
The Will to Act: An Analysis of 
Max Weber's Sociology in the Light of Goethe's Fiction 

Isher-Paul Sahni 

A Thesis 

in 

The Depanment 

of 

Sociology & Anthropology 

Presented in Partial Funilment of the Requirements 
for the Degree of Master of Arts at 

Concordia University 
Montreai, Quebec, Canada 

August 1996 

O Mer-Paul Sahni, 1996 



National Library I*I of Canada 
Bibliothèque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibliographie Services services bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395. rue Wellington 
Ottawa ON K I  A ON4 Ottawa ON K I  A ON4 
Canada Canada 

The author has granted a non- L'auteur a accordé une licence non 
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive permettant à la 
National Library of Canada to Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sel1 reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
copies of ths thesis in microform, vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
paper or electronic formats. la fome de microfichelfilm, de 

reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

The author retains ownership of the L'auteur conserve la propriété du 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
thesis nor substantial extracts h m  it Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
may be printed or otherwise de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
reproduced without the author's ou autrement reproduits sans son 
permission. autorisation. 



ABSTRACT 

The Will to Act: An Analysis of 
Max Weber's Sociology in the LigM of Goethe's Fiction 

Isher-Paul Sahni 

Max Weber's Protestant Ethic and vocation essays are interpreted 

in the light of Johann Wolfgang von Goetha's EIective Affinities, WiIheIm 

Meister, and Faust. Drawing on themes which frame the latter's novels, 

the importance of experience, renunciation, and a specialized vocation 

which underlie the 'will to act' will be devdoped. Following this, it will be 

shown these themes reemerge in Weber's sociology and his 

conceptualization self-conscious determination. This view argues that 

Goethe's notion of social action, which required devotion to a vocation 

which contributed to the growth and vitality of comrnunity, was the source 

of empowerment which framed Weber's sociology and understanding of 

meaningful social action. 

iii 



This project first twk shape under the guidance of Professor John Drysdale who, 
in a truly Weberian sense, has watched and guided my interest in the sociology of Max 
Weber since my entry into the M.A. program. My introduction to Rofessor John Laffey 
occurred during rny undergraduate studies. Since then. Rofessor Laffey's open door and 
willingness to Edighten me as to the complexities of intellectual history have been pivotal 
to my intellectual development. Finally, 1 had the pleasure of working under Professor 
Greg Nielsen over the past year. His willingness to discuss and challenge whatever ideas 
crossed my mind over a coffee. would also prove to be crucial in furthering my 
understanding of sociological theory. 

1 mut, therefore. offer my deepest gratitude to the above meniioned professoa. As 
a team they brought and supplied me w i h  a wealth of knowledge and critical insight. 
Piofessor Drysdale's mastery of the corpus of Weber's work ailowed me to feel confident 
of my approach and idea. Professor Laffey 's range of knowledge and historical insight 
would ensure that the at times abstract constmcts of my sociological training, rernained 
grounded in the matenal circumstances from which they emerged. Finally. Professor 
Nielsen's keen insight would ensure that my point was clear, and that 1 remained within the 
'critical' tradition. The guidance and advice offered by my referees was crucial to the 
creation of the final product. Without their prompting and criticisrns 1 could not have 
developed the idea in the way that 1 have. 

As most M.A. students go, 1 must consider myself quite lucky. In addition to my 
referees, Professor David Howes and Rofessor Thomas Kemple offered their guidance. 
On very short notice, Rofessor Howes cut into his 'leisure reading' and graciously offered 
to read and comment upon my thesis. In addition, Rofessor Kemple's profound 
knowledge of Goethe's influence on a whole generation would prove to be quite important, 
and much appreciated. Before bis departure to the University of British Columbia, as weil 
as fotlowing his amval, he was always there to open my eyes to the literary history which 
underlies sociological theory. 

Finally , on a more persona1 note, 1 wish to thank my parents. Their unwavenng 
support, my father's keen insight and my mother's ease with prose, in addition to patiently 
listening to every draft and detail that 1 had to offer, served as my foundation. 



Table of Contents 

1 - l ntroduction 

2- Goethe and Weber?: On the Status of the Metonyrn 

3- Goethe's Novels: An lnterpretation 
3.1 - The Paradox of Agency : Goethe's Elective Affinities 
3.2- Renunciation and Specialization: Goethe's Wilhelm Meister 
3.3- Beyond Good and Evil: lnner Conviction and the Deed in 

Goethe's Faust 

4- Evil and 'Comrnunity': Goethe's Ontogenetic Philosophy 

5 The Occidental City: Value-Rational Action in Weber's Concept 
of Community 

6- The Fall From Grace: Weber's Protestant Ethic 
6.1 - Weber's Deed: The Calling and the Comrnunity 
6.2- The Triumph of Evil: The Rationalization of Culture and 

Charisrna 

7- The Modern Vocation: The Realm of the Diabolical 
7.1 - Mephisto's Lair : Politics as a Vocation 
7.2- 'Faust's Study': Science as a Vocation 

8- Salvation Through Education: Enabling the 'Will to Strive' 

9- Goethe Facing Weber: From Fiction to Sociology 

- Conclusion 

- Notes 

- Bibliography 



1- Introduction 

As fat as his art is concemed, even with a personality of 
Goethe's rank, it has ken  detrimental to take the liberty 
of trying to make his 'Iife' into a work of an. And even if 
one doubts this, one has to be Goethe in order to dare permit 
oneself such liberty. Everybody will admit at least this much: 
that even with a man like Goethe, who appears once in 
a thousand years, this liberty did not go unpaid for. 

(Weber, 1958: 137) 

It is not difficult to argue that Goethe stands as Gemany's greatest 

literary and poetic figure. Goethe himself embodied the essence of the last 

Renaissance man, who strove in the realms of literature, science, botany 

and governmental administration. While his profound influence on, and 

interaction w ith, the philosophical canons of Herder, Kant, and Hegel, have 

been well documented, his influence in the realm of sociological theory has 

rernained virtually unexplored. The purpose of this inquiry therefore, is to 

unearth the profound influence that Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's ( 1749- 

1832) work had on Max Weber's (1864- 1920) conceptualization of the 

malaise and paradoxes of modem social action. 

The present investigation involves an attempt to systematize the 

influence that Goethe's fiction, which is at once highly biographical, had on 

Weber's Weltanschauung. However, rather than focus on the biographical 
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affinities between the life of Goethe and that of Weber, or between that of 

the themes of Goethe's novels and Weber's life experiences, the focus of 

this investigation will be the theoretical and ethical themes which frame 

Goethe's novels and their subsequent reemergence in Weber's sociology. 

As we will see however, the unshakeable faith that Goethe held in the 

necessarily redemptive evolution of the human race was not shared by 

Weber. 

Our analysis will begin with Goethe's Elertive AfJinities, in order to 

highlight the importance of choice in relation to Goethe's notion of action 

and the deed, which would subsequently frame the narrative of Wilhelm 

Meister and Faust. In interpreting Elective Aflnities, it will be shown that 

the primary message of the novel lies in the individual's ability to chouse. 

However, the paradox of choice, in the form of the recognition of one's 

destiny and the subsequent ability to act upon it, does not find resolution 

within the context of the novel. Rather, Wahlvenvandtschaften leaves the 

reader with a highly ambiguous message as to how the contradiction 

inherent in the concept of elective affinity is resolved. 

The notion of 'elective' implies on the one hand, the free-willed 

realm of ideas and choice, and thus election. While the notion of 'affinity', 

on the other hand, points to human compulsion, determinism, and 

therefore, interests. To be properly understood, the diaiectic between these 

contradictory ontological spheres must be grounded in the coming to self- 

consciousness of Wilhelrn Meister and Fw. For, it is in these works that 



the ability of refiexive self-determined action, to mediate between the 

realms of knowledge and human interests, in addition to the active role 

which the individual played in the rebirth of the 'self' and the comrnunity 

are treated. Pivota1 to Goethe's notion of self-determined action is the 

individual's conti nuous stnving and eventual self-conscious renunciation of 

universal aspirations. This wisdom would provide meaning to Wilhelm 

Meister's travels, and serve as the foundation of Faust's redemption. 

Subsequently, the notions of striving and renunciation would in turn have 

conriderable effect in shaping Weber's understanding of w hat it took to 

confront the demons of a disenchanted social order. 

Goethe's unshakeable faith in the progress of humanity manifests 

itself symbolically in the actions and deeds of the characters of his novels. 

Without failure, Goethe's protagonists demonstrate the ability to harmonize 

the existing tension between 'absolute' and 'responsible' ethics, between 

their ideas and interests. This harmony moreover, is  pivota1 to Goethe's 

emphasis on individual redemption and ernpowerment through a 'will to 

act' and duty to renounce, and thus, to the intimate connection between the 

improvement of the individual and the bettement of the cornrnunity. 

The 'will to act' must be understood as central to the individual's 

desire and ability to find a sphere within modern society's differentiated 

social structure, for the expression of his being and potential. Therefore, 

while the notion of the 'will to act' bears an affinity to Nietzsche's 'will to 

power', insofar as it attempts to conceptually grasp the individual's will to 



play an active part in the shaping of his destiny and fate. However, the 'will 

to act' does not entai1 the embrace of nihiiism, nor the ubiquity of power 

implicit in Nietzsche's philosophy. Rather, a central element of the concept 

is the emphasis it places upon experience and the individual's eventual 

renunciation of universal aspirations. The idea of 'will' therefore, touches 

on the degree of reflexivity and self-consciousness dernonstrated by the 

individual in her orientation towards social action. Thus, the self-discovery 

of one's being is pivota1 to the individual's striving in an active and self- 

determined way, and not simply as the result of instrumental compulsion 

and materialist determination. The central element to the 'will to act' 

therefore, involves the individual's ability to ascribe rneaning to her 

instrumental pursui ts. 

The catalyst of the striving demonstrated by Goethe's protagonists, 

centers on their desire to find a sphere within modern society in which to 

express their personal authenticity and thus harness their daemon. 

Daemon 
As stood the sun to the salute of planets 
Upon the day that gave you to the earth 
You grew forthwith, and prospered, in your growing 
Heeded the law presiding at your birth. 
Sibyls and prophets told it: Y ou must be 
None but yourself, from self you cannot flee. 
No time there is, no power, can decompose 
The minted forrn that lives and living grows. 

(Goethe in Scaff, 1989:69 1182) 

Goethe's notion of the daemon attempts to articulate the essence and prima1 



forces which are stamped upon the individual at birth. Anticipating Freud's 

conceptualization of the 'id', the daernon is understood as a potential source 

of human creativity and striving, as weil as a potentially destructive power. 

If not eventually harnessed through the sense of meaning provided by 

active asceticism, the daemon could consume the individual, leading him to 

seek flight in the face of the 'disenchanted' instrumental demands of 

modem capitalism. For Goethe therefore, the key to modem social action 

lay in discovenng the finitude of one's daemon and actualizing its creative 

power within the fonn and purpose of a specialized deed. 

I'd like to unify myself, 
But 1 seem to be always in two; 
In everything 1 live to do 
One of me's here, one there, 
The first one praying hard for the rest, 
The other al1 astrain! 
Yet there's good council for a tmce 
Between the wamng twain' 
After the joy of knowledge 
To the joy of deeds amain!' 

(Goethe, 1933;lOO) 

By way of coming into conflict and striving with the multiplicity of ethical 

and value-oriented dispositions towards social action which have emerged 

in modernity, this synthesis could be accomplished. 

The experience which ensued from striving in and against the social 

world, manifests itself in a deeper understanding on the part of the 

individual about her daemon and subsequently her destiny. Therefore, 

striving in the various spheres of modern society and the ensuing 



experience it provided, were rwcessary components in the individual's 

amval at self-consciousness. Thus, Goethe's faith in human progress and 

the redemptive power of striving, ultimately finds resolution in the 

individual's eventual recognition of the need to renounce the worldly 

aspirations of mere experience, in favour of responsible social action. 

Therefore, the self-conscious determination of one's fate manifests itself in 

the individual's confinement and striving in the pursuit of a specialized 

vocation. 

The notion of renunciation would be pivotal to the conclusion which 

Goethe gave to his Elective AfJinities. However, it is in the adventures of 

Wilhelm Meister and Faust that the primacy of a specialized calling, and 

its relationship to the individual's rejection of purely subjective and thus 

absolute goals emerges. The experience acquired through their striving 

would lead Goethe's protagonists to the realization that their deeds could 

only have meaning when realized within the sphere of material necessity. 

This type of active asceticism would in turn provide a link between 

individual pursuits and the community at large, insofar as the former 

assured the progression of the latter. The 'will to act' must, therefore, 

contain the elements of experience, self-discovery, and renunciation in the 

form of specialization. Thus, in the final analysis, the pivotal element of 

Goethe's notion of social action is the primacy of a specialized deed which 

attempts to transcend time by contributing to the material wealth of 

Western civilization. The sense of inner conviction and ultimate meaning 



which accompany 'the deed' are linked to the transcendental nature of its 

contribution to the phylogenetic development of Occidental social 

structures. Once brought together, the totality of specialized deeds was the 

lynchpin of the community's fight against the realm of necessity. 

Therefore, the 'will to act' in the pursuit of a specialized vocation was 

fundamental to the species' subjective and objective redemption. 

We know from the writings of Weber's wife that in his Tertia, the 

sociologist had read al1 forty volumes of the Cotta editions of Goethe's 

work (Marianne Weber, 1988; 154-155). Weber would also corne back to 

Goethe, as well as Gundolf's (1916) analysis of the famous poet/novelist, 

later in life during quiet moments with Marianne (1988;454). In her 

biography, Weber's wife would note that her husband had missed the 

heroism of Goethe (Marianne Weber, 1988;lSS). It is not however that 

Weber had missed the heroism of Goethe. Rather, the rationalization of 

culture and charisma which Weber witnessed was accompanied by a rise in 

the 'will to subrnit' to idle pursuits, and subsequently the desire to escape 

the responsible demands of modem social life of a nation. 

Weber's 'ovemen', who sought to give meaning to their world and 

actions through their isolated deeds, would manifest themselves for the first 

time in the Puritans' ascetic devotion to the demands of their calling. The 

striving and quest for authenticity which the Puritans demonstrated in their 

orientation towards social action points to the Goethean significance of 

their 'will to act'. This can be seen in Weber's sociological constmction of 



the Puritans' asceticism. The ability of the Puritan to mediate between 

value-rational and instrumental orientations towards the social world 

should be seen as paralleling the individual's ability to maintain a balance 

between his ideas and interests. This empowerment would be pivota1 to the 

striving and sense of self developed by Goethe's protagonists. 

Weber's frequent allusions to Goethe's Elecfive Aflnities occupy a 

highly enigmatic place in the sociologist's writings. This fact led Thomas 

(1987) to categorize the status of Weber's allusions to the novelist as 

metonymic, and therefore resistant to any attempt to be systematically 

definedi. This highly tnincated, short hand form of reference assumes not 

only a high degree of intersubjectivity on the part of the reader, but in the 

end, can do no better than point the reader to an "etcetera clause" (Thomas, 

1987;47). However, despite the disciplinary boundaries and highly 

ambiguous endings which Goethe gave to his novels, the importance of 'the 

deed' and responsible action should be seen as central to the interpretive 

framework and worldview through which Weber conceptualized his 

Protestant Ethic and vocation essays. It is in these works that Weber's 

allusions to Wilhelm Meister and Faust predominate, and thus it is therein 

that we shall begin systernatizing the metonym. 

Weber's Protestant Ethic praised the modern individual who, 

following the decline of communitarianism in the Occidental city, and the 

dissolution of a unified religious worldview, was nonetheless able to give 

meaning to the world and her social action. Through continuous striving 



and the submission ?O the demands of their callings, Weber's 

Übermenschen did not seek to make their lives into a work of art, but 

rather, to meet the demands and demons of modern capitalism and 

rationalized culture, through the renunciation of worldly aspirations and 

thus their self-chosen confinement to a specialized vocation. 

The 'will to act' demonstrated by the Puritans points to Weber's 

twofold understanding of the source of their empowerment. On the one 

hand, the individualism and self-determination demonstrated by the 

Puritans allowed them to achieve inner authenticity and harmony insofar as 

their 'attitude of mind' would find its most suitable expression in the social 

structure of their age. On the other hand, the key which allowed the 

Puritans to ground their actions on deeply held convictions was their self- 

understanding as the active vehicles through which God worked. This in 

turn fuelled and served to inspire their isolated pursuits which, once 

brought together, would play a pivotai role in the renewal of God's 

community. 

The golden age of bourgeois heroism, which formed the basis of 

Weber's praise would, in the final analysis, also chronicle the advent of a 

'will to subrnit' and, therefore, the inability of the modern individual to 

achieve a harmonious balance between knowledge and human interests. 

This dow nfall, framed within the nomenclature of Goethe's novel, points to 

the death of the individual's elective ideas and the rise of mere affinity and 

compulsion. Therefore, the advent of modernity's 'iron cage' entailed the 



tnumph of evil in the shape of unreflexive, almost traditional acquiescence 

to the mechanistic, routinized demands of a rapidly industrializing German 

society . 

The need to reawaken the individual's ability to mediate between 

'absolute' and 'responsible' ethics would be pivota1 to Weber's vocation 

essays and his understanding of the sociological themes of significance in 

Goethe's novels. Therefore, Weber's call for the political education and 

pedagogical reform of the nation should be seen as tantamount to a call for 

the rehabilitation of the 'will to act' in the modem individual. 

The second chapter of the following inquiry will begin by 

concerning itself with a review of the existing literature detailing the 

relationship between Goethe and his fiction, and the sociology of Max 

Weber. Herein, it will be shown that the literature, while touching on many 

important themes, fails to provide us with a unified and thus coherent 

understanding of the intimate connection between both writers. The attempt 

to treat this issue begins with a critical review of Goethe's fiction in the 

third chapter. Thus, in reviewing Goethe's Elective Afinities, Wilhelm 

Meister's Apprenticeship and Travels, and F a ,  the significant themes 

which will later reemerge in Weber's writings will be extracted. 

