact which, if Marx was not
fully aware of it in 1844, he certainly recognized by 1847. By the latter date Marx
was clear in his mind that the imminent revolution in Germany would be a
bourgeois one;™* but the peculiar characteristics of the social structure of Germany,
so it still seemed to Marx, might make it possible for a bourgeois revolution to be
followed closely by a proletarian one.2

Marx was, however, conscious of the weakness of the German bourgeoisie, and
noted that, even before having made any direct claim to power, the bourgeoisie
were prone to waste whatever strength they possessed in premature and unnecessary
conflicts with the nascent working-class.® The failure of the 1848 revolutions in
Germany bore witness to this fact, and dispelled Marx’s optimism about an
immediate ‘leap into the future’ in Germany—or indeed in Britain or France.

The 1848 uprisings were nevertheless a salutary experience for the ruling circles
in the German states, and especially in Prussia. Following this date, a number of
social and political reforms were instituted which moved the country away from
the traditional semi-feudal autocracy. The failure of 1848 to produce any more
radical reforms, however, served as something of a death-knell to the hopes,
not merely of the small groups of socialists, but also of the liberals. The main-
tenance of Junker economic power, of their dominance of the officer corps in the
army, and in the civil service bureaucracy, led the German liberals perforce to
acceptance of a series of compromise measures introducing nothing more than a
semblance of parliamentary democracy.4

The events of 1848 mark a line of direct linkage between Marx and Weber. For
Marx, the result was physical exile in England, and an intellectual recognition of
the importance of showing in detail the ‘laws of movement’ of capitalism as an
economic system. Within Germany, the failures of 1848 paved the way for the
ineptness of liberalism which, as compared to the bold successes of Bismarck’s
hegemony, formed such an important background to the whole of Weber’s
thinking in his political sociology. Perhaps most important of all, the persistence of
the traditional social and economic structure in Germany after 1848 drastically
affected the role of the labour movement, placing it in quite a different position to
that of either Britain or France.1

There is no space here to discuss in any detail the complicated issue of Marx’s
relationship to Lassalle and to the movement which Lassalle founded.1® Certain
aspects of this relationship are, however, pertinent. There was from the beginning
of the Social Democratic movement a built-in ambivalence towards Marx’s
doctrines which formed a permanent source of schism within the party. While
on the one hand Lassalle was deeply indebted in his theoretical views to Marx’s
theory of capitalism, in his practical leadership of the new movement he constantly
acted in a way opposed to Marx’s own views on specific issues, and advocated
policies contrary to the very theory which he professed to accept. Thus, in con-
trast to Marx, who held that the German working-class should throw in its
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weight with the bourgeoisie, in order to secure the bourgeois revolution which
would subsequently provide the conditions for the assumption of power by the
proletariat, Lassalle led the working-class movement away from any sort of collab-
oration with the liberals. In doing so, Lassalle fostered the sort of separation be-
tween theory and practice which was heinous to Marx, and he also thereby sowed
the first seeds of the debate between ‘evolution’ versus ‘revolution’ which later was
really the caput mortuum of the Social Democratic party as an agent of radical
social change.

Lassalle died the same year that Weber was born. By this time the future of Ger-
many had already been set. The detachment of the labour movement from the
liberals, in conjunction with other factors, set the scene for Bismarck’s unification
of Germany in which, as Bismarck said, ‘Germany did not look to Prussia’s
liberalism, but to her power’. In 1875, when Marx’s leading advocates in Ger-
many—Liebnecht and Bebel—accepted union with the Lassallean wing of the
labour movement, Germany was in both political and economic terms a very
different nation from that which Marx originally wrote about in the 1840s.
Political integration had been achieved, not through the rise of a revolutionary
bourgeoisie, but as a result, largely, of a policy of Realpolitik founded essentially
upon the bold use of political power ‘from the top’, and occurring within a social
system which retained, in large degree, its traditional structure.

