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FORMATIONS OF [TODERNITY

1 INITRODUCTION

Culture is one of the two or tlree most complicated words in the
English language ... This is so partly because of its inbicate
historical development, in several European languages, lut grainly
because it hae now come to be used for important concepts in
several distinct intellectual disciplines and in eeveral distinct and
incompatible systems of thought.
fWilliams, 1983, p.87)

I-o earlier units wo looked at crucial moments, processes and ideas in
the historical development of the political, ecoiomic and social spheres
of modern societies. This chapter examines another part of the story -namely, ttre forrration of modern culture. As the quotation above
indicates, 'culture' is a complex term and carries particul", glsanings in
different disciplines. We shall start, therefore, in the next section, by
considering what the term'culture' means and exo-ining its uee as a
sociological concept,

As we shall soe, in the most important sociological use of the terrr,
culture is uaderstood as referring to the whole texture of a society and
the way language, symbols, meanings, beliefs and values organize social
practices. The sociological al'alysis of culture in this sense has led to
the development of a distiactive 'tool-kit' of concopts and forrrs of
classification. A number of these derive from what is called a
structuralist approach and may at fust seem rather absbact and
theoretical. These concepts will be inhoduced and explainad in Section
3, which will also examiue how ttrey have been used to aaalyse cultural
formations a.nd cultural phenomena il ttre work of Emile Durkheim and
Claude L6vi-Strauss.

The structuralist perspective has been criticized as oflimited value in
addressing questions of cultural change, and therefore as being rather
di-fferent from more traditional sociological analyses of culture which
are vory much concerned with questions of how cultures change.
Section 4 will consider the transition ia western society from a feudal to
a capitalist culture by focusing on Max Weber's argunent ttrat it was a
distinctive form of relrgious ihinking which Ied to the unique, and
uniquely successfr:I, culture of capitalism which developed in the West.
Weber's approach provides a different mettrodology for analysing
culture, but ttrere are eienificant links with Durkheim's, notably in
according religion a central role in determining cultural formation.

Finally, we shall examine the cultural changes associated witl
industrialization, urbnnization and secularization which emerged
towards the end of the nineteenth centruy. A.nalyses by Weber, Marx,
Freud arrd the Franlfurt School ofsocial scientists all point to a growing
disillusion with this scientific and rationalist culture and fiuther show
the si8niffcance of values and beliefs as constituents of culture. I-n

reading about t}e ways in which some of the greatest of sociologists have
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E€tabout c charge, we l€artrsomething e apalternof
behaviour onhow
indir[duals fhr'nk, courmunicate a:rd attribute meanhg to rhings. The
attempt to relate individual experi€nce to the wider so-cial suutture is the
essence of sociology, and at its heart is the concept of culture.

2 DEFII'JINI(] CLJL]'I.IFiE A third definition of 'culture,, which has been most influential in the

It is necessary, Herder argued, in a decisive inn6ystisl, to speak of
'cultures' in the plural: the speciffc and variable cultures of social
a.nd economic groups within a nation [and between different
nationsl. This sense was widely developed, in ttre Romaatic
movement, as an alternative to the orthodox and dominant
' civilization' .It was fust used to emphasise national and
baditional cultures, including the new conc€pt of,folk-culture,.
(Williams, 1983, p.S9)

groups - nations, classes 
".rr";"'working-class culture'or periods,

This is sometimes knowu iulture.
Finelly, a fi:fth meaning of the word ,culture, 

has emerged, which has
had a cousiderable impact on all ttre social sciences 

""a 
tue humanities

The meaning of ttro term 'culture' has changed over time, especially iu
the period of the banqition fiom hadjtional social formationl to
modernity,

the
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By the eighteenth certury, Raymond Williams observed, ,culture,had

However, the notio4 of culture has been extended in the twentieth
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way of thinking about culture is gror:rrded in the study of. longuage, a

practice which is seen as fundamental to the production 6f sl6aning.
The antlropologist L6vi-Strauss, who did much to develop this
approach, once described his own work as 'the study of the life of signs
at the heart of social life'.