Therefore, the issues of choice, specialization, and inner conviction in 

social action will prove to be pivotal. In the fourth chapter, we will 

examine how the culmination of the themes dealt with in the previous 

section corne to fruition when seen in the light of Goethe's ontogenetic 



philosophy. Herein, the intimate connection between individual 

development and striving, and their implications for the renewal of 

community will guide the investigation. In the fifth chapter, will begin Our 

analysis of Weber's sociology by highlighting the importance that the 

Occidental community played in the sociologist's understanding of the 

genesis of the modem individual's 'will to act'. Thus, the fifth chapter lays 

the foundation for the analysis of Weber's notion of 'the calling' as 

systematized in The Proleslant Ethic in the following chapter. In the sixth 

chapter therefore, Weber's conceptualization of the Puritans' 'will to act' in 

their calling will be framed within Goethe's notion of 'the deed'. 

Subsequently, the transcendental nature of a specialized calling, so pivota1 

to the ending which Weber would give to his Protesrunt Ethic and its 

connection to the modern community, will frame the latter part of the 

analysis. In addition however, this chapter will also touch upon the demise 

of the modern 'will to act' at the hands of social and cultural rationalization 

as understood by Weber. In the seventh chapter we will pick up on the 

theme of cultural disenchantment and therefore, on the importance of the 

passionate pursuit of one's calling which frame Weber's vocation essays. In 

deconstructing these essays it will be shown that according to Weber, the 

sole means of achieving a 'state of grace' lay in the individual's inner 

conviction and pursuit of a specialized vocation. Subsequently, the eighth 

chapter will centre on the pivotal role that charismatic education would 

play in Goethe and Weber's conceptualization of the modern 'will to act'. 



Thus, the focus of this section will be on the necessity of educational 

agendas to introduce the student to the multiplicity of competing value 

orientations which have emerged in rationalized cornmunities. In this way, 

the individual should be encouraged to confront modernity's demons, and 

in the process corne to a synthetic understanding of one's king and 

potential. Bringing the analysis to an end, the ninth and tenth chapters will 

conclude by reviewing the central features of Goethe's fiction, and their 

influence on Weber's sociology. 



2- Goethe and Weber?: On the the Status of the Metonym 

In 1973, Mitzrnan asserted that "Weber's voluntarism is primarily of 

the more rational, Faustian variety" but that "the best studies of Weber's 

thought have noted the similarities to Nietzsche" (Mitzman, 1973;7). 

Following Mitzman, in 1983 Kent reasserted the fact that "unlike 

Nietzsche's influence on Weber, Goethe's influence on him has received 

little attention. It seems most appropriate, therefore, to h o p  that someone 

will undertake a thorough study of Goethe's impact on Weber". (Kent. 

1983;316-317). However, since Kent's cal1 for a more indepth inquiry into 

the relationship between the works of Goethe and Weber, the subject has 

still not received systematic treatment. 

In 1978, Howe provided the English speaking intellectual community 

with the first inquiry into Weber's use of Goethe's notion of elective 

affinity. Howe argued that in order to discover what elective *nity meant 

for Weber, would necessitate discoverhg where it stood in the German 

order of discoune (Howe, 1978;367). Following this assertion, Howe goes 

on to trace systematically the allusions to Goethe's novel as they appear in 

the corpus of Weber's work. In the end, Howe concludes that Weber's 

closest definition of elective aninity, as it appears in Economy and Society, 

presents the concept as the sole proposition that the social sciences could 

make about the nature of social phenomenaz. In the end, stressing the 



Kantian bounds to this order of discourse, and asserting that it was 

"Heinrich Rickert who provided a starting point for Weber's thought" 

(Howe, l978;378), Howe concludes that Weber's 

actors are free in their choice of actual actions. Thus, 
history would be a logical chaos were it not for an order 
in the universe of the meanings to which those actors 
orient their actions. That order is to be found in the. elective 
affinities of words, the greater or lesser extents to which 
they possess inner mnity through the intersections of their 
meanings. 

(Howe. lW8;382) 

Therefore, Howe reads Weber through the idealist lens of elective 

affinity? This interpretation, combined with the former's understanding of 

Weber as Rickert's disciple, leads Howe to emphasize Weber's focus on the 

social actor's free willed orientation to forma1 systems of meaning. As a 

result of this interpretation, Howe undermines Weber's emphasis on the 

importance of social action ? 

While Howe rightly acknowledges that a fundamental element of 

Weber's notion of social action is that it must be rneaningful to the 

individual (Howe, 1978;379: Weber, 1978;4), as we shall see, the 

contradiction inherent in Weber's allusion to Elective Annities should be 

understood as k ing transcended in the act of choosing one's calling. The 

notions of choice and free-will are indeed central to Weber's sociology and 

Goethe's fiction. Both sought to ground the relationship between moral and 

social orders, and subsequently the potential unity of knowledge and human 

interests in the sense of empowerment which emerged from the act of 



choosing one's calling, and submitting to its irnperatives. Therefore, what 

should be seen as pivotal to Goethe and Weber's concern with the modern 

condition is how the individual's personality and daemon could find 

hamonious expression in a fragmented capitalist society. 

Sharing Howe's concem for the German order of discourse which 

preceded and shaped Weber's Weltanschauung Kent (1983), in opposition 

to TiryakianS, argues that Weber was led to interpret the asceticism of the 

Puritans through a Goethean and Nietzschean framework. Kent, therefore, 

understands Goethe to be the 'overrnan' who played a "surprising and 

inspiring" role in Weber's construction of The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalistn, and several other works (Kent, l983;3Oî). In addition 

to Goethe's status as the last 'universal man', Kent argues that Faust would 

remain a lifetime source of inspiration for Webefi insofar as "the 

culminating message of Faust ... is a Song of praise to human action" (Kent. 

1983;303). Coupled with the praise for human action echoed in Fami, Kent 

also acknow ledges the importance of Weber's allusion to W ilhelm Meister 's 

Years of Travel in The Protestant Ethic. Wilhelm Meister, along with 

Faust, stressed the importance of work and renunciation in the modern 

world (Kent, 1983;307). However, despite Kent's assertion that Goethe's 

fiction, like Nietzsche's philosophy was not a political narrative, which 

rnakes it very difficult to grasp the underiying imagery to their work in 

Weber's writings, he has unearthed a crucial piece of the puzzle by 

focusing on the themes which frame Goethe's novels. 



In 1985, Kent pursued his inquiry into Goethe's impact on Weber, 

claiming that Goethe had such a profound influence on Weber that the 

former "apparently provided a mode1 through which the famous sociologist 

interpreted his emotionally complex marriage with Marianne" (Kent, 

1985 ;3 15). Kent, therefore, believes that Goethe's ascetic yet passionate 

relationship with Charlotte von Stein7 led Weber to "see his own 

relationship in this same light" (Kent, 1985;316). This fact was apparently 

not acknowledged by Marianne, who took an idealized conception of their 

marriage to the graves. 

In 1987, Thomas resumed the inquiry into Weber's use of elective 

affinity. Asserting that the latter had used the terni to distance himself from 

both Marxist and functionalist positions (Thomas, 19û7;39), Thomas goes 

on to argue that Weber's allusions to Goethe were symbolic of his belief 

that the realms of ideas and interests could not easily be distinguished 

(Thomas, 1987;40). In  his article on Ideology and Elective Affiniiy 

(19a7), Thomas provides a history of the various aaernpts to corne to terms 

with Weber's enigmatic reference by dividing them into rnaterialist and 

non-materialist accounts. Materialist accounts9, Thomas argues, while 

muting the importance of free-will and ideas, tend to interpret the dualism 

of elective affinity as operating either at i) different points in time, ii) at 

different levels of explanation or, and of particular importance here, that 

iii) these relationships are contingent. 

Non-materialist accountsl0, on the other hand, while acknowledging 



the duality of Weber's reference, stress his disjuncture with Marx and thus 

the idealist horn of the conceptual dilemma (Thomas, 1987;44). In doing 

so, non-materialist accounts undermine the emphasis that Weber had placed 

on history and social structure and therefore, the role that interests play in 

shaping social action. Therefore, Thomas believes that in the final analysis, 

Weber's texts refute both materialist and non-materialist interpretations, 

leading him to propose that either the notion of elective affinity itself is 

hopelessly contradictory or, that both accounts share a presupposition 

which Weber does note Thus, Thomas concludes that the reference to 

Goethe's novel is a metonymic one. 

Thomas defines a metonym as a highly truncated analogy which 

demands a high degree of shared culture, making it difficult to grasp for 

those not steeped in the German tradition. However, the rnost difficult task 

of unearthing a metonymic reference lies in the fact that it "does not 

involve elaboration, it is alien to the process of extended and systematic 

cornparison that can typify metaphoric reasoning. Indeed. the essence of 

metonymy is the opposite of elaboration" (Thomas, 1987;47). 

The metonymic nature of Weber's allusion to Goethe's novel does 

not mean that its meaning will remain forever nebulous. Rather, Thomas 

makes the crucial attempt to arrive at an understanding of elective affinity 

by examining Goethe's concept of action. This in tum, leads him to focus 

on the act of choosing, as a means by which individuals corne to discover 

themselves and begin expressing their inner nature. Thus, Thomas 



understands Goethe, and subsequently Weber's notion of action, as 

attempting to synthesize the two ontologically different spheres which make 

up the dualism of elective affinity (Thomas, 1987;s 1). However, following 

Thomas' insightful inquiry, no systematic treatment of the issue and 

Thomas9 approach have since appeared. 

In 1989, the publication of Scaff's Fieeing the Iron Cage would turn 

the direction of scholarship towards Weber's appropriation of Goethe's 

'daemon'. Goethe's notion of the daemon focused on the fateil and essence 

which are stamped upon every individual's personality and destiny. 

Following Greek tragedy, the notion of the daemon is seen as representing 

"both limitation and infinitude, actuality and possibility" (Scaff, 1989;69). 

Weber's allusion to Goethe's poem [1820] is understood by Scaff to be 

symptomatic of the former's experience of ' historical inevitability ', w hich 

witnessed the "displacement of human action and meaning between infinite 

possi bility and finite impossibility" (Scaff, l989;7O). This malaise of 

modernity would subsequently buttress Weber's belief in the necessity of 

the individual to renounce the 'absolute' aspirations of 'Faustian 

universality'. The adventures of Faust would see the middleaged doctor 

strive in the spheres of eroticism, science and economics. However, the 

diversity and universalism demonstrated by Faust, were no longer open to 

the modem individual. 

Albrow's 1990 work on M a r  Weber's Construction of Social 

Theory, in the same vein as Scaff, also focused on the significance of 



Goethe's daemon in Weber's writings. For Albrow, Goethe's poem 

referred to the necessary and limited aspect of the modem social identity 

which demanded that the potentially destructive and primitive power of 

passion, be held in check by the form of reason. For Weber then, the 

daemon "expressed the possibility to develop an intelleciuul passion through 

experience" (Albrow, 1990;70), a theme which is central to Goethe's 

Wilhelrn Meister and Weber's vocation essays. Therefore, Albrow argues 

that Weber drew on the creative synthesis of Goethe in an attempt to move 

beyond Nietzsche, and point to the synthesis of reason and passion, to the 

metaphysical connection (Humanitatsideal) by which al1 individuals were 

linked (Albrow, 1990;66). 

The existing literature on Goethe's influence on Weber in addition to 

attempting to trace the synthetic influence of the former's 'will to act' in 

Weber's sociology, has focused on the problematic nature of elective 

affinity and the significance that Goethe's novels would have on Weber's 

worldview. Thomas (1987) has pointed us in the right direction by 

attempting to ground the enigma of elective affinity in Weber's Goethean 

conceptualization of action as touched upon by Kent (1983). Kent 

moreover, has gone a step further in highlighting the importance of 

Goethe's Wilhelrn Meister and Faust, and thus the primacy of experience 

and renunciation which frame the novels. Finally, authors such as Scaff 

(1989) and Albrow (1990) have provided yet another piece of the puzzle 

by focusing on Goethe's notion of the daemon and thus the harmony that 



must be achieved between the individual's creative potential and the 

constraints of a modem social structure. 

What remains to be done is a systematic inquiry into the ethical 

themes that appear in Goethe's novels and the way in w hich they shape 

Weber's understanding of the nature of modern social order. Moreover, 

while Weber's Goethean conception of action has been touched upon, the 

ramifications of the ethical/communal responsibility tied to Goethe's notion 

of action rernain to be fleshed out. Therefore, Goethe's notion of 'the 

deed' , and the way it manifests itself in Weber's conceptualization of 'the 

calling', the dilemmas of modern social action, and community sociation 

have yet to be explored. An attempt will be made here to link these 

concepts, and therefore, to bring to fruition the intimate relationship 

between ascetic-individualism and the development of cornmuni ty in the 

Occidental world. 



3- Goethe's Novels: An Interpretation 

The following section will concem itself with a surnmary and critical 

analysis of three of Goethe's works of fictionl2. In analyzing Goethe's 

Elective Afinities, Wilhelm Meister and Faust, an attempt will be made to 

extract their sociological themes in order to more clearly emphasize their 

reemergence in Weber's writings. While O u r  point of departure begins 

with an analysis of Goethe's Elective Amifies,  the importance of choice, 

and its relationship to the individual's destiny which frames the novel, will 

ultimately find resolution on1 y w hen grounded in Goethe's Wilhefrn 

Meister and Faust. For, it is in these works that the protagonists corne to 

realize that the synthesis of choice, duty, and the recognition of one's 

destiny can on1 y be real ized in responsible social action. 

3.1 - The Paradox of Agency: Goethe's Elective Affinities 

The term 'elective affinity' was in the eighteenth century, and is for 

the most part today a marginal wordl3. It entered the German order of 

discourse in 1779 through Wiegel's translation (Wahlverwandtschafl ) of 

Torborn Bergman's notion of attractio electiva. Bergman's 

conceptuaiization dealt with the chemicd process of elective affinity w hich 

involved laws of association and disassociation among elements in a 



chemical compound. However, it is not through chernistry that the term 

entered the non-scientific realm of Germany's stock of knowledge. Rather, 

the philosophical and 'popular' use of elective affinity would enter the 

German order of discourse via the writings of Immanuel Kant and Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe (Howe, 1978). 

Goethe's Elective AJfinities was initially meant to be a part of 

Wilhelm Meister, however, it eventually grew into an independent novel 

first published in 1809. The central issue of the novel has k e n  framed by 

Winkelman as concerneci with the question of whether matter is inert or 

possesses volition. In the end, follow ing Winkelman's (1987) and 

Constantine's (1 994) interpretation, it w il1 be shown that the narrative of 

the novel does indeed point to the latter. 

The chemical reaction of Goethe's Efective Affinities is framed 

within a tale of adultery. The by al1 appearances happy couple of Eduard 

and Charlotte, out of concern for his friend and her niece, invite the two 

guests to spend time with them on their estate. Almost immediately upon 

the amival of Eduard's friend (the Captain) and Charlotte's niece (Ottilie), 

the theme of mutual attraction and divorce, polarity and intensification, 

would corne into play. The illicit affairs pursued between Eduard and 

Ottilie, and the Captain and Charlotte, eventually leads to the separation of 

Eduard from his wife, as the latter feels compelled to leave both Charlotte 

(who is pregnant with his child) and Ottilie behind as he joins the Captain 

on a military campaign. With the decoration and discharge of the Captain 



(now a Major) from the campaign, he and Eduard discuss giving into their 

passions and consummating their respective affairs. However, Eduard's 

retum would have him see the death of his child and find Ottilie (conttary 

to Charlotte's disposition towards the major) unwilling to succumb to her 

desire and pursue their love. Thus, the novel ends with Ottilie's self- 

inflicted starvation and death, followed by that of Eduard, who ends up 

buried at her side. 

Authors such as Gray (1967) and Thomas (1985) assert that the 

notions of polarity and intensification fom the basis of Goethe's Elective 

Affinities. Thomas notes that 

Goethe had his own philosophy of nature, marked by the 
concepts of 'polarity' and 'intensification', the former 
implied a dialectical division, everything splits, opposes, 
conflicts and cornes to attract again, the latter implied 
constant progression, the movement to ever higher levels 

(Thomas, 1985;50) 

Goethe's notion of progression and evolution would not only have a 

significant influence on Hegel, (Willoughby, l%9; 1 1 : Kaufmann, 1980;57) 

but would also provide the basis for Goethe's Theory of Colours 14 

published in 1810. The notions of ' polarity', 'intensification', and thus 

individual and cultural evolution were pivota1 to Goethe's optimistic and 

unified worldview. As we shall see however, these themes would dominate 

Goethe's fiction in the form of the protagonist's arrivai at self- 

consciousness determination. 

Regarding Elective Affinities, Thomas asserts that "[clritics 



complained that Goethe failed to make clear the precise role of natural 

determinism and freedom of action in social life" (Thomas, 1985;50). 

Authors such as Barnes, in the same vein, note that the message of the 

novel is at best highly ambiguous (1967;201). However, as Willoughby has 

pointed out, despite three willing participants the expected chemical process 

does not occur. The key to this apparent twist of fate is to be found in the 

fourth chapter of Goethe's novel, wherein one night the Captain explains 

the concept of elective affinity to Charlotte. 

The first thing we notice about al1 the substances we 
encounter in Nature is that each is always drawn to itself. 
It may sound strange to Say something so self-evident, but 
only once we have fully understood the things we are 
familiar with can we proceed together towards the things 
which we are not farniliar. 

(Goethe, l994;3O) 

The introduction of the concept is further elaborated upon by Eduard, who 

goes on to assert that when concerned with the different natures of the 

objects involved, 

[slometimes they will meet as friends and old acquaintances 
and corne together quickly and be united without either 
altering the other at dl, as wine for example mixes with 
water. But others will remain strangers side by side and 
will never unite even if mechanically ground and mixed. 
Thus oil and water shaken will immediately separate again. 