The difficult phases of initial political integration and the ‘take-off” into indus-
trialization, were accomplished in quite a different fashion in Germany from the
typical process of development in Britain—and, in Capital, Marx accepted the
latter country as providing the basic framework for his theory of capitalist develop-
ment. In Germany, political centralization and rapid economic advancement took
place without the formation of a fully liberalized bourgeois society. Thus neither
the Marxists of the Social Democratic Party—even before Marx’s death in 1883—
nor the German liberals, possessed an adequate historical model within which they
could comprehend the peculiarities of their own position within the German
social structure. The Social Democrats clung tenaciously to a revolutionary
catechism which became increasingly irrelevant to the real social and economic
structure of an industrialized German state. Eventually, therefore, the inherent
tension within the Social Democratic Party between Marxian views of the revo-
lutionary transcendence of capitalism and the Lassallean emphasis upon the
appropriation of the capitalist state from within through the achievement of a fully
universal franchise, became forced out into the open. Bernstein’s Evolutionary
Socialism (1899),17 although itself based partly upon a British model, provided a
coherent theoretical interpretation of the social forces which were driving the
Social Democratic Party towards acceptance of the putative acquisition of power
from within the existing order. Evolutionary Socialism made manifest the realization
that the relationship between the political and economic development of capitalism
could not be adequately comprehended in terms of the main theses of Capital: the
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progressive formation of a two-class society, the ‘pauperization’ of the vast
majority, and the imminent collapse of capitalism in a ‘final’ catastrophic crisis.
These latter conceptions survived as Social Democratic orthodoxy in the face of
Bernstein’s challenge; but they assumed an increasingly deterministic form. What
were for Marx tendential properties of capitalism thus became regarded by his
followers as mechanically given inevitabilities. This perspective allowed the
preservation of revolutionary phraseology without demanding a concomitant
revolutionary activism; if capitalism was necessarily doomed, all that needed to be
done, so it appeared, was to wait in the wings until the final disintegration of the
capitalist economy occurred.

2. Weber’s attitude towards Marx and Marxism

The German liberals faced comparable dilemmas. Liberalism also had its roots in
an earlier period, and in forms of society considerably different from that of
Imperial Germany. While maintaining an adherence to the liberal values of
individual freedom and political participation, the liberals were heavily compro-
mised by their enforced adaptation—and subordination—to the dominant auto-
cratic order. Weber’s own political writings and involvements constantly manifest
his consciousness of this.

Weber’s appreciation of the significance of political power, particularly as
wielded by Bismarck in successfully promoting the rapid internal consolidation and
economic development of Germany (and, more specifically his use of the bureauc-
racy to do so), is one key dimension of Weber’s approach to politics, and of his
sociology more generally.!® Weber’s commitment to nationalism, and his life-long
emphasis upon the primacy of the German state, also have to be understood
in these terms.!? This determination to recognize the realities of the use of political
power, however, was counterpointed in Weber’s thought by an equally resolute
adherence to the values of classical European liberalism. The pathos of Weber’s
thought, whereby he found himself compelled to recognize an increasing diver-
gence between the main lines of development in modern societies, and the values
which he himself recognized as representing the distinctive ethos of Western
culture, was an expression—albeit in a highly subtle and ratiocinated form—of the
peculiar dilemmas of German liberalism as a whole.

(a) Weber’s attitude towards the Social Democratic Party. Weber's famous inaugural
address at Freiburg in 1895 outlined his interpretation of the hopes of German
liberalism in the face of Romantic conservatism on the one side, and the Marxist
party on the other.20 Weber specifically dissociated himself from the ‘mystical’
advocacy of the German state,®® but he also expressed the conviction that the
working-class was politically incapable of leading the nation. While expressing
agreement with some elements which constituted part of the programme of the
Social Democrats, including that the working~class should enjoy full rights of
political representation, Weber argued that the working—class ‘is politically
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immature’. Weber noted that much of the revolutionary fervour of the leaders of
the working class movement was quite divergent from the real trend of develop-
ment of the Social Democratic Party—which, as he perceived at an early date,
would move towards accommodation to the prevailing German state rather than
providing a realistic revolutionary alternative to it. As Weber expressed it, the
German state would conquer the Social Democratic Party, and not vice versa.?

Weber was scornful of the continuing claims of the Junkers to power, although
he was forced to recognize that, in practice, their influence in the officer corps and,
to a lesser degree, in the government bureaucracy was still considerable. The
Junkers were, nevertheless, in Weber’s eyes, obviously a declining class. The main
source of hope, therefore, for a German state which would maintain its national
integrity, but which would reach a level of political democracy compatible with an
industrialized society, was through the strengthening of the liberal bourgeoisie as a
group capable of providing national leadership. This meant, as Weber increasingly
came to realize, developing a governmental system which would vest real political
power in parliament. The result of Bismarck’s domination, Weber believed, had
left Germany without effective political leadership which could take control of
the bureaucratic machine of government, and threatened Germany with ‘uncon-
trolled bureaucratic domination’.2