Those who adopt this fifth defiuition of culture argue that language is a
fundamental social practice because it enables ttrose people who share a
common language system to communicate meadngfuIly with one
another, Society, which arises through relations between individuals,
would be impossible without this capacity to communicate - to
exchange me.ni.gs and thus build up a shared culture, Accordi.ng to
this view, things and events in ttre natural world exist, but have no
inhinsic mganing, It is Ianguage - our capacity to communicate about
ttrem, using sigps and symbols (like words or pictures) - which gives
them m6anilg, lA/hen a gtoup shares a culture, it shares a commotr set
of meanings which are constructed and exchaaged through the practice
ofusing language. According to this definition, then,'culture'is tie set
of proctices by which meanings are produced ond exchanged within o

gouP,

It is importaat not to adopt too restricted a view of language. It is not
only words which operate like a language. AII sign and symbol systems
work in this way. By language we mean any system of communication
which uses signs as a way of referencing objects in ttre real world and it
is this process of. symbolization which enables us to commrnicate
meaningfully about the world. Words create meaning because ttrey
function as symbols. Thus, the word 'dog' is ttre symbol or sign for ttre
enimal that barks. Me must trot coufuse the symbol for the real ttring; as

one linguist put it, a dog barks, but the word 'dog' ca.nnot bark!) We
could also lepresent, or 'say something meaningful'about the animal by
a drawing, photograph,.moving image, sculpture, cartoon or cave
painting. So, when we say ttrat lalguage is fundamental to culture, we
are referring to oll the s)'rnbol and sign-systems through which meaning
is produced and circulated in our culture.

Thus, eveu material objects can function as 'signs'. Two pieces of wood
nailed together form the symbol of the Cross, which carries powerfuI
meanings in Christian cultures. The crown is used as a symbol of
secular or religious power and authority. ]eans and sweaters are signs of
Ieisure and informality. There is a language of dress, offashion, of
appearance, ofBestures, as ttrere is a language for every other social
acdvity, Each is a meaas of communicating meaning about this activity
and the activity could not exist, as a social practice, outsido sfrrsaning.
Thus every social activity has a symbofic dimeusion, and this
dimension of symbolization and mea-ning is what we mearl by 'culture'.

Iu this flfth definition, cultural practices are meaning-producing
practices, practices which use signs and symbols to 'make meaning'-
hence, they are often described as signifying proctices (sign-ifying
practices),

Let us summarize. We have identified five main definitions of th€ term
'culture':

1 Culture = cultivating the land, crops, nnim6]5.

2 Culture = the cultivation of the mind; the arts; ciyilization,

3 Culture = a general process of social development; culture as a

universal process (the Enlightenment conception of culture).

4 Culture = the meaniags, values, ways of Iife (cultures) shared by
particular nations, groups, classes, periods (following Herder).

5 Culture = ttre practices which produce meaning; signifying
practices.

None ofthese definitions has entirely disappeared' Each is stll active in
contemporary usage, as we shall discover as ttr€ argum€nt of the chapter
develops.

3 ANALYSING CULTURE

Now that we have a better idea of what culture is, how do we go about

aaalysing it? This depends on which of the five definitions of'culture'
we are uiing. Take the fourth and fifth definitions, which have had the
most impact on the social sciences. According to the fourth definition,
we should aaalyse the beliefs, values and meanings - the powerful
symbols - shared by a particular group, class, people or nation. I.n

Section 4 of this chapter, when we discuss Weber and tle transition
from a religious to a secular culture, as Europe moved into the 'modern'
period, we shall do exactly that. But let us stay for the moment wittr tie
fifth definition - culture as 'signifyi-ng practice'- in order to see what
an analysis of culture using ttris definition looks Iike and how this
method of aualysis works,

The shift from the fourth definition (culture as shared meanings and
ways of life) to the fifth deffnition (culture as the practices which
produce -sening) marks a significant break in cultural analysis' Both
definitions point to similar aspects of culture, but each focuses on very
different thiags. The fourth concentrates on the meanings which groups

share (e.g. religious beliefs); the fifth on the practices by which
meanings are produced. Put anottrer way, ttre fourth is concerned wittr
the contenfs of a culture; the flfth wittr cultural pmctices' Also, the
fourth focdsos on culture as a whole way of life; the fifth concontrates
on ttre interrelationships betweetr ttre componeuts ttrat make up a
particular cultural practice. One commentator has summed up this
difference in approach as a movemotrt'ftom "what" to "how", ftom the
substantive attitude to tle adjectival attitude' (Poole, 1969, p.14). Ln

looking, for example, at the totemic objects used in tibal cultures,
antlropologists using ttre fourth defrnition would ask, '\41hat is

2U
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totemism?', whereas analysts usiug ttre fifth definitioa wou-ld ask, ,How
are totemic phenomena aranged?,

a

e

weddings have traditionally beeu made on the basis of who are ttre

e. In kinship systems where uncles raak as ,closer,to
natural fathers, the position of honour next to the
ould norrrally be occupied by ttre uacle, not the

position at the table is less important than its relation to all the other
positions. It is the itself, which
carries meani'lg. T important
because it is close fhe bridet
father must be equ e will feel
slighted by comparison with the groom,s father.