(Goethe, 1994,3 1) 

In the end however, the key to the equation is voiced by the Captain who, 

speaking of the chemical processes between substances such as limestone 

and sulphuric acid, and the resulting creation of gypsum, asserts that 



[a] separation and new combination have corne about and 
one feels justified in using the terni "elective affinity", 
because it really does seem as though one relationship 
were preferred to another and a choice made for one 
over the other.15 

(Goethe, 1994;33) 

Therefore, even while discussing the relationship between soulless and inert 

substances, the emphasis of the discourse appears to turn on the issue of 

volition and the decision to combine or notl6. Thomas, drawing on 

Gundolf's (19 16) analysid7 of the dichotomy between fatalism and moral 

autonomy which frames the novel, asserts that 

Goethe had attempted to overcome just such division, in 
that natural law, determinism expresses itself precisely in 
and through the free actions of beings acting in accord to 
their nature. Natural determinism, could be recognized only 
in its meaningful consequences, and each indiv idual, each 
character does not so much create their fate as be it 

(Thomas, l985;SO) 

What emerges as the pivotal theme of the novel is the extent of the 

individual's reflexivity and ability to recognize his fate, and subsequently to 

act upon it. Therefore, it was in the process of acting on the recognition of 

one's fate that a balance could be achieved between the individual's ideas 

and affinities. Eduard, despite the normative implications involved in 

divorcing Charlotte to pursue an affair with her niece, finds his calling 

after a period of self-imposed exile in a military campaign, and thereby 

contains his daemon through the realization his destiny. The 

' intensification' and self-discovery w hich emerged from Eduard's 



separation would lead him to act on his love for Ottilie. While the latter, 

for her part, came to understand that it is not in her daemon to succumb to 

the sway of her passion for Eduard. Rather, like Kafka's hunger artist, 

Ottilie would be driven to self-inflicted starvation and death in the pursuit 

of her ascetic ideal. 

Underlying the importance placed on the individual's arriva1 at self- 

discovery was Goethe's unshakeable faith in the metaphysical connection 

between al1 individuals. This fact is demonstrated in the profound symbolic 

complexity of Goethe's novel. The characters of Elective AfJinities al1 

share the same handwriting, the child, before i ts death, cornes to resemble 

al1 four actors who, we later discover, al1 share the same name% 

Therefore, Thomas' (1987) emphasis on the novel's themes of polarity and 

intensification, and their eventual resolution through re-attraction, can also 

be understood as a process rooted in  the individual's quest for self- 

consciousness. The tuming point and unity of this process occurs in self- 

determined social action, wherein the individual is able to bring the 

dialectic between her ideas and interests into harmony. 

The pnmacy of the issues of passion, fate, and free-will as expressed 

in Elective ADnities, while highlighting the importance of the individual 

decision, lacks the systematic treatment of action and the part that the 

individual plays in creating her fate. Therefore, Goethe's notion of 'the 

deed' and subsequently active asceticism, finds its most poignant expression 

and systematic elaboration in the sagas of Wilhelm Meister and F u t .  The 



emphasis on personal development and the importance of specialized deeds 

which transcend time underiie these works, and their protagonists' 

adventures. The ability to arrive at an authentic personality and 

understanding of self through experience and asceticism find their most 

systernatic treatmentlg in these two these novels. Consequently, it is to the 

importance of Goethe's emphasis on 'the deed' to which we must tum our 

attention, in order to ground and corne to terms with the dualism and 

paradoxes which haunt Elective AfJinities. 

3.2- Renunciation and Specialization: Goethe's Wilhelm Meister 

Goethe began working on Wilhelm Meister in 1776. After 

undergoing many transformations, the novel would first be published in 

17% in the form of Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship. In 1821, and a later 

enlarged edition published in 1829, Goethe would bring a conclusion to 

Wilhelm's adventures with the publication of Wilhelm Meister 's Travels. 

Wilhelm Meister 's Apprenticeship centres on the protagonist 's quest 

for a life of inner cultivation and escape from the purely instrumental 

demands of modern social life, within the intersubjective unity of a utopian 

comrnunity. Wilhelm's rapture with Puppet shows at an early age in the 

fitst book of The Apprenticeship would lead to his eventual participation in 

an acting troop, and the creation of a national theatrezo. Schiller noted that 



it was at this point that Goethe's novel became the prototype of the 

Bildungsroman, insofar as the emphasis of the novel was not on the 

"external object of Wilhelm's Me, but on his own personai self-fulfilment: 

that is on 'Bildung ', the formation of personality" (Pascal, 1956;7). 

However, Goethe's narration in the fifth book, like the opinion held by 

Wilhelm's father and the more rationalistic Wemer, expresses skepticism 

about such purely inner quests. 

Thus Wilhelm, striving to become consistent with himself, 
was deviating farther and fartter from wholesome 
consistency; and this confusion made it easier for his 
passions to employ their whole artillery against him, and 
thus still farther to perplex his views of duty. 

(Goethe, 1839 vol. 1 ;3 14) 

In the end, despite a letter from Werner urging Wilhelrn to partake in the 

market of civic lifezl, the latter had "convinced himself that, except on the 

stage, he could nowhere find that mental culture which he longed to give 

himself' (Goethe, 1839 vol. l;3 18). The ending of fifth and sixth books22 

however, would see Wilhelm begin his translation of Shakespeare's 

HQntlet23 for the acting troop, in addition to receiving well heeded advice 

from the Physician who would assert that 

[t]o be active is the primary vocation of man; al1 the 
intervals in which he is obliged to rest, he should employ 
in gaining clearer knowledge of external things, for this 
will in its tum facilitate activity. 

(Goethe, 1839 vol. 1 ;442) 

Wilhelm's recognition and acquiescence to the message echoed by Wemer, 

the Physician, and the AbM24 becomes objectified in the eighth book. The 



arriva1 of Wilhelm's son Felix leads the former to the realization that 

human action must in al1 circumstances, attempt to transcend time. 

Everything that he proposed cornrnencing was to be 
compieted for his boy; everything that he erected was to 
last for generations. In this sense his apprenticeship was 
ended ..." O needless strictness of morality," exclaimed he, 
"white Nature in her own kindly manner trains us to al1 
that we require to be! O strange demands of civil society, 
which first perplexes and misleads us, then asks of us more 
than Nature herself! Woe to every sort of culture w hich 
destroys the rnost effectua1 means of al1 ûue culture, and 
directs us to the end, instead of rendering us happy on the 
way !" 

(Goethe, 1839 vo1.2;70) 

Wilhelrn Meister's Travels would see its protagonist abandon his quest for 

cultural capital in the form of Bildung, by renouncing his purely inner 

aesthetic quest and confronting the external demands of a disenchanted 

modern society. As in Hegel's Phenornenology, pure inwardness is 

condemned as hollow and abstract, leading Lukiics to assert that the theme 

of "overcoming sterile romanticism fills the w hole novel" (Lukacs, 

In limiting his strivings to a specialized vocation, Wilhelm's 

adventures in the Wanderjahren end with his decision to become a surgeon, 

in  addition to travelling with Lenardo's acting troop. Therefore, 

synthesizing his aesthetic delight in the theatre with a specialized vocation 

which served the demands of civil life, Wilhelm's 'self arrives at state of 

inner harmony insofar as his daemon would find suitable expression in the 

social structure of his time25. 



One of the primary themes which frames Goethe's novel is indicated 

in the alternative subtitle to Wilheirn Meister 's Travels. viz. 'The 

Renunciants'. In addition to picking up on the struggle between the poet 

and bourgeois life so painfully expressed in The Sorrows of Young 

Werther, Lukacs contends that Wilhelm's quest to synthesize his inner Iife 

with the outer world demonstrates the extent to wtiich individuals are 

continually threatened by a potential loss of self. For want of a cohesive 

centre formed by activity, and which originates in the core of each 

individual's personality, the malaise of modernity dernanded inner 

conviction as a means of centering the self (Lukacs, 1968;55: Lukiics, 

197 1 ; 132). Thus. Lukhcs interprets Wilhelm as corning to the realization 

that the development of the individual lies in his renunciation of purely 

inner, subjective pursuits and ideals, in favour of active involvement in the 

external world (Lukiics, 197 1 ; 135). Social action in a post-classic era 

required renouncing universal and absolute26 aspirations, and confining 

one's self to a particular and specialized sphere of social activity. 

In contrast to Lukacs, Reiss noted that the first plot of Wilhelm 

Meistern shows no hint of the emphasis on renunciation and specialization 

which underscore its final edition (Reiss, 1969;226). In pursuing his 

analysis of Wilhelm Meister, Reiss touches upon the transcendental 

experience of facing death as having had a pivotal effect on Wilhelm's 

stnving. Thus, the "bag of instruments which the surgeon produces when 

Wilhelm lies wounded becornes a pointer to his inclination to heal others. 



Outward experience confirms a natural disposition." (Reiss, 1969;241). 

Reiss therefore, focuses on the experience that Wilhelm undergoes prior to 

his renunciation, and the way in which his daemon finds expression in the 

social structure of his time. According to Lukhcs however, the lynchpin 

lies in the novel's emphasis on specialization and social utility. These 

themes find their most vivid symbolic expression in The Travels. wherein 

Wilhelm's surgical knowledge28 would enable him to Save his son's life 

following a riding accident. 

The pressure to pursue one's striving in the external sphere of 

material necessity29 and confine activity to a specialized sphere, is pivotal 

insofar as it helps one's fellow man and thus contributes to the development 

of the community. This would be a central theme which runs throughout 

Wilhelm's adventures. A quintessential example of this prompting and 

reusoning is voiced by Jamo, who announces to Wilhelm that 

a man, when he first enters upon life, should think highly 
of himself, should determine to attain many eminent 
distinctions, should endeavour to make al1 things possible; 
but w hen his education has proceeded to a certain pitc h, it is 
advantageous for him that he leam to lose himself among 
a mass of men, that he learn to live for the sake of others. 
and to forget himself in an activity prescri bed by duty. It 
is then that he first becomes acquainted with himself; for it 
is conduct done that compares us with others. You shall 
soon see what a curious liale world is at your very hand, 
and how well you are known to it. 

(Goethe, 1839 vo1.2;69) 

In the end, Wilhelm would do just this. His desire to give back to the 

community in the form of his aesthetic contributions to a national theatre 



and his translation of Shakespeare are suppressed and incorporated30 in his 

scientific vocation. Therefore, the educational and communal ideal 

represented in Wilhelm Meister is one of 

the discovery of those methods with w hose help the 
dormant forces in each individual human being might be 
aroused to fruitful activity, to the kind of understanding of, 
and grappling with reality which the development of the 
personaliîy requires. 

In striving to define and find a niche for the expression for his 

personality in the social structure of his time, Wilhelm arrives at the self- 

conscious recognition of what he must do in order to actualize his 

authenticity. The wisdom of his chosen deed would see Wilhelm achieve a 

balance between his ideas and interests, between 'absolute' and 'responsible' 

imperatives through the.confhement of his strivings to a scientific vocation 

which gave back to future generations. However, it is perhaps in Goethe's 

Fausi wherein the catalyst for human renunciation and specialization 

receives its most lucid expression. The ubiquity of evil in the form a 

'disenchanted' cosmos is w hat underlies Faust's Angst, and is therefore 

what leads to his striving, 'will to act', and eventual desire to overcome the 

transitoriness of his mortal existence. 



3.3- Beyond G d  and Evil: Inner Conviction and The Deed 
in Goethe's Faust 

Goethe's most famous work, Faust, provided a project which 

occupied its author for the whole pend of his mature life. Faust Part One 

was published in 1806, with the second part king published, at Goethe's 

request, posthumously in 1833. While debates exist as to whether Faust 

should be read as one saga, or two distinct narratives with separate 

themes31, following Wayne32, the adventures of the middle aged doctor 

will be treated as an integrated narrative which addresses amongst many 

things the 'disenchantment' of modem culture. 

Faust. to do great injustice to Goethe, and put it briefly, chronicles 

the adventures of a middleaged doctor searching for a moment of such 

sheer rapture that he would wish to cease his worldly striving. 

Disenchanted in the face of a rneaningless world, and armed with 

empirical/analytical tools which, in the end, undermine his ability to 

ground any belief on the conviction of deeply held faith. the image of Faust 

developed by Goethe in 'Faust's Study (i)' can be seen as bearing a 

resemblance if not to Weber the man, then to the modern individual 

coming to grips with the loss of meaning33 which pewaded rationalized 

societies. 

Faust: Philosophy I have digested, 
The whole of Law and Medicine, 
From each its secrets 1 have wrested, 
Theology, alas, thrown in. 

33 



Poor fool, with al1 this 1 sweated lore, 
1 stand no wiser than 1 was before. 

.... ....... 
1 have, 1 grant, outdistanced al1 others, 
Doctors, clergy and lay-brothers; 
Al1 plague of doubts and scruples 1 can quell, 
1 have no fear of devil or of hell, 
And in return am destitute of pleasure. 
Knowing that knowledge tricks us beyond measure, 
That man's conversion is beyond my reach. 
Knowing the ernptiness of what 1 teach. 

(Goethe, 1949;43) 

While the focus of Faust Part One is largely on the inability of 

Mephistopheles to bring an end to Faust's striving34 through a failed love 

affair with Gretchen, the narrative nonetheless points to the importance of 

responsible social action in the form of the deed. In perhaps the most 

crucial scene of the play, 'Faust's Study (ii)' would see the middle aged 

doctor begin his translation of the gospel of St-John with the utterance 

'Tis writ, 'In the beginning was the Word.' 
1 pause, to wonder what is here inferred. 
The Word 1 cannot set supremely high: 
A new translation 1 will try. 
1 read, if by the spirits 1 am taught, 
This sense: 'In the beginning was the Thought' 
This opening 1 need to weigh again, 
Or sense may suffer from a hasty pen. 
Does Thought create, and work, and rule the hour? 
'Twere best: 'In the beginning was Power.' 
Yet, while the pen is surged with willing fingers, 
A sense of doubt and hesitancy lingers. 
The spirit cornes to guide me in my need, 
1 write, 'In the beginning was the Deed'. 

(Goethe, l949;7 1) 

Faust's dissatisfaction with the biblical emphasis on the subjective world, 



echoes the disenchantment that Wilhelm would corne to realize in his 

pursuit of purely innet cultivation. Doubting the creative power of pure 

thought in 'The Word', Faust feels compelled to assert the prionty of the 

deed as the 'will to act' which ultimately redeems human beings. 

Faust Part Two. would by most accounts, see the salvation of the 

much erring and striving Faust35. Faust's summoning of Helen of Troy36, 

his stint as a court minister, general, and economist37, ends with his 

securing of 'dominion' and loss of sight. However, despite Faust's inability 

to recognize that the apparent sound of construction that he hears is 

actually his grave being dug, as we will see, the strength of Faust's inner 

conviction empowers him until the end. 

Binswanger feels that the reason for Faust's salvation is twofold. On 

the one hand, Mephistopheles' deal with God in the 'Prologue in Heaven' 

implies that in etring and striving, Faust creates the precondition for his 

redemption (Kaufmann, 1980;68: Binswanger, l994;48: Goethe, 1949; 41 - 

42). On the other hand, Binswanger also notes that Faust in fact does not 

wager his soul, but rather, wagers that which was most important to 

Benjamin Franklin and the modem individual, time. 

If 1 be quieted with a bed of ease, 
Then let that mornent be the end of me! 
If ever flattering lies of yours can please 
And soothe my soul to self-sufficiency, 
And make me one of pleasure's devotees, 
Then take my soul, for I desire to die: 
And that's a wager!38 

(Goethe, 1 949;87) 



Faust pledges "time's infinity in the sense of unlimited progress and the 

unlimited growth of the economy. He pledges humanity's tirne." 

(Binswanger, 1949;50), a wager that Binswanger believes he ultimately 

loses. The importance of Binswanger's analysis however, is that it serves to 

highlight Goethe's emphasis on the fact that the sou1 was a meaningless 

entity for the modem individual. Subsequently, Faust "sees his whole 

happiness in technological progress and the infinite growth of prosperity" 

(Binswanger, 1994;49). In the end, Faust's happiness would be realized and 

eternalized through modern alchemy. in the form of social action and an 

economic deed w hich transcended tirne. 

In opposition to Binswanger. Heller questions the extent to which 

Faust's striving assured his salvation, claiming that in the end he is 

smuggled into heaven (Heller, 1968; 134). However, if one looks closely. 

the redemptive nature of continuous striving introduced in ' Prologue in 

Heaven' is repeated in the fifth and final act of Faust Part Two, as Heaven's 

angels would reassert that 

'For he whose strivings never cease 
1s ours for the redeeming' 

(Goethe, l959;282) 

Following Lukics' daim that in practical activity Faust fulfils his 

desire to join theory and practice (Lukacs, 1968;215), these debates no 

longer become pivotal. Rather, what should be seen as central to Goethe's 

Faust, like Weber's Protestant Ethic, is what their respective protagonists 

believed in the end to be their fate. The strength of Faust's conviction lies 



in his assertion 

So realm and rule to me will fall; 
The glory's nought, the deed is all. 

(Goethe, l959;ZO) 

The pivota1 element of 'the deed' which ultimately redeerns Faust, is his 

struggle and striving for inner and outer mastery within the modem world. 

T herefore, before committing to t heir respective deeds, Faust and 

Wilhelm's 'disenchantment' with the modern world would lead first to 

their quest for self-consciousness and then to their transcendental deeds. In 

the final act of Faust Part Two, we find that the elderly doctor has 

accumulated a considerable amount of wealth, land. and property, and 

therefore, secured a hold on the forces of nature through dominiurd? 