Weber’s attitude towards the possibility of socialism in Germany was by and
large simply a logical extension of this position. Should a socialist government, and
a planned economy,* be set up, the result would be an even greater bureaucratic
repression. Not only would there be no counterweight to the spread of bureaucracy
in the political sphere, but this would inevitably be true of the economic sphere
also. “This would be socialism’, Weber wrote, ‘in about the same manner in which
the ancient Egyptian “New Kingdom” was socialist’.2%

Weber’s views on the Social Democratic Party remained fairly consistent over
the course of his life; his evaluation of his own political position with regard to the
policies of the Party did, however, change, together with the changing nature of the
German social and political structure. Thus, towards the end of his life, having
witnessed the occurrence of what he had previously foreseen—the increasing
integration of the Social Democratic Party into the existing parliamentary order—
Weber declared in 1918 that he was so close to the Social Democratic Party as to
find it difficult to separate himself from it.26 But Weber’s consistent view of
‘Marxism’ as represented in the shape of the Social Democratic Party in Germany,
was that its professed objectives—the revolutionary overthrow of the State, and the
institution of a classless society—were entirely divergent from the real role which
it was destined to play in German politics.

(b) Weber’s views on the academic contributions of Marxist authors. Weber’s
position with respect to the theoretical notions which the main spokesmen for and
‘interpreters’ of Marxism expounded, cannot simply be deduced from his relation-
ship to the Social Democratic Party, since the latter was determined in some
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degree by his appreciation of the political realities of the German situation. Weber
recognized that certain of the leading Marxist theoreticians of his time had made
distinct and even brilliant contributions to history, economics and jurisprudence;
and he maintained close academic contact with some scholars who were heavily
influenced by Marx.?? It is important to recognize that the bulk of Weber’s
writing on capitalism and religion was written within the context of the appearance
of a spate of scholarly works which claimed Marxian ancestry, but many of which
either employed what Weber regarded as a vulgarization of Marx’s ideas, or which
departed considerably from what Weber considered to be the main tenets of
Marx’s historical materialism.28

Although Weber once spoke of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
as offering ‘an empirical refutation of historical materialism’, the essay had, in fact,
a complicated genealogy. Weber was interested in religion as a social phenomenon
from his early youth.?® While his studies of law and economic history diverted him
for some period from following this interest in his academic writings, the Protestant
Ethic is clearly an expression of interests which had always been in the forefront
of Weber’s mind.? Weber undoubtedly wrote the essay in some part as a conscious
polemic against the ‘one-sided’ conception of religion as portrayed by historical
materialism. But ‘historical materialism’ here referred partly to the writings of
Kautsky and others.® Moreover, it was probably Weber’s association with
Sombart which provided the most direct source of stimulus to his attempt to
analyze the role of ascetic Protestantism in the rise of capitalism.32

Weber was sympathetic to the ideas of some of the prominent Marxist ‘revision-
ists’, although he regarded them as still being caught up, whatever their departures
from Marx, within a metaphysical theory of history which was simply 2 handicap
to their accurate perception of socio-economic reality. In general, Weber accepted,
in common with Bernstein and others, that modern capitalism is not marked by a
progressive differentiation between an increasingly wealthy minority and a
‘pauperized’ mass; that the white—collar middle class do not develop a consciousness
of class identity with the manual working class; and that there is no sign of an
imminent cataclysmic break-up of capitalism.3? It can hardly be said, however, that
Weber derived these views from any of the Marxist ‘revisionists’: Weber was clear
in his own mind that capitalism could not be effectively transcended in the foresee-
able future, and that the capitalist mode of production was not leading towards
an open and irresistible class struggle between labour and capital. Weber’s own
references to the stratification structure of modern society show that he recognized
the existence of multiple divisions of interest and of status which tend to obscure
the Marxist class divisions. Thus Weber pointed out, for example, that the manual
working-class, far from having become a homogeneous unskilled group, is cut
across by differences of skill-level which create divisions of class interest within
the working class as a whole.34

Weber’s relationship to the leading Marxist thinkers of his time was, therefore, a
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complex one: necessarily so, in virtue of the variety of differing positions assumed
by those who claimed to be following Marx.