However, Faust remains distressed about a final segment of land which he 

canot  acquire to complete his dominion. The elderly couple of Philernon 

and Baucis, allegories for the persistence of traditionalism, refuse to part 

with their land. Unable to persuade them, Faust eventually surnmons 

Mephistopheles' help who, no more successful than his predecessor, returns 

to announce that after threatening and forcibly moving the couple they had 

died of fright (Goethe, l959;26 1-262). Although distressed with 

Mephistopheles' tactics, Faust demonstrates no sign of remone. In the end, 

he is content to have "carried out wisdom's plan, [alnd added living-space 

for man" (Goethe, 1959;258). The 'Midnight' scene of act five confirms 

Faust's apparent peace of mind insofar as the angel Guilt discovers that she 

is unable to burden him. Ultimately it is the angel Care, who, passing 

37 



through the key-hole, asserts her ability to pester the modem individual*. 

Care: 
Faced with bliss or faced with sorrow, 
he defers it to the morrow, 
Always on the future waiting, 
Never anything consumrnating. 

(Goethe, 1959;266) 

However, the Angst which pursued the modem burgher would also have 

no effect on Faust, who sought "to escape by advancing into the alchernical 

world of value creation which he has created himself and from which Care 

is excluded" (Binswanger, 1994;53). Realizing that ultirnately she has no 

power over Faust, Care blinds him. Faust, howaver, remains unfazed, 

exclaiming 

Deep falls the night, in gloom precipitate; 
What then? Clear light within my mind shine still: 
Only the master's word gives action weight, 
And what 1 frarned in thought 1 will fulfil. 

(Goethe, 1959;267) 

The inner light which Faust perceives is ultimately the light of his inner 

conviction in the deed, in his ability to transcend time by giving to 

following generations through an econornic act. His harbour, worked land, 

and creation of jobs41 leads the now blinded Faust to assert: 

What joy 
Thus toi1 

Infecting 
Our gain 

the clash of spades now brings to me! 
my people for me without cease; 

.*......*.. 
al1 that we have gained; 
would reach its greatest pnde 

1 work that millions may possess this space, 
If not secure, a free and active race. 
Here man and beast, in green and fertile fields, 
Will know joys that new-won region yields, 

38 



Will settle on the firm slopes of a hill 
Raised by a bold and zealous peoples skill. 

(Goethe, 1959;268-269) 

The sense of conviction and subsequent lack of moral remorse conceming 

the fate of Philemon and Baucis expressed by Faust, also cornes with his 

realization that these "struggles go much deeper and bear on the total 

conrext, on the social and human hues of his whole way of acting, of his 

whole situation from which the destruction of Philemon and Baucis 

necessarily resul ted." (LukAcs, 1968;2 10). Therefore, the modem capitalist 

world was a realm of evil; differentiated, ethically vac?ious, and lacking in 

the intersubjective unity of pre-modern times. The modern individual was 

condemned to strive against evil so that good. and the species might 

prevail. This fact was ultimately recognized by Faust who, through a 

transcendental deed, found inner conviction through responsible social 

action. In giving back to the community, Faust effectively overcame the 

transitoriness of mortal existence. While Faust's arriva1 at self-conscious 

determination allowed him to assure himself of 'salvation', Goethe's 

unshakeable faith in human development is demonstrated in the ' Prologue' 

wherein the Lord assures Mephistopheles that the striving Faust's 

redemption is ineviiable. 

Central to Goethe's ontogenetic philosophy is the idea that the 

development of the individual, which culminates in the 'will to act' and 

transcendental deed, must contribute to the community's fight against the 

realm of necessity. In this way, the individual's actions could transcend the 
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finitude of her own existence by contributing to the infinitude of the 

species phylogenetic development. 



4- Evil and 'Comrnuni~': Goethe's Ontogenetic Philosophy 

Central to Wilhelm Meister and Faust, is the dialectical relationship 

between the individual's striving and ethical formation, and the 

ramifications that they entailed for the good of the community. Goethe's 

conceptualization of the ethical basis of an economy stressed that private 

property "should not be abolished, but rnanaged by the owner in such a 

way that it also benefits the community as a whole" (Binswanger, 

1994: 104). This sentiment would be echoed in Wilhclm Meister 's Years of 

Travel. 

Let each endeavor to appreciate, maintain and increase 
property that has been granted to him by nature and fate, 
let him use al1 his skills to extend as far around as his grasp 
will reach; but while this is happening let him always be 
mindful as to how he will let others participate in it: for 
the wealthy are esteemed insofar as they enable others 
to benefi t. 

(Goethe, 1980;63-64) 

Therefore, as Kaufmann notes, Goethe's attitude "harks back to Socrates' 

confident agnosticism in Plato's Apology: a man should do his work with 

courage and intensity, serving others by making the most of his unique 

gifts and by encouraging others to develop theirs" (Kaufmann, 1980;69). 

The glory and sense of accomplishment that such activity could bring 

would begin to dawn on Wilhelm in  the fourth book of The 

Apprenticeship. In this section, Goethe's narration would point to 



Wilhelm's growing appreciation of the sense of beauty and construction 

that Werner felt in participating in trade. 

He now , for the first time, felt how pleasant and how 
useful it might be to become participator (sic) in so many 
trades and requisitions, and take a hand in diffusing activity 
and life into the deepest nooks of the mountains and forests 
of Europe. 

(Goethe, 1839;304) 

Unlike the romantics of his time42, Goethe came to realize that within the 

fragmented social order of modernity, there could be no retum to the unity 

of the Greek and Norse communities. Rather, for Goethe 

[tjhe poetically comprehending creature is again beset by 
apprehension, the idyllic order threatened by a multitude 
of demons demanding to be placated in their wildness, 
reverenced in their incalculable dominion, and conquered no 
longer by pretty fancies but only through more energetic 
activity of the spirit. 

(Neller, 1975;92) 

In  order to overcome the apprehension and melancholy which arose in a 

meaningless cosmos wherein the death of one's inner voice and the inability 

to find answers in the external world prevailed, the perfection of self 

through transcendental worldly activity was the only means of salvation. 

Prior to the willing of transcendental deeds which give back to the 

community, Goethe's ontogenetic theory stressed that the individual must 

first struggle against the evil of a multiplicity of ethical orientations and 

social strata which have ernerged in contemporary society. Confronting 

modernity's demons therefore, is a prerequisite for the individual's ability 



to placate his own daemon through self-discovery and the active creation of 

his own, and subsequently the community's fate. "The struggle between 

good and evil engenders the foward direction of evolution; even evil cm 

be a vehicle of objective progress." (Lukiics, 1968; 197). Therefore, 

following the ruse of Hegel, evil is seen as containing a kemel of g d ,  so 

long as the individual had the strength to strive against it. 

Cottrell argues that Goethe's Foust focused on the problern of evil as 

a modem one, and thus concemed itself primarily with the struggles of the 

maturing self (Cottrell, 1982;66). As a result, Mephistopheles' presence 

should be seen as a powerful force in the evolution of individual and 

collective consciousneceses. In tempting Faust with love, wealth, and the 

idle pleasures of vain rapiure Mephisto in the end functions in the service 

of Eros. The latter therefore, is pivotal to Faust's emergence in Part Two 

as a man of social action, who synthesized the imbalance in his sou1 

between thought and feeling through willing. The 'fallen state' of the 

individual echoed in Meister and Faust's quest for salvation, eventually 

leads to their respective redemption with their arriva1 at ethically self- 

comcious determination; the key to maintaining a balance between 

knowledge and human interests. 

Goethe's concern with the development of personality must be seen 

as coupled with that of a concern for the community, for the progression 

of the individual is ultimately tied to the developrnent of the species. 

Therefore, the perfection of the individual, and the higher idea the she 



represents, would be a central concern of Goethe's conceptualization of the 

individual's ontogenetic development. The key to this perfection, and 

subsequently happiness, was renunciation and asceticism in the form of the 

deed, a sentiment realized by Faust with blinding clarity, and voiced by 

Jarno in the eighth book of The Travels. 

A man is never happy till his vague striving has itself 
marked out its proper limitation. It is not to me that you 
rnust look, but to the Abbé: it is not of yourself that you 
must think, but of what surrounds you. Thus, for instance, 
learn to understand Lothario's superiority; how his quick 
and comprehensive vision is inseparably united with activity; 
how he constantly advances; how he expands his influence, 
and carries every one along with him. 

(Goethe, 1839 vo1.2; 127) 

While the deed is the means to self-discovery and self-affirmation, the 

'categorical imperative' , w hich demanded an intimate connection between 

the 'will to act' and betterment of the community is what ultimately 

empowers and underlies the individual's faith, and redeems the species. 

Therefore, "man becomes a collaborator in the spiritual renewal of the 

earth itself. ..the renewal of comrnunity is thus complemented by that of the 

spiritual renewal of the earth." (Cottrell, l982;272). 

For Goethe, fate and determinism demanded the recognition and 

active fulfilment of one's being within the confines of a rationalized, 

stratified social structure. The importance of social action for Goethe 

therefore, is that in cornrnitting to 'the deed' individuals corne to recognize 

their own authenticity and infuse their existence and the cosmos with 



meaning. For, in the final analysis, the 'will to act' of Goethe's protagonists 

is coupled with the fact that their actions serve to perpetuate the 

development of the community and the species. 

A good man in his dark, bewildered course 
Will not forget the way of righteousness. 

(Goethe, 1949;4 1-42) 

Goethe's belief in the metaphysical connec tion between ail beings, and his 

ultimate faith43 in the striving and socially responsible actions of the 

modem individual would lead him to ignore the question of the contingent 

nature of the 'will to act'. For Weber however, the historical particularities 

which gave rise to this modem 'will' and asceticism was a question which 

would weigh heavily on his mind. 

We began the third chapter with an analysis of Goethe's novels. In 

interpreting the central theme of Elective AfJinities, it was shown that the 

emphasis on individual choice was pivotal. While the novel touches upon 

the nature of choice in relation to the individual's personality, the harmony 

that must be achieved between the individual's daemon and social structure, 

and thus the significance of social action, would only corne to fruition in 

the sagas of Wilhelm Meister and Faust. Therefore, Wilhelm Meister's 

Apprenticeship and Travels would center on the protagonist's experience, 

self-discovery, and synthetic renunciation. Moreover, the lesson learnt by 

Wilhelm would lay the foundations for the primacy of transcendental 

action in the fonn of a specialized vocation. Turning to Goethe's Faust. we 

ended our analysis by rounding out the notion of the 'will to act' with the 



sense of inner conviction and ernpowerment which accompany 'the deed'. 

However. in the final analysis. it was shown the sense of redemption and 

empowerment which accornpany 'the deed' were intimately linked to the 

transcendental nature of a specialized vocation, and thus to its contribution 

the developrnent and vitality of the cornmunity. 

Turning to Weber's formulation of the malaise of modernity it will 

be shown that Goethe's conceptualizaîion of action, renunciation. and the 

transcendentai nature of specialized deeds cornes to fruition in the 

sociologist's interpretation of the Puritam* active asceticism in the pursuit 

of their callings. However. before turning the Weber's argument of how 

the modern cornmunity cornes to depend on the isolated pursuits of its 

constituents. we will examine his conceptualization of the peculiarity of the 

Occidental city. In doing so. it  will be shown that the fraternity and 

intersubjective bonds which ernerged out of these communities would be 

pivotal to the emergence of the modern penonality and rherefore. to the 

development of a 'will to act'. 



5- The Occidental Citv: Value-Rational Action in Weber's Concept of 
Communitv 

In order to better elucidate the cornmunitarian foundation in Weber's 

formulation of the 'will to a d .  we must begin by reexamining the 

sociologist's tvpology of social action and the ontologicai presuppositions 

which shape them. In examining the importance that value-rational and 

instrumental orientations towards the social world play in Weber's 

sociology, it will be shown that individual's ability to synthesize these 

orientations is the crux of 'the will to act', and lays the foundation for the 

emergence of the modern 'overman'. 

It is in the first volume of his Economy and S o c i e ~  that we find 

Weber's now famous elaboration on the types of social action. Weber's 

typology divides action in terms of its i) instrumental. i i )  value-rational. 

iii) affectual and iv) traditional orientations towards the social world. For 

our purposes however, we shall concern ourselves with types i) and ii) 

insofar as they represent the foundations of the modem consciousness and 

therefore, 'the will to act'. In opposition to instrumental and value-rational 

action, traditionally oriented and affectual action should be understood as 

lacking an essential degree of reflexivity on the part of the individual. 

Speaking of strictly traditional behaviour Weber asserts that, like 

reactive and imitative behaviour. this orientation towards social action 

lies very close to the borderline of what can justifiably 
be called meaningfully oriented action, and indeed often 
on the other side. For it is very often a matter of almost 



automatic reaction to habitua1 stimuli w hich guide behaviour 
in a course which has been repeatedly followed. 

(Weber, 1978:E) 

Weber's definition of purely traditionally oriented action can be seen as 

anticipatinp the formulations of behaviourist psychology. insofar as critical 

self-consciousness plays no part in individual agency. Weber does go on to 

note that traditionally oriented action can persist "with varying degrees of 

self-consciousness and in a variety of senses." In this case however, "the 

type rnay shade over into value rationality" (Weber, 1978;25). According 

to Weber, purely affectual behaviour also "stands on the borderline of what 

can be considered 'meaningfully' oriented action" (Weber. 1978: 25). It too 

however, can pass over this iine into the realm of reactive behaviour when 

the actor begins to sublimate unconrrolled reactions. In this instance. action 

is "on the road to rationalization" (Weber. 1978.25). Therefore. our 

concern with value-rational and instrumentally rational action is related to 

a concern with the degree of reflexivity expressed on the part of the 

individual. Moreover, insofar as individuals are unders tood as reflexive, 

they are to be seen as ernpowered through an awareness of their identities 

and the role they play in giving meaning to the world. 

The importance of value-oriented action in the sociology of Max 

Weber must be understood as operating on two levels. In one respect, and 

most importantly, value-oriented action should be seen as empowering the 

modem individual in the face of a disenchanted social order. On another 

level, Weber would note that the foundation and renewal of value-oriented 
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. 
action lay initially in the bonds which sprang from charismatic processes 

and community settings. 

Weber argued that the Occidental city, despite some obvious 

infightino, Y was the first social structure to promote the "cultic community 

of citizens" (Weber. 1958;403) in the form of the common rneal of the 

Prytanes and the fraternity of guildsu and drinking halls. In Religious 

Rejections of the World and Their Directions, Weber would go on to argue 

that 

[tlhe principle that constituted the communal relations 
among salvation prophecies was the suffering cornmon to 
al1 believers ... The more imperatives that issued from the 
ethic of reciprocity arnong neighbours were raised. the 
more rational the conception of salvation became. and the 
more it was sublimated into an ethic of absolute ends. 

(Weber. 1958:330) 

Therefore. an important catalyst to the formation of empowered selves was 

a foundation based on the mutual recognition and intersubjective bonds of 

the cornmunity. Weber, however, knew full well that the substantive reason 

and ethic of brotherliness which grew out of the Occidental city and 

religious communities45, clashed wi th the values of the modem world. 

As econornic and rational politicai action follow iaws of 
their own, so every other rational action within the world 
remains inescapably bound to worldly conditions. These 
conditions are remote from brotherliness and must serve 
as rneans or as ends of rational action. Hence a11 rational 
action somehow cornes to stand in tension with the ethic of 
brotherliness, and carries within itself a profound tension. 

(Weber, 1958;339) 



Webec. despite groundin; fraternal ethics in pre-rationalized communities, 

was no romantic. A return to the intimate bonds of a community setting 

which first gave rise to value-oriented action, was no longer an option open 

to the modern individual. Rather, the notion of in-group morality and 

reciprocity became "broken down by universalization. and simple 

reciprocity by abstractions" (Schluchter, 198 1;s). 

The religiosity of the congregation transferred this 
ancient economic ethic of neighbourliness to the relations 
among brethren of the faith. What had previously een 
the obligations of the noble and wealthy became the 
fundamental imperatives of dl ethically rationalized 
religions of the world 

(Weber, 1958;339) 

The destruction of community-based morality would thus see the 

transformation of community sociation transferred to an individualized 

ethic of fraternity. In the final analysis, this process must be understood 

within the larger context of Weber's formulation of the progression of 

Occidental rationalisrn, and thetefore, the subsequent demise of 

cosmological worldviews that this cognitive and structural transformation 

engendered. As Habermas notes, 

[tlhe religious background is indeed present, but it linges 
only as a metaphor for an innerworldly scene, robbed of 
ail transcendence ... the profane equivalents twist the meaning 
of religious justification into the desire to be recognized 
before the forum of al1 fellow human beings as the one 
who one is and who one wants be. 

(Habermas,1992; 166) 

Weber conceptualized value-rational action as distinguished from 



'non-reflexive' orientations to social action insofar as the former involved 

the "clearly self-conscious formulation of ultimate values governing the 

action and the consistently planned orientation of its detailed course to these 

values" (Weber, 1978;25). Moreover, the self-defini tion and self- 

appointment of an ultimate value orientation on the part of the individual, 

as Weber argues in The Protestant Ethic, provided the key means by which 

the Puritans were able to confront and strive against evil in the form of a 

community 's cultural disenc han tment. In Religious Rejections of the World 

and Their Directions, Weber asserted that religious modes of behaviour. 

"once developed into a methodical way of life, formed the nucleus of 

asceticism" (Weber, 1958;327). Therefore, as Schluchter notes. the 

transition from an ethic of conviction to one of emancipation. wouid lead 

not only to the genesis of an ethic of responsibility, but also to the self- 

conscious choice of one's ow n fate based on 'ultimate decisions' 

(Schluchter, 198 1 ;52). The peculiarity to the Occidental city in Weber's 

sociology, was rooted the community's ability to promote genuine 

'personalities' in the form of critically self-conscious individuals. These 

modern individuals in turn, developed a 'will to act' in specialized 

vocations based on a deeply felt sense of inner conviction. Moreover, once 

brought together, the sum total of their isoiated strivings would contribute 

to the developrnent of the modem of Occidental communities. 