(c) Weber’s views on Marx. Weber, of course, considered that Marx had made
fundamental contributions to historical and sociological analysis. But, to Weber,
Marx’s theories could never be regarded as anything more than sources of insight,
or at most as ideal-typical concepts, which could be applied to illuminate particular,
specific sequences of historical development. The radical neo-Kantian position
which Weber adopted from Rickert and Windelband33 effectively excluded any
other possibility: in Weber’s conception, Marx’s attribution of overall ‘direction’
to the movement of history was as illegitimate as the Hegelian philosophy of history
which helped to give it birth.2¢ While Weber admitted, with strong reservations,
the use of ‘developmental stages’ as a ‘heuristic means’ which could facilitate the
explanatory interpretation of historical materials, he rejected totally the construc-
tion of ‘deterministic schemes’ based upon any sort of general theory of historical
development.??

The necessary corollary of this was the rejection of Marx’s materialism as a key
to the explanation of historical change. The thesis that economic factors in any
sense ‘finally’ explain the course of history, Weber asserted, as a scientific theorem,
is ‘utterly finished’.38 Weber recognized that Marx’s writings varied in the degree
of sophistication with which the materialist conception of history was presented—
the Communist Manifesto, for example, set out Marx’s views ‘with the crude
elements of genius of the early form’.3? But even in its more thorough formulation
in Capital, Weber pointed out, Marx nowhere defined precisely how the ‘economic’
is delimited from other spheres of society.

Weber’s distinction between ‘economic’, ‘economically relevant’, and ‘economi-
cally conditioned’ phenomena was aimed at clarifying this problem. Economic
action Weber defined as action which seeks by peaceful means to acquire control
of desired utilities.% There are, however, many forms of human action—such as
religious practices—which, while they are not ‘economic’ according to this defini-
tion, have relevance to economic phenomena in that they influence the needs or
propensities which individuals have to acquire or make use of utilities. These are
economically relevant forms of action. Phenomena which are economically
relevant can in turn be separated from those which are economically conditioned:
these are actions, which are again not ‘economic’ according to Weber’s definition,
are causally influenced by economic factors. As Weber pointed out: ‘After what
has been said, it is self-evident that: firstly, the boundary lines of ‘economic’
phenomena are vague and not easily defined; secondly, the ‘economic’ aspect of a
phenomenon is by no means only ‘economically conditioned’ or only ‘economically
relevant . . .’ Calvinism was in these terms both economically conditioned and
economically relevant with regard to the early formation of rational capitalism in
Western Europe.

Weber also pointed to another source of conceptual ambiguity in Marx’s
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‘economic’ interpretation of history: that Marx failed to distinguish in a clearly
formulated way between the ‘economic’ and the ‘technological’. Where Marx
slipped into a more or less direct technological determinism, Weber showed, his
argument is manifestly inadequate. Marx’s famous assertion that ‘the hand-mill
gives us feudalism, the steam-mill, capitalism™? was, according to Weber, ‘a
technological proposition, not an economic one, and it can be clearly proven that it
is simply a false assertion. For the era of the hand-mill, which lasted up to the
threshold of the modern period, showed the most varied kinds of cultural “super-
structures” in all places’*® A given form of technology may be associated with
varying types of social organization, and vice versa; this can be seen in the very fact
that socialism, as Marx expected it to develop—although being a different social
and economic system from capitalism—would involve essentially the same techno-
logical base as capitalism.

The positive influence of Marx’s writings over Weber is most evident in Weber’s
insistence that values and ideas, while most definitely not being merely ‘derivations’
of material interests, nevertheless must always be analyzed in relation to such
interests. Weber, of course, recognized the importance of class conflicts in history,
while denying that their prevalence or significance is anything like as great as that
postulated by Marx. For Weber, conflicts between status groups of various kinds,
and between political associations—including nation-states—are at least equally
important in the historical development of the major civilizations. The conception
of sectional ‘interest’, therefore, cannot be limited to economic interests, but must
be extended to other spheres of social life; political parties, for example, have
interests which derive from their situation as aspirants to or as wielders of power,
and which do not necessarily in any direct sense rest upon shared economic inter-
ests.44

There has been some considerable debate over the degree to which Weber’s
methodological works,*® written relatively early on in his career, accord with the
substantive content of his later writings, particularly Economy and Society.*® What
is certain, however, is that Weber never abandoned his basic stand upon the
complete logical separation of fact and value, nor his correlate assumption of the
irreducibility of competing values. It was this epistemological position, Weber
recognized, which spearated him most decisively from Marx. Marx’s work,
whatever its undoubted scientific merits, involved an ‘ethic of ultimate ends’,
and therefore committed him who accepted it to a ‘total’ conception of history.
For Weber, science cannot answer the question: ‘ “Which of the warring gods
should we serve’’ " 47

3. Weber and Marx: the Analytic Problem

Weber’s critique of Marx was highly sophisticated, and was not simply an
abstract analysis of the ‘logic’ of Marx’s theories, but was embodied in the very
substance of Weber’s studies of history and society. This very fact, however, means
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that Weber’s own explicit evaluations of Marx’s views cannot be regarded as the
sole source of evidence on the matter. That Weber’s own remarks on The Protestant
Ethic, for instance, are not completely unambiguous is indicated by the confusion
over the objectives of the work in the large literature which has surrounded the
subject since the first publication of Weber’s essay.*® Obviously, moreover, the
evaluation of the differences between Marx’s and Weber’s sociology must depend
upon an accurate evaluation of the characteristic views of the former. In order to
make clear the substance of Marx’s basic theoretical position, it is necessary to touch
briefly upon some themes in Marx’s writings which, thanks to the enormous body
of secondary works written on Marx since the Second World War, have by now
become very familiar.

Much of the post-war literature on Marx has centered upon the writings of the
‘young Marx’: that is, prior to the completion of The German Ideology (1846). The
debate over the relevance of these early writings to Marx’s mature works will
certainly continue; but it cannot be doubted that, firstly, there are, at the very
least, certain definite threads of continuity which run through the whole of Marx’s
work, and that, secondly, some of the early writings allow us to clarify what
these continuities are.4?

Marx did not ever write a systematic exposition of his ‘materialism’. But certain
of his early writings make it absolutely clear that his conception of his materialistic
approach to history is quite different not only from Hegelian idealistic philosophy
but also from what Marx termed ‘perceptual materialism’.% Marx, in common
with the other “Young Hegelians’, began his intellectual development from the
standpoint of the critique of religion, derived from a radicalization of Hegel, and
based largely upon the thought of David Strauss and Feuerbach. Feuerbach’s
philosophy was founded upon a reversal of the major premise of Hegel’s system.
In place of Hegel’s idealism, Feuerbach substituted his own version of materialism,
stating bluntly that the starting-point of the study of man must be ‘real man’
living in the ‘real material world’.5* Feuerbach’s writing remained mainly confined
to the examination of religion: by ‘standing Hegel on his feet’,52 Feuerbach tried to
show that the divine is an illusory product of the real. God is an idealized projection
of man himself; God is the mythical projection of man’s most cherished values,
man alienated from his own (potential) self-perfection.

The consequence of Feuerbach’s position is that religion is a symbolic ‘represen-
tation” of human aspirations, and that to eliminate human self-alienation all that
needs to be done is for religion to be de-mystified, and placed on a rational level.
Marx rapidly perceived what appeared to him as fundamental defects in this view.
Feuerbach’s errors were, firstly, to speak of ‘man’ in the abstract, and thus to fail to
perceive that men only exist within the context of particular societies which change
their structure in the course of historical development; and, secondly, to treat
ideas or ‘consciousness’ as simply the ‘consequence’ of human activities in the
‘material’ world. In Marx’s words: ‘The chief defect of all previous materialism
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(including Feuerbach’s) is that the object, actuality, sensuousness, is conceived
only in the form of the object or perception, but not as sensuous human activity, practice,
not subjectively’.®® The connotation of this must be made clear: it is that ideas do
not simply ‘reflect’ material reality, but exist in a reciprocal relationship with it.

Marx referred to his materialism only as ‘the guiding thread’ in his studies:
ideologies are ‘rooted in the material conditions of life’, but this does not entail that
there is a universal or unilateral relationship between the ‘real foundation’ of society
(the relations of production) and ‘legal and political superstructures’.® On the
contrary, the specific conclusion which Marx reached in criticizing Feuerbach was
that ideas are social products, which cannot be explained by the philosopher who
stands outside of history, but only by the analysis of particular forms of society.55
We must reject, Marx insisted, any kind of ‘recipe or scheme... for neatly
trimming the epochs of history’, and must ‘set about the observation and arrange-
ment—the real depiction—of our historical material . . . 56