In order to understand the modem dilemma which saw the renewal 

of community rely on the isolated deeds of its memben, we must turn to 



the rise of individual self-consciousness and striving chronicled in Weber's 

Proterranr Ethic. For, it is in this treatise that we will corne to understand 

how the Puritan ethic. "which amounts to an 

as a creature of God caused the Puritan to 

O bjec tification of man 's duties 

appraise al1 human relations- 

including those naturally nearest in life- as mere means and expression of a 

mentality reaching beyond the organic relations of life" (Weber, 

195 1236). 



6- The Fal l From Grace: Weber's Protestant Erhic and the Spirit 

The notion of elective affinity*? makes its reappearance47 in the 

introduction to Weber's Protestant Ethic and Spirit o j  Capiralism. In this 

crucial introductory staternent, the voice of Goethe can be heard echoing in 

the bac kground. 

It is hence our first conceni to work out and to expiain 
oenetically the special peculiarity of Occidental rationalisrn, 
and within this field that of the modern Occidental form. 
Every such attempt at explanation must, recognizing the 
fundamental importance of the economic factor, above al1 
take account of the economic conditions. But at the same 
tirne the opposite correlation must not be left out of 
considention. For though the development of economic 
rationalism is partly dependent on rational technique and 
law, it  is at the same tirne determined by the a b i l i ~  and 
disposition of men to adopt certain types of practical 
conduct.48 

(Weber. 193026) 

Weber's use of elective affinity points to the fact that a balance behveen the 

two realms requires that there be a harmony between the individual's will. 

and the abiiity of the social srructure tu enable the self-conscîously 

determined action of ifs members. For Weber, this forrn of 'ethical life' 

wouid manifest itself for the first time in history following the Protestant 

reformation. This assertion was "justified by the historical fact that that 

attitude of mind has on the one hand found its most suitable expression in 

capitalistic enterprise" (Weber, 1930;65). 

The golden age of bourgeois 'active asceticism' and, therefore, the 



modern individual's brief resolution of the contradiction between the his 

ideas and interests would quickly dissolve insofar as Weber argued that the 

"bourgeois 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" (Weber, l93O;V). Following Goethe's belief that the struggle 

against evil redeemed humanity through the individual's striving for great 

deeds, Weber would argue that in striving to master the worid, rationally 

active asceticisrn sought "to tarne what is creatural and wicked through 

work in a worldly 'vocation"' (Weber, 1958;325). However, as we will see 

in the second section, the value-oriented action which initially empowered 

the Puritan in his fight against the "creatural and wicked" would corne into 

the hands of "specialists without spirit" and '%ensualists without heart". 

6.1- Weber's Deed: The Calling and the Comrnunitv 

In coming to terms with the fact that the capitalist economy is a 

disenchanted cosmos into which the individual is born and must live. 

Weber argued that there have been two avenues taken to deal with the 

tension between a newly emerging fraternal ethic and the demands of a 

capitalist economy. The avenues available involved either escape through 

rnysticism, or the 'will to act' of the Puritan ethic. Weber contends that the 

pursuit of "one's duty in a cdling is w hat is most characteristic of the social 

ethic of capitalist culture, and is in a sense the fundamentai basis of it." 

(Weber, 1930;54). Following Goethe's condemation of abstract idealism, 
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mirrored in Faust's failed relationship with Gretchen and Helen of Troy. as 

well as Wilhelm's disenchantment with the theatredg, Weber warned that 

befote the 'true prophecy' (Weber. 1951;335) of striving to mould the 

world in one's image could emerge, a "supreme and sacred value must not 

be of a contemplative nature". "For these ways lie apart from everyday life 

and beyond the real world and lead away fomi i t ."s  (Weber, 1938;290). 

In  his discussion of the modem 'ovemen', Weber asserts that they 

were "men who had grown up in the hard school of life. calculating and 

daring at the same time, above al1 temperate and reliable, shrewd and 

completel y devoted to their business" (Weber, l93O;69). However, despite 

the 'measure' demonstrated by these modern warriors. Weber understood 

the centra1 element of their 'will to act' as situated in the fact that 

dong with clarity of vision and ability to act. it is only by 
virtue of very definite and highly developed ethical qualities 
that it has been possible for him to command the absoiutely 
indispensable confidence of his customers and workmen. 
Nothing else could have given him the strength to overcorne 
the innumerable obstacles. above al1 the infinitely more 
intensive work which is demanded of the modern 
entrepreneur. 

(Weber, 1930;69) 

Therefo re. the key to the empowerrnent of the Protestant entrepreneur's 

Faustian clarity of vision, was his ability to confront the modem world, 

and undertake insîrumental pursuits in a value-rational way. This fact was 

pivotal to Weber's formulation of the Puritan calling, insofar as their 

religious conviction is what ultimately "gave a direction to practical 



conduct and held the individual to it." (Weber, 1930:97). 

While it was the writings of Martin Luther which first allowed for 

the religiously sanctioned pursuit of secular callings, Weber would go on to 

note that the light heartedness of knowing that one is destined for salvation 

amon; Lutherans, destroyed every possibility of recognizing that this 

overpowering gift of grace could owe anything to their own actions 

(Weber, 1930;102). Rather, it would be the Angst of Calvin's notion of 

predestination which brought forth the "unprecedented inner loneliness of 

the single individual" (Weber, 1930; 104) and thus served as the catalyst for 

the formation of empowered personalities. The inability to ever divine 

one's state of grace, combined with the subsequent pastoral advice which 

ensued. would lead to the hiritan's active asceticism and self-understanding 

as the vehicle through which God worked51. Through the at once ascetic 

and value-oriented devotion to his calling, the Puritan was able to 

overcome the fragmented and disenchanted nature of modern social 

structures. By choosing an 'absolute' value orientation and submitting to its 

demands, the ensuing sense of duty would once again make the 

transi toriness of mortal life rneaningful. 

Kent has argued that "in Goethe's creation, Faust, Weber saw a 

figure who had redized that a penon gains the highest wisdom. freedom, 

and fullness of life itself onIy through continuous hurnan activity" (Kent, 

1983,303). Goethe does indeed seem to be on Weber's mind, and therefore, 

to have shaped the latter's notion of the calling insofar as the sociologist 



wouId assert that it was 

[tlhis fundamentally ascetic trait of middle-class life, if it 
attempts to be a way of life at all, and not simply the absence 
of any, was what Goethe wanted to teach, at the height of his 
wisdom, in the Wanderjahren, and in the end w hich he gave 
to the life of his F m .  For hirn, the realization meant a 
renunciation, a departure from an age of full and beautiful 
humanity, which could no more be repeated in the course 
of our cultural development than can the flower of the 
Athenian culture of antiquity. 

(Weber. 1930;180-181) 

It was through the active striving in the pursuit of one's calling articulated 

by Goethe, and acted upon by the Puritans. that an interna1 and external 

harmony with one's self and the modern world was achieved. Weber's 

emphasis on the ability of the Calvinist to create iihis own salvation. or, as 

would be more correct, the conviction of it" (Weber. 1930:115) would 

once again see the sociologist draw on the inspiration of the novelist. Thus, 

Weber's assertion is immediately followed by an end note which once again 

brings the reader back to the insight of Goethe. 

One is rerninded of a saying of Goethe with essentially the 
same meaning: "How can a man know himself ? Never by 
observation, but through action. Try to do your duty and 
you will know what is in you. And what is your duty? 
Your daily task." 

(Weber, 1930;232 n.64) 

The sense of conviction which sprang from an ethic that 'God helps those 

who help themselves' is therefore the first redemptive feature which 

enabled the Calvinist to become an "empowered wamor on the banlefield 

of rationalization" (Goldman, 1992;71). However, the process of 



who help themselves' is therefore the first redemptive feature which 

enabied the Calvinist to become an "empowered warrior on the battlefield 

of rationalization" (Goldman, 1992;71). However, the process of 

discovering one's authentic self and destiny, Weber would note, also 

entailed a potentially high degree of social atomism as an antithesis to the 

spread of a highly individualized ideology and self-centred pursuits. 

Weber understood that the reiationship between the 'isolated' 

Calvinist and the community is paradoxical insofar as it "seems at first a 

rnystery how the undoubted superiority of Calvinism in social organization 

can be connected with this tendency to tear the individual away from the 

closed ties with which he is bound to this world" (Weber, 1930;108). 

Weber therefore, would point to the emergence of the Independent 

movement and the sectarianism of the seventeenth century ris representative 

of the potentially divisive nature of Calvinist individualism. 

This consciousness of divine grace of the elect and holy was 
accompanied by an attitude toward the sin of one's neighbour, 
not of sympathetic understanding based on consciousness of 
one's own weakness, but of hatred and contempt for him as 
an enemy of God bearing the signs of etemal damnation. 

(Weber, 1930; 122) 

There was therefore a more ominous side to the Puritan ethic's emphasis 

on the calling than its triumphant ability to provide meaning and conviction 

to social action. In addition to the subjective sense of redemption which it 

provided to its adherents, the ethic also contained a potentially explosive 

fom of Hobbesian individualism, which could lead the Puritan to view her 



neighbour as the Devi1 incarnate. In the final analysis however, Weber, 

following Adam Smith, understands the resolution of this paradox as 

rooted in the fact that 

[tlhe specialization of occupations leads, since it makes the 
development of ski11 possible, to a quantitative and qualitative 
improvement in production, and thus serves the common 
good, w hich is identical with the good of the greatest possible 
number. 

(Weber, 1930; 16 1) 

The preceding remark points to the objective, and thus second redernptive 

element of the specialized calling as formulated by Weber. In the final 

analysis, the atomism and differentiated nature in modern societies 

contributed the rnaterial growth of Western civilization, and therefore to 

the greater good of the cornmunity. Weber's interpretation of the 

specialized calling points to the affinity in his formulation between the 

ideology of individualism and the reality of the division of labour, and 

their intimate connection to the community at large. For Weber, once 

brought together, the sum total of the pursuits of specialized vocations in a 

passionate and ascetic manner, assured the vitality and development of 

Occidental social structures. Following Faust and Meister's realization, the 

importance of giving back to the community of one's nation would be 

stressed by Weber as early as 1895. In his inaugural address at the 

university of Freiburg Weber asserted that if "our work is to have any 

meaning, it lies, and can only lie, in providing for the future, for our 

descendants." (Weber, 1994; 14). 



The message that Goethe's Faust, and subsequently Weber's 

Protestant Ethic sought to teach was, that as long as individuals 

demonstrated a 'will to act', their sou1 and community would be redeemed. 

However, Weber's age would witness the routinization of social action, the 

advent of a 'will to escape' through mysticism and idealism, and therefore 

an aversion to capitalism's d e m d  that the individual strive incessantly. 

Subsequently , Weber's Germany would also witness the inability of its 

youth to keep at bay modemity 's demons. 

6.2- The Triumph of Evil: The Routinization of Culture and Charisma 

The infamous conclusion which Weber gave to his Protestant Eihic 

introduced the bleak notion of 'the iron cage' as a means of capturing the 

cornpletely routinized and instrumental action which colonized the 

individual's orientation to the outer, objective world, as well as that of the 

inner, subjective world. The 'will to nothing' had corne to triumph in 

Wilhelmine Germany, and thus, following the golden age of bourgeois 

individualism, 

the quest for the Kingdom of God commenced gradually to 
pass over into sober economic virtue; the religious roots died 
out slowly, giving way to utilitarian worldliness. 

(Weber, 1930; 176) 

What Weber is describing can be understood not only within the 

nomenclature of his conceptualization of social action, but also w ithin the 

60 



context of elective affinity. As we have seen, Weber believed that the key 

to the Puritans' 'will to act' was to be found in their 'absolute', value- 

rational pursuit of instrumental objectives. Understood within the context 

of elective affinity , the synthesis of value-rational and instrumental 

orientations towards social action is tantamount to the individual's ability to 

mediate between knowledge and human interests, and thus bring into 

harmony tw O ontologicall y different spheres. However, the one- 

dimensional nature of the modern Occidental world would see the triumph 

of instrumental, non-reflexive thought over the "clearly self-conscious 

formulation of ultimate values". This would be particularly true in the 

realm of modem politics w herein 

with every leader's machine, one condition for success is 
the depersonalization and routinization, in short the psychic 
proletarianization, in the interest of the discipline. 

(Weber, 1958; 125) 

Despite Weber's at times Orwellian description of bureauctatic 

structures, he nonetheless saw them as inevitable entities which were 

necessary for the rational ordering of social action in contemporary 

societies. For Weber then, bureaucracies represented the most technically 

efficient means of social adaptation and integration, in addition to being 

soulless fonns of impersonal niles? 

When the tide that lifted a charismatically led group out of 
everyday life flows back into the channels of workday 
routines, at least the "pure" fom of charismatic domination 
will wane and turn into an "institution" 

(Weber, 1978; 1 12 1) 



For Weber then, the encroachrnent of the %on cage' of bureaucratic 

institutions served to routinize once charismatic action and therefore, to 

promote the perpetuation of the "mundane, materialistic values derived 

from the mechanistic foundations of modem society" (Kent, 1983;309). In 

this respect, the ability of bureaucratic political parties to legitimate their 

positions of prestige by means of their institutionalization of 'formal' 

justifications (Weber, 1978; 1 146) should be seen as coinciding with a 

decline in the critical reflexivity of the individual and of the ruled. 

To criticize the stagnation and routinization characteristic of the 

modern age Weber incorporated from Nietzsche's Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

the notion of the 'last men' (die Letzten Menschen)53, likening them to 

"specialists w ithout spirit, sensualists without heart" (Weber, 1930; 182). 

Weber's polemic pointed to the fact that modern individuals suffered from 

a decline in ctitical and spontaneous self-reflexivity, insofar as they began, 

ever more frequently, to define subjective ideals in term of an instrumental 

telos. Therefore, domination at the hands of the specialists without spirit, 

who ruled by virtue of their monopoly of specialized knowledge, was 

buttressed by the progression of a popular 'herd' mentality. This uncritical 

orientation towards social action was concerned primaril y w ith the 

cornpliance to formal principles, and therefore, would see individuals seek 

escape from its purely instrumental demands, through the pursuit of 

Bildung and abstract idealism. 

Action is instrumentally rational (,weckrationol) when 
the end, the means, and the secondary results are al1 



rationally taken into account and weighed. This invol ves 
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 different possible 
ends. 

(Weber, l978;26) 

What Weber noted was, that purely instrumental reason denied a forum of 

debate for the 'affectual' issues of substantive reason54. Instead, political as 

well as ethical and subjective issues became decided simply according to the 

criteria of marginal success. 

Weber drew on Schiller's notion of 'dlsenc hantment ' to c haracterize 

an age in which the progression of scientific-analytical knowledge and 

mastery of the world had increasingly stripped this very world of its 

essence and meaning. This malaise of modernity, Weber felt, led to a 

feeling of powerlessness and a desire for flight from the demands of 

contemporary social life (Goldman, 1992;83). Weber, asserting that we 

"are placed into various life-spheres, each of which is governed by 

different laws" (Weber, 1958;123), argues in effect that social evolution 

has seen the differentiation of cultural spheres into the realms of science, 

politics, art, eroticism, and economics. The specialization and 

differentiation of these various spheres was subsequently conceptualized by 

Weber as leading to a tremendous increase in society's integrative and 

adaptive steering mechanisms. However, it had done so at the expense of 

substantive reason and conviction of cosmological worldview S. 

What we find is a chaos of different evaluative criteria, 
some eudaemonistic, some ethical; often both are present 



together in an obscure identification of one with the other. 
One finds value judgments being made everywhere wiihout 
compunction. 

(Weber, 1994;18) 

According to Weber the genesis of ethical and persona1 values remained 

tied to religious worldviews, insofar as they were derived from a 

cosmological worldview w hich was central to the individual's ability to 

ground her action on a mode of life, on deeply held principles (Habermas, 

1984; 170). The progression of cultural rationalization had destroyed the 

ability of the modern individual to understand the world as a meaningful 

entity . Through progressive decline, the cosmological and thus value- 

rational conviction w hich had provided the Puritans w ith the ultimate 

legitimation for ascetic self-mastery in the form of a specialized calling, 

became colonized by the imperatives of mere behaviour and affinity . 

Value-rational action may thus have various different 
relations tu the instrumentally rational action. From the 
latter point of view, however, value-rationality is always 
imtional. Indeed, the more the value more to which action 
is oriented is elevated to the status of an absolute value, the 
more "irrational" in this sense the corresponding action is. 
For, the more unconditionally the actor devotes himself 
to this value for its own sake, to pure sentiment or beauty, 
to absolute goodness or devotion to duty, the less is he 
infiuenced by considerations of the consequences of his 
action. 

(Weber, 1978;26) 

The 'tensions' which existed between value-rational and instrumental action 

were nonetheless pivotai to Weber's understanding of the persona1 

empowerrnent which typified the Puritans. In the end however, despite 
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Weber's daim that a "rational achievement of ends without relation to 

fundamental values is, to be sure, essentially only a limiting case." (Weber. 

1978;26) it would nonetheless come to define the modem condition. 

For Weber, the process of cultural rationalization irnplied the 

increasing inability of the individuai to overcome the fragmentation and 

disempowerment which were encroaching on the modern self. This 

pessimistic worldview, as we will see in the seventh chapter, would have 

important ramifications in Weber's political writings insofar as it would 

lead him to reject an ethics of ends, fer  one of responsibility (Cohen, 

1972;89). This cal1 would come in the shape of Weber's emphasis on the 

need for self-appointed devotion to the object of one's calling as a means of 

empowering the people, and politicians alike. In the end therefore, Weber 

felt that it was the pursuit of scientific knowledge and charismatic 

education which could provide the sole means for redemption and thus the 

rebirth of 'personality' in the modem world. For the meantirne however, it 

would seem that evil has triumphed insofar as "material goods have gained 

an increasing and findly an inexorable power over the lives of men as at 

no previous moment in history" (Weber, 1930;181). The decline of value- 

rational action was, therefore, the final blow for the victory capitalism 

which came to rest on mechanical foundations alone, and thus "needs its 

support no longer." (Weber, 1930;182). In the end therefore, the idea of 

duty and redemption in one's calling, was left to prowl 'about our lives like 

the ghosts of dead religious beliefs' 



7- The Modem Vocation: The Realrn of the Diabolical 

Weber understood Goethe as having resigned himself to the modern 

state of specialization, individualism, and disenchantment which typified the 

Occidental world. Subsequently, Weber would concem himself with two of 

the more important steering mechanisms of modem society and make them 

the central themes of his vocation essays. However, while both callings 

were necessary to the maintenance of modem societies, it was only in the 

pursuit of scientific vocations which were tied to the course of social 

progress, that allowed for the redemption of the individual and the 

community. Nonetheless, Weber's essay on the demands of the political 

vocation would also stress the importance of inner conviction and the need 

for the individual to achieve a balance between 'absolute' and 'responsible' 

orientations to social action. Therefore, the themes which frarned Goethe's 

FM should be seen as pivotal to the mood and dilemmas later articulated 

in Weber's vocation essays. 

7.1 - Me~histo's Lair: Politics as a Vocation 

As Scaff has noted, the realm of the political for Weber was not an 

arena in w hich one created human happinessss (Scaff, l989;7 1). Rather, 

the political arena was a den of iniquity, wherein only those who 



recognized in it their duty should enter. 

Only he has the calling for politics who is sure that he shall 
not crumble when the world from his point of view is too 
stupid or too base for what he wants to offer. Only he who 
in the face of al1 this can Say 'In spite of all!' has the calling 
for politics. 

(Weber, 1958; 128) 

Weber's discussion of politics as a vocation while stressing passion, 

renunciation, and the primacy of 'the calling', is steeped in the theme of the 

battle of good against evil. Weber's cal1 for a "passionate devotion to a 

'cause', to the god or demon who is its overlord" (Weber, 1958;115) is 

presented as a means of overcoming the ethical contradictions that political 

action necessarily entailed. The political realm therefore, was pervaded by 

demons insofar as the chaos of evaluative criteria could find no absolute or 

objective resolution. 

Whoever wants to engage in politics at all, and especially in 
politics as a vocation, has to realize these ethical paradoxes. 
He must know that he is responsible for what may becorne of 
himself under the impact of these paradoxes. 1 repeat, he lets 
himself in for the diabolical forces lurking in al1 violence. 

(Weber, 1958;125-126) 

The only resolution that could be found by the politician lay in the strength 

of inner resolution and personal conviction. Warning idealists, Weber 

would assert that 

[h]e who seeks the salvation of the soul, of his own and of 
others, should not seek it along the avenue of politics, for 
the quite different tasks of politics can only be solved by 
violence. 

(Weber, 1958; 126) 



Following his assertion about the 'irreconcilable conflict' which pervaded 

the political realm, Weber goes on to draw on a telling quotation from 

Goethe's Fausl, viz. 'The devil is old; grow old to understand him'. 

The impact of Goethe's Faust. as noted in the second and fifth 

sections, would have a profound effect on Weber. In a letter written by 

Weber in 1887, he asserted that 

in general people's conception of life is not that the only 
thing that matters is for them to have a sense of well-being 
and to find a side of life that they can enjoy. Nor do people 
only face only the question as to the road on which they 
can or cannot find happiness and inner satisfaction. Bat if 
one looks at things soberly and closely, this question is the 
deepest that one can derive from Goethe's works, including 
Faust, and everything, even the knottiest ethical problems, 
is illuminated from this standpoint. 

(Marianne Weber, 1988; 155- 156) 

The ethical dilernrna that Faust faced with the reallocation of Philemon and 

Baucis serves as a powerful allegory to Weber's notion of politics. As 

noted earlier, the end of Faust Part Two would see the elderly doctor's 

inner conviction and faith in his deed render him oblivious to Care's power 

and subsequent misdeed. Therefore, Faust's ability to overcome the ethical 

paradoxes which stood in the way of his absolute goal and responsible deed, 

is grounded in his submission to the object of his devotion. Faust's desire to 

bequeath living space and dominion to future generations would guide him 

unwaveringly until the end, and thus enables him to find meaning in his 

economic actions. 

In Politics as a Vacation, Weber, follow ing Faust's experience, 



would assert that we rnust 

be clear about the fact that al1 ethically oriented conduct 
rnay be guided by one of two fundamentally differing and 
irreconcilably opposed maxims: conduct can be oriented 
to an 'ethic of ultimate ends' or to an 'ethic of responsibiiity'. 

(Weber, 19%; 120) 

Weber stressed the importance of an 'ethic of responsibility' by arguing 

that if one simply follows "an ethic of absolute ends, then the goals may be 

damaged and discredited for generations, because responsibility for 

consequences is lacking, and two diabolical forces which enter the play 

remain unknown to the actor." (Weber, 1958;126). Weber's cal1 for a 

balance between 'absolute' and 'responsible' ethics, falls in line with his cal1 

for self-consciously determined action. This 'will to act' allowed the 

individual to mediate between an absolute, value-rational ethic of 

conviction and the responsible instrumental pursui ts demanded of 

specialized vocations. A lack of self-reflexivity and awareness of vocational 

imperatives however, could lead the mere 'power politician' to become a 

simple actor on stage56. The importance of responsible social action, and 

thus, Weber's belief in its redemptive ability is clearly articulated his 

conception of contemporary politics. 

1 am under the impression that in nine out of ten cases 1 
deal windbags who do not fully realize what they take upon 
themselves but who intoxicate thernselves with romantic 
actions. From a human point of view this is not very 
interesting to me, nor does it move me profoundly. However, 
it is immensely rnoving when a mature man- no matter how 
old or young in years- is aware of a responsibility for the 
consequences of his conduct and really feels such responsibility 
with heart and soul. He then acts by following an ethic of 
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responsi bility and somew hem he reaches the point w here he 
says: 'Here i stand; 1 can do no other.' That is something 
genuinely human and moving. 

(Weber, 1958; 127) 

In the final analysis, Weber understood politics as a dirty deed that 

had to be done. The part that it played in the progress of the community 

and species was in the end, negligible. Ultimately, one of the most 

important 'fractions' of social progress was that of the scientific vocation. 

Although this realm was also subject to its own pressures and demons, it 

nonetheless allowed for redemption through progress. 

7.2- Faust's Study: Science as a Vocation. 

Echoing the loss of meaning and disenchantment57 w hich would lead 

Faust to his wager with Mephistopheles, it is in Science as a Vocation 

whetein Weber asserts that the "fate of our times is characterized by 

rationalization and intellectualization and, above a11 the 'disenchantment of 

the world. "' (Weber, 1958; 155). However, while Weber's second vocation 

essay would, as the first, warn against what might become of one's soul, 

science was nonetheless understood by Weber as a means of redemption 

and empowerment. 

The scientific vocation, like the political vocation argued Weber, also 

demanded a 'will to act' and human passion in the face of the paradoxes 

that it presented. Scientists were to pursue their vocations despite the 
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knowledge that their work and deeds would soon be outdated, despite the 

fact that their life would forever be plagued with the Angst that an 'idea' 

might never occur. The demon of science therefore, much like Calvin's 

God, held a destiny which was ultimately unforeseeable to the scientist 

(Weber, 1 958; 1 36). Scientists, having self-consciously chosen ihis vocation, 

rnust, if they wished to triumph, submit to the demands and laws of their 

calling. Therefore, through the transformation of one's vocational pursuits 

into teleologically guided action, the modem individual might corne to give 

a purpose to his existence and a disenchanted world, and thus once again 

become the active vesse1 of a higher cause. 

The realm of science, like that of education, was not an arena in 

which to "take a stand is one's damned duty" (Weber, 1958;145). Rather, 

what ultimately redeemed the individual and the species was the fact that in 

serving the laws of science one was serving a cause which was chained to 

the course of progress, and therefore, to the rational rnastery of the world. 

However, it was this very fact which Weber felt the students of his time 

had failed to understand, insofar as they felt that science simply 

"constituted an unreal realm of artificial abstraction, which with their bony 

hands seek to grasp the blood-and-the-sap of true life without ever catching 

up with it." (Weber, 1958;141). The rnastery and clarity that the scientific 

method brought to the modem consciousness was lost on a 'disenchanted' 

generation seeking escape through 'experience9% 

The weariness expressed towards analytical reason and active 



asceticism in favour of experience, which Weber felt to be characteristic of 

German youth, was also central to 'Faust's Study (ii)'. In this scene from 

Faust Part One, the weakness and quest for guidance of Germany's youth, 

so polemicized by Webers? is sardonically given life by Goethe. 

Student. 1 seek good counsel, and 1 beg for yours. 
1 corne with strength of heart and courage, please, 
And well provided with professors' fees. 
My mother pleaded hard against my going; 
But now I hope for something worth knowing. 

Mephistopheles. 
Well done, you're now on leaming's very track. 

Stadent. And yet, I've half a minci, Sir to go back: 
The walled-in close, and gloomy college hall. 
Don't suit my mind or temperament at all. 
Here we are crowded, cramped for space, 
No trees or greenery in the place: 
I sit in halls of sapience 
Devoid of hearing, sight or sense. 

(Goethe, 1949;93) 

Despite Mephistopheles' words of encouragement, which sought to reassure 

the student that each day will bring him a greater zest for knowledge, the 

latter is still left pleading "Show me, Sir, the way" (Goethe, 1949;94). In 

the end, as we will see in the following chapter, Mephisto's erudite recital, 

like Weber's, would point to the virtues of specialization and the scientific 

method. 

The theme of vocational specialization, self-reflexivity and the 

transcendental function of the 'will to act', so central to Goethe's novels 

and Weber's Protestant Ethic, would once again find succinct expression in 

the latter's Science as a Vocation. 



Only by strict specialization can the scientific worker become 
fully conscious, for once and perhaps never again in his 
lifetime, that he has achieved something that will endure. 
A realiy definitive and good accomplishment is today always 
a specialized accomplishment.~ 

(Weber, 1958;135) 

The importance of Goethean praxis, Faustian striving, and specialization 

can also be placed within Weber's understanding of the dangers faced by 

the intellectual's academic pursuits and the educational culture of his time. 

This wouid be profoundly exposed in Weber's "Objectivity" essay, and is 

worth quoting at length. 

Al1 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 itself. It will discontinue 
assessing the value of the individual facts in terms of their 
relationships to ultimate value-ideas. Indeed, it w il1 lose 
its awareness of its ultimate rootedness in the value-ideas 
in general. And it is well that should be so. But there cornes 
a moment when the atmosphere changes. The significance 
of the unreflectively utilized view points becomes uncertain 
and the road is lost in the twilight. The light of the great 
cultural problems moves on. Then science too prepares to 
change its standpoint and its analyticd apparatus and to view 
the streams of events from the heights of thought. It follows 
those stars which alone are able to give meaning and direction 
to labors: 

"The newborn impulse fires my rnind, 
1 hasten on, his beams etemal drinking, 
The Day before me and the Night behind, 
Above me Heaven unfurled, the floor of waves 
beneath me."6l 

(Weber, 1949;112) 



The intellectual, like the politician and the scientist, had to be prepared to 

deal with the resulting 'soft relativism' inherent in analytical reasoning, and 

therefore, of what might become of one's sou1 in a realm of constantly 

shifting horizons. The importance of value-freedom therefore. Iay in its 

paving the ground for the academic assertion of fundamental value-ideas 

and the guiding light of a deeply held belief and the striving it engendered. 

Weber's Science as a Vocation would once again corne to an end w ith 

his allusion to Goethe's F u t :  "'Mind you, the devil is old; grow old to 

understand him"'. Weber reminds the reader that he is not referring to 

years, but rather, it "means that if one wishes to settle with this devil, one 

must not take flight before him like so many do today9'62 (Weber, 

1958;152). It is the necessity and courage to strive, so profoundly echoed 

in Faust, to which Weber alludes. Therefore, age "is not decisive; what is 

decisive is the trained relentlessness in view ing the realities of life, and the 

ability to face such realities and measure up to them inwardly." (Weber, 

1958;127). It was this very ability which Weber in particular would find 

lacking in his age, and therefore, it is in the educational 'rebirth' of 

personality that he placed his faith that the individual might once again 

corne to recognize the "demon who holds the fibers of his very life" 

(Weber, 1958; 1%). 



8- Salvation Through Education: Enabling the 'Will to Strive' 

For Goethe and Weber, education played a pivotal role insofar as it 

served as the foundation for the cultivation of spontaneous qualities h e d  

on experience within the individual. This notion would be of particular 

importance to Weber, because it was the key means by which individuals 

could once again be empowered, and therefore, come to master the process 

of intellectualization and cultural rationalization. Both Gozthe and Weber 

believed that the individual must be made aware, as well as come to accept, 

the plurality of values which have reemerged in the modern world. This in 

turn, was understood as leading to a rebirth of the individual's ability to 

once again define his own gods. This hope would be most clearly expressed 

in Weber's Science as a Vocation. However, Weber's vocation essays would 

also address the new fom of empowerment required in the political arena, 

and therefore, stress the political education of the nation, a realm that as we 

will see, had for the most part been neglected by Goethe. 

Goethe's conception of education must not only be understood within 

the context of his theory of nature and action. We must, in addition, place 

Goethe's notion of individuality within the context of the Humanitütsideal. 

The promotion of human ideals advocated by this school of thought sought 

to modiQ the doctrines of historicisrn in Germany (Iggers, 1%9;37). As a 

proponent of the HurnanitQtsideal, Goethe found hiniself in the Company of 



such prominent scholars as Herder, Winckelman, and Humboldt. As a 

whole however, these theorists, while proponents of the Enlightenment, 

stressed nonetheless the diversity of individual essence and the synthesis of 

the rational and irrational within a harmonious whole. Moreover, Goethe, 

following Humboldt, would go on to stress that it was the individual person 

who "constitutes the prime unit of which humanity is composed" (Iggers, 

1969;38). As a result, the cultivation of the whole individual and the 

fulfilment of the higher idea that she as an individual represented, would 

ïemain the central theme of Goethe's notion of education. 

Lukiics argued that Goethe was a consistent continuator of the 

Enlightenment insofar as he attributed "temarkable importance to the 

conscious guidance of human developrnent, to e d ~ t i o n "  (Lukacs, 

1969;57), a theme which was pivota1 to the sixth book of Wilhelm 

Meister's Apprenticeship. Goethe's notion of education should be seen as 

consistent with his novels insofar as it emphasized the primacy of choice 

and experience, erring and striving. This worldview is voiced in the 

seventh book by the Abbé, who Lukiics believed, was a direct spokesman 

for the voice of Goethe (LukAcs, 1%9;57). 

To guard from error, is not the instmctor's duty; but to 
lead the emng pupil; nay, to let hirn quaff his error in deep 
satiating draughts, this is the instructor's wisdom. He who 
only tastes his error, will long dwell with it, will take delight 
in it as a singular felicity: while he who drains it to the 
dregs will, if he be not crazy, find it out. 

(Goethe, 1839 vo1.2;7 1) 



There is however, as Lukacs asserts, no utopian socialism in Goethe, and 

al1 attempts to infer such in his work have but led to its distortions (Lukacs, 

1969;63). This fact introduces us to the early romantic Goethe of The 

Sorrows of Young Werther. In this vein, Iggers has argued that Goethe's 

association with the other advocates of the Hurnanitdfsiàeal brought with it 

a notion that freedom was "first of all, an inner, spiritual matter rather 

than a political concept, as it was for rnuch of the Enlightenment thought" 

(Iggers, 1969;38). Iggers' statement brings us to the fact that, despite the 

later Goethe's endorsement of specialization, on a political level he remains 

best known as a proponent of Bildung. This belief was also voiced by Scaff 

who argues that in "this regard Goethe proved to be the supreme syrnbol- 

an Olympian figure above the battle, politically uncommitted and 

unidentifiable," (Scaff, 1991;166). It would therefore be up to Weber to 

bridge this gap. 

Weber's emphasis on specialization and renunciation must also be 

understood within the educational dilemma of his time. Weber noted that 

the educational system was an important element of class and cultural 

division in Germany, insofar as it reflected class stmcture, and served to 

perpetuate the one-sided acquisition of 'cultural capital' (Goldman, 

1992;25-50). More specifically however, Weber's polemic focused on the 

notion of Bildung, a program which had been institutionalized as an 

educational agenda by Humboldt during the Prussian reform period63. 

Weber was critical of Bildung's emphasis on the 'inner state' of the 



individual, an emphasis which he believed also served to promote a 'will to 

powerlessness' . 

Behind al1 the present discussions about the foundations of 
the educational sy stem [Bildungswesen 1, there is involved 
in every decisive place the struggle of the type of the 
'Ppecialist man" against the old "cultureci humanity", subject 
to the incessant spreading of the bureaucratization of al1 
public and private relations of domination and to the steadily 
increasing significance of specialized knowledge, entering 
into al1 the most intirnate questions of culture. 

(Goldman trans. Goldman, l992;52) 

Weber, in the face of self-formative versus specialized training agendas of 

the educational system of his time, was a pragmatic advocate of the latter. 

Weber argued that this educational agenda. in addition to being a necessity 

for an industrial state, and in opposition to Bildung, served to prevent the 

ideological indoctrination of individuals insofar as it worked against the 

formation and dissemination of worIdviews64. In the final analysis, 

Weber's position on the imperative of Bildung was that it was not enough 

to empower individuals in the face of an increasingly rationalized, 

fragmented, and specialized world. 