Where Marx did generalize about the relationship between ideology and
material ‘substructure’, this was in terms of the specification that the class system
is the main mediating link between the two. The class structure of society exerts a
determinate effect upon which ideas assume prominence in that society. This is the
sense of Marx’s proposition that the ruling ideas in any epoch are the ideas of the
ruling class.57 It should be pointed out that, even in Feuerbach’s theory, religion is
something more than merely a complete reflection of material reality: it also
provides values and ideals towards which men should strive. God is man as he
ought to be, and therefore the image of the deity holds out the hope of what man
could become. Marx took over this notion from Feuerbach, but mated it with the
dialectical conception that it is the reciprocal interaction of such religious ideas
with the social actions of ‘earthly men’ which must be examined. This reciprocity
can be understood in terms of analysing the historical development of societies;
we cannot understand the relationship between ideology and society if we ‘abstract
from the historical process’.5® There is no question, then, but that Marx recognized
both that ideologies may have a partially ‘internal’ autonomous development, and
that the degree to which this is so depends upon factors particular to specific
societies, which in every case have to be studied in empirical detail. This is both
consistent with his general conception of materialism, and is evidenced in his more
detailed studies.® Marx’s position, in other words, is not incompatible with
recognition of the unique characteristics and influence of ascetic Protestantism
in Europe.

All this is, by now, quite well-known ; what has not been so generally appreciated
is that even in matters of detail, Marx’s discussion of the course of historical
development in Europe is in several ways strikingly close to Weber’s analysis:
this is a fact which has only become fully apparent with the publication of the
draft-notes (Grundrisse) which Marx wrote for Capital in 1857-8. Marx acknowl-
edged the importance of the early forms of capitalism which developed in Rome,
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and his explanation of why these led to a ‘dead-end’ is quite similar to that subse-
quently set out by Weber.% Marx pointed out that certain of the conditions—
including the existence of a nascent capitalist class—which played an essential partin
the development of capitalism in Western Europe at a later period, were already
present in Rome. Among the factors he isolated as significant in inhibiting the
emergence of full-scale capitalism in Rome is that there was strong ideological
pressure against the accumulation of wealth for its own sake: “Wealth does not
appear as the aim of production ... The enquiry is always about what kind of
property creates the best citizens. Wealth as an end in itself appears only among a
few trading peoples . . .88 Wealth was valued, not intrinsically, but for the ‘private
enjoyment’ it could bring; moreover, labour in general was regarded with con-
tempt, and as not worthy of free men. :

Marx recognized that there existed numerous prior forms of capitalism before
the emergence of bourgeois society in post-Mediaeval Europe. Thus mercantile
capital has often existed—as in Rome—in societies in which the dominant mode of
production is not capitalist. Mercantile operations have usually been carried on by
marginal groups, such as the Jews. Mercantile capital has existed ‘in the most diverse
forms of society, at the most diverse stages of the development of the productive
forces’.%2 There are cases of societies, other than Rome, where certain segments of
the social structure have been quite highly evolved, but where the lack of develop-
ment of other sectors has limited the ultimate level of economic advancement.
Marx quoted the instance of ancient Peru, which in certain respects had a developed
economy, but which was kept to a low level of development by the geographical
isolation of the society, and by the lack of a monetary system.®

Marx’s views on the emergence and significance of Christianity in the develop-
ment of the European societies have to be inferred from various oblique statements
in his critiques of Hegel and the “Young Hegelians’. As a close student of Hegel,
Marx was obviously aware of the fundamental importance which historians and
philosophers attributed to Christianity in the West. Marx did not question the
validity of this. What he did attack was the idealistic standpoint within which the
influence of Christianity was analysed. Thus he objected to Stirner’s treatment of
the rise of early Christianity in that it is conducted wholly upon the level of ideas. %
Christianity arose, Marx stated, as a religion of wandering, uprooted vagrants,
and the causes of its expansion have to be related to the internal decay of the
Roman Empire: ‘the Hellenic and Roman world perished, spiritually in Christian-
ity and materially in the migration of the peoples’.®* The Christian ethical outlook
formed a vital new moral current, contrasting with the moral decadence of Rome.
Christianity substituted for Roman pantheism the conception of a single universal
God, whose authority is founded upon uniquely Christian notions of sin and
salvation. In the later evolution of Christianity in Europe, the Reformation pro-
vided a similar moral regeneration in relation to an internally disintegrating feudal
society. ‘Luther . . . overcame bondage out of devotion by replacing it by bondage
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out of conviction. He shattered faith in authority because he restored the authority
of faith . .. He freed man from outer religiosity because he made religiosity the
inner man’.%6