Weber's pressing concerns for the overhaul of Germany's 

educational agenda were focused on the need to suppfy the country's 

rapidly expanding institutional structures with passionate, vocational 

specialists. In addition, Weber would also articulate the need to awaken the 

charismatic, creative potential of the individual. However, 

genuine charismatic education is the radical opposite of 
specialized professional training as it is espoused by bu- 
reaucracy. Between these two forms of education we find 
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al1 those kinds that are concerned with "cultivation" 

(Weber, 1978: 1 144) 

The German educational structure tended to ignore the dichotomy between 

bureaucratie and charismatic education, focusing instead on the dichotomy 

between specialized knowledge and the need for inner cultivation in the 

form of Bildung. The 'will to powerlessness' which seemed to typify the 

German Geist. according to Weber, had its roots in a particular religious 

ethic and educational agenda. However, there was in addition to these 

factors, the legacy of Bismarck's absolutist reign, which had left 

Gerrnany ' s  'world ascendant' bourgeoisie weak, and poli ticall y 

Following the Abbé's advice to Wilhelm Meister, Weber would also 

point to the importance of introducing students to the rnultipiicity of 

conflicting ethical and active orientations towards social action which have 

emerged. This type of charismatic education was understood by Weber as 

being the sole means of enabling individuals to corûront the demands of the 

modem world, thereby reawakening their 'will to act'. 

The task of the teacher is to serve the students with his 
knowledge and scientific experience and not imprint 
upon them his personal political views ... The primary task 
of a useful teacher is to teach his students to recognize 
' inconvenient ' facts. 

(Weber, 1958; 146- 147) 

The introduction of 'inconvenient facts' into the student's worldview would 

hopefully awaken the daemon inside which sought active expression and 



authenticity in each individual. However, if the moment is not seized, the 

individual's quest for self-discovery could find itself seduced by the 

demons of 'experience' and thus the other-worldly realm of mystical 

The end of 'Faust's Study (ii)', would see Mephistopheles point to the 

virtues of science and the individual's active involvement in the social 

world. This interlude should be seen as particularly important to Weber's 

subsequent framing of Science as a Vocation. 

Studenâ. My mind is set to know the worth 
Of Nature's laws in heaven and earth, 
investigating each resource 
Of science to my satisfaction. 

Mephistopheles. A very right and proper course, 
But guard yoursel f against distraction.66 

(Goethe, 1949;94) 

However, Mephisto's sympathetic and encouraging stance towards the 

scientific method, would also corne with ominous words of advice, insofar 

as he wams the student that 

Waste not your tirne: time's flight is fabulous; 
Yet method teaches you to Save it; thus 
1 counsel first the depths you plumb 
Of our Collegium Logicum. 
Its rigour will confine your mind 
Like inquisition bots,  you'll find, 
And teach it hence to walk with reason, 
Smoothly trained to thoughts in season, 

(Goethe, 1949;94) 

Following the lesson learnt by Wilhelm Meister, and Goethe's belief that 



one's daemon must be harnessed by the rigour and form of reason, the 

student would finally come to inquire about the virtues of a medical 

vocation. For this deed, and the active involvement in 'mortal life' that it 

demanded. Mephistopheles would sing praise, asserting that 

To scour around for sciences is vain, 
Since monals only leam what mortals cm;  
but he who turns the moment to his gain, 
He is a proper man. 

(Goethe, 1949;97-98) 

Having stressed the importance of action over idealisrn, praxis over lexis. 

and thus the primacy of active involvement in social life, Mc phistopheles' 

tutelage would come to an end with his assertion that 

Al1 theory, my friend, is grey, 
But green is life's glad golden tree. 

(Goethe, 1949;98) 

While theory could not grasp the essence of lived experiences, for Goethe 

and Weber, the importance of education lay in its ability to introduce the 

student to the various rationalized spheres which have emerged in modem 

society. This worldview would lead the sociologist to assert that 

[mjany old gods ascend from their graves; they are 
disenchanted and hence take the fom of impersonal 
forces. They strive to gain power over Our lives and 
again they resume their etemal struggles with one another. 
What is hard for the modem man, and especially for the 
younger generation, is to measure up to workday 
existence. the ubiquitous c hase for 'experience' stems 
from this weakness, for it is weakness not to be able to 
countenance the stem seriousness of our fateful times. 

(Weber, 1958; 149) 



The introduction of the student to the chaos of evaluative criteria which 

haunt the modern world was proposed as a means of having the self- 

consciousness of individuals, freed from the fetters of mythical and 

religious worldviews, corne once again to define, assert, and submit to the 

god or demon of their choice67. Subsequently, shading students from the 

gods and demons of modern culture was tantamount to disabling their 'will 

to act', and in the process the self-discovery68 so critical to the formation 

of 'responsible' citizens and the progress of Occidental social structures. 



9- Goethe Facina Weber: From Fiction to Socioloey 

We began our investigation with an analysis of Goethe's Elective 

Affinities. In doing so, the emphasis of the third chapter pointed to 

primacy of choice and individual will. Thus, the notion of elective affinity 

is treated as the central component of the individual's dialectical stniggle to 

maintain an equilibriurn between his ideas and interests. In this way, and 

framed w i thin a We berian nomenclature, Goethe's concept demands that 

the individual maintain a balance between value-rational and instrumental 

orientations towatds the social world. However, while the notions of free 

will and self-discovery were indeed central to Goethe's novel and his 

protagonists' 'will to act', it is in his Wilhelm Meister and Faust that the 

themes of experience, renunciation, specialization, and transcendence are 

most profoundly articulated. 

In the fourth chapter, an analysis of Goethe's WiYilhelm Meister 

highlighted the importance of striving and self-discovery in a fragrnented 

social order, and thus pointed to difficulties of actualizing one's daemon in 

the rationalized realm of capitalist culture. The displacement of the poetic 

and aesthetic sphere in bourgeois society, would lead Wilhelm Meister to 

flee the purely instrumentai demands civil society. In striving for Bildung, 

The Apprenticeship centers on the protagonist 's quest for absohte 

knowledge, an object which Wilhelrn appears to find within the 



intersubjective unity of a theatrical community. However, wi th the 

publication of The Travels, Wilhelm's selfdiscovery leads hirn to strive in 

the realm of material necessity, and thus to renounce the purely subjective 

pursuits of inner cultivation in favour of a specialized vocation. In the final 

analysis therefore, Goethe's narrative points not only to Wilhelm's ability 

to actualize his daemon, but also to the latter's ability to do so within the 

confines and potential of the social structure of his time. 

It is in Goethe's Faurt that the social world's loss of meaning in the 

face a of purely instrumental culture is most profoundly articulated. 

Turning to the theme of intellectualization and rationalization, Faust's quest 

nonetheless mirrors that of Wilhelrn Meister, insofar as the latter, after 

much striving, finds salvation in the sense of purpose provided by the 

pursuit of a transcendental deed. Thus, Goethe's F a ,  while focusing on 

the individual's contribution to the phylogenetic development of his 

comrnunity. also emphasized the sense of inner conviction which ultimately 

empowers the modem individual's 'will to act'. 

In attempting to ground the notion of choice, as formulated in 

Elective Aflnities, we were led to deconstruct Goethe's Wilhelrn Meister 

and Faust in order to properly understand the complexities of the novelist's 

notion of social action. This in tum, sewed to unearth the categorical 

imperative which underlies the redemptive nature of 'the deed'. In the final 

analysis therefore, the fourth chapter demonstrated that the salvation of 

Goethe's protagonists ultimately depends on their objective contributions to 



the vitality and developrnent of their community. 

We began the fifth chapter with an analysis of the peculiar nature of 

the Occidental city and community sociation as providing the foundation 

for Weber's genealogy of the empowered individual. Cornbined with the 

larger processes of cultural rationalization and the advent of the Protestant 

ethic. it was the Occidental social structure which. for the first time in 

history, enabled the individual's instrumental pursuit of ultimate values. 

Therefore. the 'will to act' ensured that in the Occidental world. 

experience and asceticism formed the nucleus of a methodical way of life. 

The sixth chapter began with an analysis of Weber's Protestant 

Ethic. and therefore, chronicled the sense meaning and purpose which the 

Puritans ascribed to the pursuit of their callings. However, this modern 

will would soon give way to the disenchantment of the Occidental realms 

of the sacred and profane. The colonization of inner life, in conjunction 

with the routinization of culture and charisma. promoted the disengaged 

reason of worldly utilitarianism, and thus gave birth to an 'iron cage' and 

desire for mere experience of a generation. In the end however. Weber's 

frequent allusions to Goethe emphasized that only the duty of committing 

to one's "daily task?' could redeem the modem individual. 

Addressing the desire for flight and disempowerment w hich 

characterized Germany's turn of the century bourgeoisie and youth, Weber 

called for the rebirth of the 'will to act' in the modern vocation. 

Concerning himself with civil society's primary steering mechanisms, 



Weber's vocation essays would frame Goethe's notion of elective mnity 

and the recognition of one's daemon within the modem individual's ability 

to mediate between 'absolute' and 'responsible' ethics. Moreover, Weber's 

telling allusions to F a u î  demonstrate the extent to which the struggle 

between good and evil, and the 'maturity' that it provided, were 

fundamental to the shaping of Weber's Weltanschauung. Thus, in analysing 

Weber's vocation essays, the seventh chapter pointed not only to their 

Faustian undercurrents, but to the pivotal nature of the sociologist's 

emphasis on pedagogical reform. 

The eighth chapter brought us to perhaps Goethe's most political 

statement with the introduction of his conceptualization of education. 

Subsequently, the conceptual affinity between the novelist's and Weber's 

emphasis on chansmatic education can be seen as consistent with the 'will 

to act' and the necessity to introduce the individual to al1 that gods and 

demons which have once again reared their heads 

In surveying the current literature, we saw that Thomas (1987) 

argued that Goethe's Elective Affinities revolved around the thernes of 

' polarity ' and 'intensification', concepts w hich were pivotal to Goethe's 

worldview. Indeed, the author's ultimate faith in the progression of the 

species was central to the plot of his novels. As we saw however, the issues 

of ' polarity ' and 'intensification' can best be understood in the coming to 

self-consciousness which emerged from the 'experience' and 'asceticism' 

undergone by Goethe's protagonists. Of pivota1 importance to Goethe's 



science and fiction is the idea that 'mind' must become conscious of its own 

processes. The significance of reflexivity, and the recognition and taming 

of the passions and diversity which make up the individual personality are 

thus intimately connected to the individual's ability to act and seize the 

moment. In the final analysis, Goethe's characters do seize the moment, and 

always, within the certainty of their mind's eye, find redemption insofar 

their moral behaviour becomes "an expression of a nature which is single 

and harmonious" (Thomas, 198'7;5O). 

Goethe's protagonists inevitably arrive at a harmonious and synthetic 

inner sense of self through their ability to will the chemical equilibrium 

between their ideas and interests. Thus, the quest to infuse meaning once 

again into a disenchanted world through responsible social action. so 

pivotal to Faust's striving, lies at the apex of this process insofar as 

"necessi ty and law corne together as w illing, know ing, obligation and fate" 

(Thomas. 1985;SO). It is only through striving, and the worldly experience 

that ensued that individuals could recognize wherein their destiny lay. 

Striving against evil in the form of vain and idyllic pursuits, the 

individual's self-discovery and eventual renunciation of worldly aspirations 

in favour of a specialized vocation were pivotai to the perpetuation of the 

cornmunity. Wilhelm Meister's surgical vocation and Faust's economic 

deed would transcend the purely subjective ideals and goals of B i h n g ,  

aestheticism and love, and would give back to the community in an 

objective way. Therefore, the idea of transcendence as being realized in a 



specialized deed, and thus Weber's references to Goethe's novels, should be 

seen as pivota1 to the interpretive lens through which the former framed 

the 'will to act' which empowered and redeemed the Puritans, and 

hopefully the politicians and scientists alike. 

According to Goethe, the individual's k ing  was only definable 

through continuous worldly striving. Therefore, the 'fallen state' of the 

individual is at once an attempt on his part to become self-conscious. As 

Kaufmann has argued, Goethe lacked the pathos of Heidegger and thus the 

self-pity that is "so fashionable today" (Kaufmann, 1980;63). This indeed 

was true and, as we have seen, is tied to Goethe's faith in the metaphysical 

unity which Iinked al1 individuals to each other and nature. However, more 

pertinent to the issue is the iesson l m t  by Faust, viz. that to strive was to 

be redeemed. Goethe's personal faith in the ultirnate redemption of the 

individual is voiced in a letter to Eckerman dated February 4, 1829 in . 
wliich he assem that "if 1 work indefatigably until my end, then nature is 

obligated to offer me another form of existence when the present one can 

no longer endure my spirit" (Kaufmann, 1 98O;68). For Goethe therefore, 

striving in the realm of social life was a deed which demanded of nature 

salvation in return. 

For Goethe, striving inevitably led to the individual's self-conscious 

deterrnination in 'the deed' as a means of objectifying her 'will to act'. 

Therefore, Goethe's unshakeable faith in the 'will to a d  of the modern 

individual is at the same time an assertion of his belief in the cnative and 



transformative power of the individuals who are able to harness their 

dae mon. 

Although this dernoniacal element can manifest itself in 
al1 corporeal and incorporeal things, and even expresses 
itself most distinctly in anirnals, yet with man especially 
has it a most wonderful connection, forming in him a power, 
which, if it be not opposed to the moral ordet of the world, 
nevertheless does often so cross it that one may be regarded 
as the warp and the other as the woof. 

(Goethe, lW4;42S) 

The key to the notion of elective affinity, therefore, lies not so much in its 

significance as a rnethodological tool, but as end to be pursued by the 

individual which would see her daemon find its most harmonious 

expression in the 'system of needs' which made up contemporary civil 

Goethe's Wilhelm Meister and Fawî point to the structural and 

cognitive rationalization that had emerged in the modern world. Class 
l 

structure and cultural fragmentation were catalysts for Wilhelm's quest to 

find a sphere within which he could find hannony and synthesis. For Faust, 

on the other hand, it would be the intellectualization of the world which 

would lead him to crave a deeper sense of meaning and purpose to his 

existence. In the end, both acquire the 'will to act' which sees them realize 

their talents and duty in a specialized vocation. Therefore, Goethe's 

protagonists understood that the sole means of inner salvation in the face of 

the transitoriness of mortal life lay in their action and duty to 'add living 

space for man'. 



Understood as a formula, 'the will to act' is what ultimately enabled 

Goethe's protagonists, and Weber's ' overmen' to rise above the 

disenchanted and fragmented nature of modem society. Therefore. tied to 

the 'will to act' was the individual's duty to renounce her desire to simply 

experience the world, in favour of playing an active part in furthering the 

development of community. The 'will to act' therefore. culminates with the 

realization of the sphere in which one wishes to express his daemon. 

However, before acquiring the ability to 'will' and maintain deeply held 

principles in the pursuit of a responsible and thus instrumental deed, 

Goethe stressed the primacy of striving and experience which preceded it. 

Therefore, w i thout having recourse to Habermas, Goethe would 

nonetheless conceptualize moderni ty 's structural and cognitive 

differentiation as a pedagogical elernent of the de-centered self. The 

rationalization of a community's value-spheres is conceptualized as 

providing a rnultiplicity of arenas within which the individual can stnve 

for authenticity and experience. The tools acquired in striving were 

subsequently pivotal to the individual's self-discovery and renunciation. 

The self-awareness of one's daemon provided the individual w ith the 

'ultimate value' and conviction that took to confront a social structure 

which could not, in-itself, provide it. 

The unquestioned faith in the progression and 'will to act' of the 

individual does not find a sirnilar expression in writings of Max Weber. 

While the notion of a ' will to act', the duty to renounce, and the primacy of 



a specialized vocation are indeed central to Weber's understanding of what 

it took to become empowered in the face of a rationalized culture, the 

sociologist's faith in the ability the youth of his day to meet the challenge 

was shaken. Instead, Weber would witness the advent of a generation which 

sought experience and not the renunciation and asceticism which are 

pivotal elernents of the 'will to act'. The quest for experience in-itself was, 

therefore, seen as a form of weakness in the modem individual, who was 

no longer empowered with the conviction of 'absolute' beliefs and the 

ability to pursue 'responsible' instrumental goals in a value-rational way. 

Weber's analysis of the Protestant ethic would point to the rise of 

modern personalities, who, despite the vacuousness of a disenchanted 

cosmos convinced themselves of their duty to strive in a calling. In doing 

so. the Puritans saw themselves as an active part of a larger process 

embodied in God's community, thus and were able to ascribe meaning to 

the purely mechanistic imperatives of modem capitalism. However, under 

the weight and ubiquity of instrumental irnperatives, the "quest for the 

Kingdom of God" would give way to a mechanistic 'will to accumulate'. 

Therefore, w hile the modern Occidental social structure provided a 

potentially creative Field of battle wherein the individual could act, the 

modem 'overman' did not appear to be up to the task. 

Weber's vocation essays, as treatises of the modem condition, 

pointed to the pitfalls and triumphs which await al1 those who enter its lair. 

The individual's daemon rnay not find hamony in these realms, certainly 



not in politics, and therefore might perish in the face of its demands. 

Nonetheless, if the individual had passion, a 'will to act', and thus inner 

conviction, the reaim of science and the pursuit of a specialized vocation 

could once again provide a path to the Kingdom of God through the deeds 

of responsible action. 

Goethe's and especially Weber's Germany , w itnessed the radical 

disenchantment of absolute aspirations. Consequently, the importance of 

education resided in its function as the primary catalyst which might once 

again set off the reaction of elective affinity. and thus give rise to the 

striving, self-discovery, and responsible social action that it demanded. In 

this way, individuals could once again corne to discover their personal 

values and social duty. 