To suppose that Marx was unaware of the ‘ascetic’ and ‘rational’ character of
modern European capitalism is to miss some of the most basic premises upon which
his analysis and critique of bourgeois society is founded. The ‘rationalizing’
character of capitalism is manifest most directly, for Marx, in the utter dominance
of money in human social relationships, and of the pursuit of money as an end in
itself. Money is the epitome of human self-alienation under capitalism, since it
reduces all human qualities to quantitative values of exchange.8” Capitalism thus
has a ‘universalizing’ character, which breaks down the particularities of traditional
cultures: ‘capital develops irresistibly beyond national barriers and prejudices . . .
it destroys the self-satisfaction confined within narrow limits and based upon a
traditional mode of life and reproduction’.®® Capitalism is ‘ascetic’ in that the actions
of capitalists are based upon self-renunciation and the continual re-investment of
profits. This is manifest, Marx pointed out, in the theory of political economy:
‘Political economy, the science of wealth, is, therefore, at the same time, the science
of renunciation, of privation and saving . .. Its true ideal is the ascetic usurious
miser and the ascetic but productive slave’.® The pursuit of wealth for its own sake
is a phenomenon which is, as a general moral ethos, found only within modern
capitalism. Marx was as specific on this matter as Weber: “The passion for wealth
as such is a distinctive development; that is to say, it is something other than the
instinctive thirst for particular goods such as clothes, arms, jewelry, women,
wine . .. The taste for possessions can exist without money; the thirst for self-
enrichment is the product of a definite social development, it is not natural, but
historical’.7

The point to be stressed, however, is that in broad terms Marx’s conception of,
and empirical treatment of, the role of ideology in society is quite compatible with
the more detailed studies undertaken by Weber of the sociology of religion. Marx
did not study religion in any detail because, in breaking with the “Young Hegel-
ians’ and with Feuerbach, and in perceiving the need to begin to analyse sociologi-
cally the relationships between economy, politics and ideology, Marx effectively
overcame—in terms of his own objectives—the need to subject religion to detailed
analysis. The Young Hegelians, as Marx made clear in The Holy Family, continued
to devote most of their efforts to the critique of religion, and thus always remained
imprisoned within a world-view which was, even if only negatively, a religious
one.™

To emphasize the general theoretical congruity of much of what Marx and
Weber wrote on the history and origins of capitalism is obviously not to argue that
their views are wholly identical, either in relation to particular problems or in
respect of more general issues of social and political theory. It is evident that Marx,
while disavowing ‘the passe-partout of a general historical-philosophical theory

Downloaded from soc.sagepub.com at UCLA on November 2, 2012



MARX, WEBER, AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF CAPITALISM 303

whose main quality is that of being super-historical’,” sought to impose a pattern
on historical development which Weber treated as utterly impermissible. The
concept of charisma, and the basic role which it plays in Weber’s sociology,
expresses Weber’s conviction that human history is not (as Marx believed it to be)
rational. The attribution of a discoverable rationality to history is an essential
element in the whole of Marx’s thought, and is the main tie by which he always
remained bound to Hegel. But charisma is specifically irrational; thus the revolu-
tionary dynamic in history, which for Weber is constituted by the periodic emer-
gence of charismatic movements, cannot be connected to any overall rational
pattern in the historical development of man. Moreover, by stressing the impor-
tance of class, and thus of economic interests, in social development, Marx tended
to assimilate economic and political power much more than Weber.? This is very
definitely a difference of fundamental significance between the two authors.
Nevertheless, the divergence here must not be over-exaggerated. To say, as Gerth
and Mills have done, that Weber’s work may be seen ‘as an attempt to “round
out” Marx’s economic materialism by a political and military materialism’,™ is
basically correct, but this tends to neglect the fact that Marx gave at least some
degree of prominence to ‘political and military materialism.” Marx anticipated
Weber, for example, in recognizing a parallel between the organization of pro-
fessional armies and the separation of the labourer from his product under modern
capitalism. Thus Marx noted: ‘In Rome there existed in the army a mass already
quite distinct from the people, disciplined to labour ... it sold to the State the
whole of its labour-time for wages . . . as the worker does with the capitalist’.?s

Conclusion

My objective in this paper has been to separate out several basic strands in the
relationship between the writings of Marx and Weber. I have tried to make it
clear that the tendency to assimilate these together as forming a blanket ‘critique of
Marx’ has led many commentators to oversimplify Weber’s assessment of ‘his-
torical materialism’. It has become something of a truism to say that the ‘founders’
of modern sociology—Weber, Pareto, and Mosca in particular—developed their
theories, at least in part, as ‘refutations’ of Marx. Each of these authors has at some
time been called ‘the bourgeois Marx’. This label, however, is inapt in the sense that
it implies that their work represents nothing more than a bourgeois response to
Marxism. It was this, but it was also much more. Thus Weber’s relationship to
Marx and to Marxist thought cannot be assessed along a single dimension of
‘confirmation’ or ‘refutation’; Weber’s historical studies both destroy some of the
cruder Marxist interpretations of historical development, and at the same time,
as I have tried to show in this article, partly vindicate Marx against his own pro-
fessed disciples.

Weber wrote at a period when the structure of the leading Western European
countries generally, and that of Germany more specifically, had changed
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considerably from the time at which Marx formed his fundamental views. All of
the economically advanced societies of the West, by the turn of the twentieth
century, had reached a high degree of economic maturity without experiencing
the revolutionary re-organization which Marx expected. In Weber’s time, Marx’s
thought was carried, in Germany, by the Social Democratic Party. ‘Historical
materialism’ came to be largely identified, in the eyes of Weber and other liberal
critics of Marxism, as well as by Marxists themselves, with the systematic exposi-
tion of Engels in Anti-Diihring and, later, The Dialectics of Nature.”® While some
commentators have exaggerated the difference between the thought of Marx and
Engels,”” the implications of the position which Engels took in these works are
quite definitely at variance with the conception central to most of Marx’s writing.
By transferring the dialectic to nature, Engels obscured the most essential element
of Marx’s work, which was ‘the dialectical relationship of subject and object in the
historical process’.” In doing so, Engels helped to stimulate the notion that ideas
simply ‘reflect’ material reality.?® The political quietism of the Social Democratic
Party—which Weber accurately perceived behind its revolutionary phraseology—
was bound up with the general adoption of such an outlook, which made possible
the preservation of a revolutionary posture in a set of social circumstances which
had diverged substantially from the pattern of development anticipated by Marx.
The wheel thus in a way came almost full circle. At the risk of oversimplifying
what is actuality a complicated question, it could be said that Weber’s critique of
Marxism, as regards the role of ideas in history, in fact came close to restating, in
vast detail, certain elements of the original Marxian conception.

This went hand in hand, ironically, with a rejection of certain key aspects of
Marx’s analysis of contemporary capitalism, and of the latter’s hopes for a future
form of radically new society. Marx, writing a generation before Weber, believed
that capitalism could, and would, be transcended by a new form of society. Weber
wrote with the hindsight of having witnessed the formation of industrial capitalism
in Germany in quite different circumstances from Britain or France. Weber’s
appreciation of this fact was one element in his thought allowing him, while
drawing heavily from Marx, to escape from the straight-jacket which the followers
of Marx in the Social Democratic Party sought to impose upon history in the name
of historical materialism.

But it might be held that, in his analysis of the imminent trend of development of
capitalism, Weber himself fell prey to a sort of materialistic determinism of his
own. Weber perceived a primary irrationality within capitalism: the ‘formal’
rationality of bureaucracy, while it makes possible the technical implementation of
large-scale administrative tasks, is ‘substantively’ irrational in that it contravenes
some of the most distinctive values of Western civilization. But Weber foresaw no
way of breaking through this irrationality: the future holds out only the likelihood
of the increasing submergence of human autonomy and individuality within an
ever-expanding bureaucratization of modern life.8¢ For Marx, on the other hand,
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the fundamental irrationality of capitalism—the contradiction between the aliena-
tive impoverishment of the individual and the immense potential opportunities for
self-fulfilment offered by modern industry—creates the very conditions for the
movement to a form of society in which this irrationality will be overcome.
Undoubtedly there are problems of major significance for modern sociology and
social philosophy which stem from the question of how far the alienative charac-
teristic which Marx attributed to capitalism as a specific form of class society, in
fact derive from a bureaucratic rationality which is a necessary concomitant of
industrial society, whether it be ‘capitalist’ or ‘socialist’. Does the future promise
only the progressive expansion of an order in which, as Weber wrote, ‘the technical
and economic conditions of machine production . . . determine the lives of all the
individuals who are born into this mechanism . . . with irresistible force’ 2% Or is
there a realistic possibility that, as Marcuse has expressed it, ‘not “pure”, formal,
technical reason but the reason of domination erects the “shell of bondage”, and
that the consummation of technical reason can well become the instrument for
the liberation of man’:%2
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