Conclusion 

In the introduction 1 asserted that this project would not concern 

itself with the biographical affinities between Goethe's fiction and Weber's 

life experiences. However, the path for future research must inevitably 

confront this issue. Goethe's notion of the daemon, as it manifests itself in 

Weber's sociology , political theory , and understanding of chansma in the 

modem world demands closer attention. Thus, the çreative power of this 

life-force should be seen as particularly important in the light oi Weber's 

ability to harness his own daemon following the events of 1897. The 

sociologist's sublimation of his daemonic passions would lead to an 

intellectual and creative rebirth, w hich began with the publication of 

Weber's work on the logical problerns of historical economics in Roscher 

and Knies in 1903, and would conclude over a decade later, with the 

publication of his vocation essays. This biographical note points us to 

another underdeveloped area in Weberian sociology, viz. the pivota1 role 

that Goethe's Faust occupies in shaping the former's conceptualization of 

the ethical dilemmas of conternporary politics and Wissemchajt. T hese 

essays cal1 not only for a careful reinterpretation in the light of Faust's 

struggle and lesson, but also to Gundolf" s 1916 metaphysical interpretation 

of the poet's fiction. 

For the moment however, the connection between Goethe's faith in 



the telos of the universe and cultural evolution, so central to Herder and 

Hegel, is perhaps best understood not only as a sign of intellectual influence 

and collaboration, but also a sign of the times. A century later, despite the 

intellectual predominance of neo-Kantianism in German academia, the 

wntings of Max Weber would pick up on many of Goethe's themes. 

However, in a rapidly industrializing age of cultural rationalization and 

power politics, his sociology, while highlighting the rise of autonomous 

subjectivity and social evolution, would stress the inability of the modem 

individual to maintain the iciealism of eighteenth century Germany. Thus, 

while the writings of Weber lacked Goethe's faith, the sociologist's faith in 

Goethe's writings, would remain pivotal. 



Notes 

1) See chapter two for a more in depth summary of Thomas' argument. 

2) Weber notes that "something universal can, however, be asserted 
concerning the degree of elective affinity of concrete structural forms of social 
action with concrete economic forms, that is, concerning whether and how 
strongly they mutually favour one another's continuance or, conversely, hinder 
or exclude one another" (Weber, 1978;341). 

3) For a discussion of idealist interpretations of Weber's use of elective affinity, 
in which Howels reading is presented as 'pure idcalism', see Thomas (1 987). 

4) Recently, Drysdale has reaffirmed the extent to which Weber's sociology and 
particularly his notion of concept formation while sharing a 'terminological 
aff inity' with Rickert, demonstrates no "theoretical dependence" (Drysdale, 
1 996;73). 

5) In 1981, Tiryakian argued that Weber's understanding of modern asceticism 
came from Puritan material itself, particularly John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress 
(1 981 ;30) 

6) In the same vein, Sica refers to Weber's quotations of Faust as ritualistic 
(Sica, 1 988; 1 57) 

7) Marianne would also highlight the importance of this rdationship, noting that 
Weber often used Goethe's letter's to Charlotte von Stein in order "to show the 
many and extraordi~riîy different points of view from which one and the sarne 
cultural phenornenon may be "historically significant"" (Marianne Weber, 
1 988;308). 

8) In this respect, Marianne's biography of Max Weber (1988) presents a rather 
idealized image of their rnarriage, one which omits the significance of Else Jaffe 
in Max's Me. See Mitzman (1970) and Kent (1905). 

9) Thomas places authors such as Gerth and Mills (1958), Hill (1973)' Parkin 
(1 982) and Giâdens (1 971 ) in the materialist camp. 

10) lncluded in Thomas' non-rnaterialist camp are authors such as Bendix 
(1 966), Howe (1 978) and Stark (1 958). 



1 1) Scaff notes that Weber's first use of Goethe's notion of 'ïateful' development 
appears in relation to the development of the nation (Inaugural addressJ895). 
The second reference to the poem appears in Weber's mernorial speech for 
Georg Jellinek, who died at the wedding of his daughter Dora on March 21, 
1911. 

1 2) Goethe's Sorrows of Young Werner has not been included in the analysis. 
The novel, which was written by Goethe at the age of 25, is representative of the 
romanticism and Greek classicism which the older Goethe would come to 
renounce in his autobiography (Goethe, 1974) and subsequent novels. 
Therefore, it is the Prosaic Goethe, rnarked by the emergence of WiIheIm 
Meister, which would influence Weber insofar as the transition ftom Werttier to 
Wjlhelm Meister would see function replace "value as a measure of human 
fuifilment" (Muenzer, 1984;44) in Goethe's episternology. 

13) It 1s most often associated with a marginal order cf discourse among the 
humanistic elite in Germany. See Ringer (1969) 

14) Goethe's work on optics and chromatics was, and in the end, never has 
been accepted by the scientific community. In the lengthy debate in which he 
engaged with Newton, Goethe refused to accept the mathematical basis of 
Newtonian physics. Goethe's attack on Newton was therefore an assertion of 
his pantheism and his belief that analytical models threaten the individual's 
being (Heller, 1975;99). A similar discourse also ensued between Kant and 
Goethe (Cassirer, 1963;61-62) Therefore, Goethe's interests c m  be seen as 
anticipating Gestalt psychology's concern with the active role that the rnind 
played in perception Willoughby (1 969), Heller (1975) and Fink (1 991 ), as well 
as falling in line wtth Hegel's phenornenology insofar as his work on the 
morphology of plants stressed that scientists must also make their souls the 
object of investigation (Cottrell, 1982;245). 

16) Constantine notes that it is consciousness which raises the individual above 
the natural realrn and therefore, that 'the ability to choose a better course over 
a worse, is uniquely what characterizes human beingsn and subsequently the 
novel 's characters (Goethe, 1 994;xii). 

17) This work had been read and admired by Weber who used to read out 
excerpts of Gundolf's analysis to Marianne (Weber, I958;Z: Marianne Weber, 
1 988;595). 

18) We come to discover that both men, as well as the child, are named Otto (it 
being the etymological root of Eduard). In addition. Goethe's female 
protagonists are named Otolie, and a name of the same phoneme, Charlotte. 



19) Muenzer has touched on the importance of balancing between the realm of 
ideas and interests, and has subsequently also pointed to the connection 
between the paradoxes of Elective Affinities, and thei r relationship to Goethe's 
notion of action. Therefore, authentic self-understanding "will occur only when 
human action is equally determined by egotistical and ascetic attitudes" 
(Muenzer, 1 984; 134). 

20) Pointing to the dilemma of the burgher intellectual in eighteenth century 
Germany, who is denied the prestige of cultivation ascribed and avaiiable to the 
nobility, Ringer would argue that "Goethe's hero is not a noble man; but he has 
a profound longing for full personal self-development. He realizes that the 
traditional organization of society will prevent him from achieving his aim, and 
his only possible escape is to go on the stage." (Ringer, 1969;19). 

21) In this respect, Werner can be seen as anticipaiiiig Nietzsche's 'last men' 
insofar as the former proclaims: "This then is rny confession of faith: to do 
business, make money, amuse yourself with your own people and have no 
further care for the rest of the world, except insofar as you can make use of it." 
(Goethe, 1977377). 

22) Lukacs has asserted that Wilhelm Meister and particularly the 'Confession 
of a Fair Saint' of the sixth book represent an implicit polemic against Kantian 
moral theory insofar as human beings "should not slavishly obey a moral code 
imposed upon them; they should become sociable by virtue of free, orgnic (sic) 
spontaneity and bring the manifold development of their individuality into 
agreement with the happiness and interests of their fellow men." (Lukacs, 
1968;57). Goethe, for his part, remarked that the inspiration for this scene was 
his encounters with the mystic Frau von Klettenberg (Goethe, 1974 vol. 1 ;367). 

23) For Goethe, as well as his protagonist, Shakespeare's emphasis on the 
historical development and social structure of England, had understood the way 
to true humanism by acknowledging the "fact that the theatre, drama and even 
poetry in general are only one side, one part of the great, cornprehensive 
network of problems- culture, personality development and humanity" ( L u ~ ~ c s ~  
1968;52) 

24) See section 7 for a discussion of the Abbé's conception of education. 

25) Heberle points to Goethe's unshakeable faith in humanity noting that 
"Goethe was well aware of the limitations which social order imposes on man's 
use of inborn talents and capacities, but at the same time he was convincecl that 
such obstacles should bel not a source of despair, but a challenge to persistent 
effort" (Heberle, 1969;69). This theme would be pivotal to Faust and his 
antagonistic yet redemptive str uggles with Mephistopheles. 



26) A mischievous and skeptical allusion to the philosophy of Hegel and 
Schelling is uttered in Faust Part Two by Mephistopheles who exclaims: 
"A look of bold resolute you show, 
But, be not absolute when home you go." (Goethe, 1959;96). 

27) Titled Wilhelm Meister's Theatrical Mission [1785], the edition was 
recovered by a stroke of luck in 1910. 

28) Reiss notes that this choice of profession implies considerable renunciation 
insofar as surgeons at the time enjoyed little, to no social prestige in Germany 
(Reiss, l969;245). 

29) In the fourth book, the reality of modern existence intrudes on Wilhelm's 
'utopia' as the community of Serlo's actors begin asking, much to his dismay, 
for raises (Goethe, 1839;303) 

30) A more appropriate word for this transition might be Hegel's use of 
A ufhebung. 

31) Goethe himself had been slightly reluctant about publishing the novel in two 
separate parts (Kauf mann, 1 980;66). 

32) While acknowledging that Faust Part Two indeed introduces a philosophical 
activity which 'interrupts' the epic of Faust's sou1 in Faust Part One, Wayne 
nonetheless feels that years of close work on the text have led him not only to a 
better understanding of "Goethe's wish that the two should be read as one, but 
of the majestic and sometimes wilful energy with which he engaged upon 
divagation that now afford a mine of thought for the contemplative reader." 
(Goethe, 1959;7). 

33) Epitomized most succinctly by Faust's proclamation "1 hear, but lack the 
faith" (Goethe, 1949;56). 

34) In a 'Prologue in Heaven' Mephistopheles and the Lord wager Faust's soul. 
In the process, the Lord demonstrates considerable foresight in warning 
Mephistopheles that "man must strive, and in striving must m." The wager is 
therefore concluded with the assertion: 
"Let it be so: to you (Mephistopheles] is given the power 
That may seduce this sou1 from true source, 
If you can wholly bend him to your force. 
but stand ashamed when catled on to confess: 
A good man in his dark, bewildered course 
Will not forget the way of righteousness (Goethe, 1 949;41-42). 



35) It is worth noting that optimistic interpretations of the legendary sixteenth 
century doctor's life begin in the mid-eighteenth century wherein the legend of 
Faust became interpreted in the light of a 'wager contract'. Binswanger notes 
that it was Lessing who first made this first brake, which in turn enabled a 'good' 
ending to the saga . Lessing's interpretation was made available to Goethe by 
Herder (Binswanger, 1 994;46). 

36) Faust's attempt to unite with Helen provides an allegory for the unison of 
German romantic medievalism and the classicism of the Greeks (Goethe, 
1959;12). 

37) Goethe's madel for Faust as a creator of quick wealth was John Law who, in 
171 5, gained permission from the prince of Orleans, to found an issuing back in 
France (Binswanger, 1994;30). 

39) For an analysis of the cornplexities involved in Faust's appropriation of 
dominiurn as opposed to patrimonium see Binswanger (1 994; 1 9). 

40) As Binswanger (1 994) has noted, a central theme of Faust is the individual's 
attempt to overcome the transitoriness of mortal existence. The attempt to 
reduce phenornena to the universal, causal laws of science is represented in 
Wagner's artificial creation of life in Homonunc~us (act two). While the inability of 
art to deal with dilemmas of a modem age dominated by 'ends' fails with Faust's 
attempt to arrive at aesthetic unity with Helen of Troy. In the end. the economy 
while incessantly gearing the individual's concern towards the future, coupled 
with science, is presented as the way to mastery of the modern world, its 
people, and things. 

41 ) Which in the final analysis could keep away the angel of Necessity. 

42) Kaufmann notes that Goethe felt a powerful aversion to the otherworldliness 
and preoccupation with death that rendered the Gerrnan romantics so morbid 
(Kaufmann, 1980;70). Their fatalism fundarnentally opposed Goethe's faith that 
nature was not arbitrary insofar as al1 contradictions eventually resolve 
themselves (Willoughby, 1968; 163). 

43) Goethe's discovery of the intermaxillary bone in human beings in 1784 
would serve as a powerful reinforcement of hts belief that the individual was a 
part of nature and not a higher order. The individual therefore was simply one 
facet of the great totality (Gray, l967;ll4: Fink, 1991 ;22: Boyle, l992;349). 



44) Weber argued that the Occidental guilds were based on choice (in 
opposition to the caste system). Moreover, the warring between towns that the 
West would expertence, also served to strengthen the fraternity between 
craftsmen in the Occidental city (Weber, 1 958;335). 

45) In The Religion of China, Weber notes that in opposition to the trust and 
fraternity between the Puritans sects, the Chinese shared a high degree of 
distrust for one another. In the end, the excess of external conventions in China 
would lead to the absence of a unified way of Me, flowing from an autonomous 
value orientation (Weber, 1951 ;232). 

46) It should be noted that in Parsons' translation of The Protestant Ethic, the 
term 'elective affinity' appears as 'correlation'. 

47) Weber's first use of the term appears in 1904, in his essay or. '"Objectiviv' 
in the Social Sciences' . 

49) It is interesting to note that Weber pointed to the Puritans condemnation of 
the theatre as ''obnoxious" insofar as they were manifestations of "idle talk, 
superfluities, and of vain ostentation, al1 designations as irrational attitude 
without objective purpose" (Weber, 1 930;169). 

50) This theme would also be central to Weber's critique of Lutheranism and 
Pietism, which he argued took away from 'this worldly activity'. Moreover, 
Lutheranism tended to sanctify a submissive attitude towards the state, whereas 
Pietism, while rooted in Calvinism, served to promote a weaker, more 
submissive form of asceticism (Weber, 1 930; 1 37). 

51 ) Thus, while Weber would assert the that moral justification of worldly activity 
was one of the most important results of Luther's Reformation (Weber, 1930;81), 
he would nonetheless conclude that Luther's "concept of the calling remained 
traditionalistic. His calling is something which man has to accept as a divine 
ordinance, to which he must adapt himset" (Weber, 1930;85). 

52) Weber argued that the modern state was charactefized by impersonality. 
"Unlike the patriarchal system Weber studied in the East Elbian territories, 
where the 'estate" existed to ensure penonal rule carried out on the basis of 
personalized authority relationships, the modern state apparatus functions 'in a 
matter-of-fact manner, 'without regard to the person,' sine ira et studio, without 
hate and therefore without love" (Scaff , 1 Q89;167). 

53) This would be trarslated by Parsons in The Protestant Ethjc and the Spirit of 



Capitalism as "the last stage" thereby overshadowing the Nietzschean allusion. 
See Weber. 1930; 182. 

54) The notion of the 'cognitive content' of instrumental reason would also be of 
central importance to Habermas' understanding of modern political culture of 
rationalized societies. In Towards a Rational Society, Habermas would argue 
that it "is only recently that bureaucrats, the military and politicians have been 
orienting themselves to strictly scientific recommendations in the exercise of 
their political functions- indeed, this practice has only existed on a large scale 
since World War II. This marks a new or second stage of that "rationalization" 
which Max Weber had already comprehended as the basis for the development 
of bureaucratie domination." (Habermas, 1 971 ;62). 

55) This sentiment was first expounded in Weber 's inaugural address insofar 
as he felt that there could be "no work in political economy on the basis of 
optimistic hopes of happiness." (Weber, l994;14). 

56) Weber contendeci that the politician is "constantly in danger of becoming an 
actor as well as taking lightly the responsibility for the outcome of his actions 
and of being concerned merely with the 'impression' he makes." (Weber, 
1958;116). 

57) Heller argues that this is the central theme of Faust's reallocation of 
Philemon and Baucis and thus, "the most poetic dramatization of the defeat of 
the holy at the hana of prosaic engineering" (Heller, 1975;95). 

58) Weber argued that the German youth of his time craved "not only religious 
experience but experience as such." (Wethr, 1 958; 1 43). 

59) Weber would warn: "Fellow students! You corne to our lectures and demand 
from us the qualities of leadership, and you fail to realize in advance that of a 
hundred professors at least ninety-nine do not and must not daim to be football 
maSterS in the vital problems of life, or even to be 'leaders' in matt0rS of 
conduct." (Weber, 1 958; 1 50). 

60) My Italics. 

61 ) Faust Act 1, -ne I 1, Bayard-Taylor's translation. 

62) My Italics. 

63) See Ringer, Fritz K. 1969, The Dedine of the German Mandarins. 
Cambridge: Harvard. 



64) Weber felt that this was particularly true of the United States, where 
specialized education meant that "no young American would think of having a 
teacher seIl him a Weltanschauung" (Weber, 1958;150). 

65) Bismarck's 'Ceasarist' reign and dismantling of any power bases which 
might stand in his way led Weber to assert that he had "left behind a nation 
entirely lacking in any kind of political education..And above al1 a nation 
entirely without political will, aaccustomed to assume that the great statesman at 
the head of the nation would take care of political matters for them." (Weber, 
1 994; 1 44). 

66) Mephistopheles would not only voice the figours and reification of science, 
but would also warn against distractions such as theology and metaphysics, 
noting that as "weavers they do not amount to much" (Goethe, 1949;95). 

67) The rationalization of society's cultural spheres was conceptualized by 
Weber as once again filling the world with gods. As in the pre-Christian, Greek 
tradition, modernity was characterized by a multiplicity of gods each battling for 
supremacy and demanding respect (Goldman, l992;76). 

68) In the sixth book of The Travels Wilhelm would assert that there was a 
peculiarity among instructors of which he would never approve insofar as they 
sought "to seclude the children from whatever might awaken them to an 
acquaintance with themselves and with the invisible, sole, faithful Friend." 
(Goethe, 1836;445). 
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