This approach-to ttre analysis of culturo looks for meaning in ti.e
arangement, ttre pattern, the symbolic structuro of an event. That is
why it becamo known as structuru)ism. The advent of structuralism as a
methodology or approach marked an intellectual revolution in the

Structuralism, as wo can see from tho 'wedding feast, example, looks at
the symbolic structur€ of an event in order to discover its cultural

een extetrsively
d therefore for b
hes i.n social sci

This latter text of Durkheim's would seem to be of more interest to
antbropologists wto study pre-literate societies than to sociologists who
study modern industrial societies. However, it is the method Dirkheim
uses in this text, and his claim that cultural elements are fundamental to

t,

Ferdinand de Saussure and Claude L6vi-Shauss. Their work affects how
we might rehd Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of the Retigious Life
now, towards the end of the twentieth century.

Saussuto
language lture
more bro
levels of
structuies, independent of the individual; and language as used and
spoken by an iadividual user. He termed the social institution of

I

I

A

I

I

I

I
I
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was Dot the creation system,
ofa language can als f;
althoughvocabulary and old
ones dio away, the gram.mar a.nd structure of a language remains moro
stable and ca-n be distiuguished from such changes. Saussure called the
kind of study of language which freezes change in order to look at
structure the syacfironic study of |anguage, and be called the historical
type of study of laaguago diachrcnic. Synchronic moans 'occurring at
ttre same time'; diachronic means 'across timo'. It is an important
dis'inction of which to bo aware in ttre analysis of culture as a whole,
not only of language.

L6vi-Strauss argued that a culture operates 'like a language'. He took
from Saussure tho idea of language having a given shucture; ttrat is, a
set of gramrnatical aad other, deeper, rules about how to communicate,
whic'h lie below ttro cotrsciousness of any individual speaker arld which
are not dependent on individual consciousness of ttrem. L6vi-Strauss
applied somo of these ideas about languago to other cultural items, such
as myths, rituals a.ud kiaship structures, as we shall see in Section 3.3.
There is an importart methodological point or claim here - namely
that the social scientist should analyse hor,r' a sbucture of any kind
operates as a structure before he or she is in a position to know what
counts as changes, or variations, within a structure and what couDts as a
change o/a structure. (For example, a change ftom an electod
Conservativo to an elected Labour govornment would be a cha-ugo
within a political structure; a change to a fascist regime, with the
abolition of olectious, would be a change o/the structuro.)

Synchronic structuralist analysis concentrates in the fust instance on
change wztrlin a culhrral system of some kind, whether it be a system of
myth and ritual, of kinship, of food and cookiag and eating pattems, or
whatever. We shall turn to changes o/sbuctures (thdt is, diachronic
analysis) in Section 4 of this chapter. In the rest of Section 3 we shall
concentrate on ttro aualysis of cultural stlucturos, considered as
operating independently of major historical changes.

Tho aaalysis which Durl<Ieim provided in The Elementary Forms of the
Religious Life was not explicitly sbucturalist - this terminology only
entered the discourse ofthe social sciences after his deattr. However, the
seeds of such an approach are to be found there. The cornmon point of
departure which Durkheim and the structuralists share is that both
begin from the underlyiug ftamework, the classifyiag systems, ttre
structures of a culturo, and both start with an analysis ofwhat
Durkheim called'collectivo representations'.

3.1 COLLECTIVE REPRESENTATIONS

During ttre eighteenth and nineteenttr centuries, tradesmen and
r

er

Durkheim used ttrese repolts as a basis for his work. He did not visit ttre
Austalian aborigines or the Amer-lndiaa societies about which he
wrota. However, the important clai:ns which he made are not, as we

Central to ihis a tadons. By
the term 'repres , moral
values, symbol. ultural

framework. The issue of the truth or falsehood of different cultural
worlds is thus side-stepped by usiag the concept of,representations, in a
more relativistic, descriptive way.

The cultural values, beliefs, and syrrbols of a group (its representations)
are producod and shared cdlectivelyby tlose who are members of the

t

258
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,eccenbics. ln any case, ttrey are not tueated as full members of the

national, or tribal group.

cular syurbols a t
the Union Jack
aborigines and for

example, the enblem of the collectivity may be an aaimal, bird or plant

- what is called the totem of ttre group. Even today, at intemational
sporting occasions, the flag of tbe country from which ttre winner comes
is raised and its natioual antlem is played - a ritual which helps to
establish and to produce a sense of collective ethnic identity anong
t}ose who belong to the saure group as the winners. Thus, national
flags, like other totemic emblems, are major ways in which
collectivities, bibes, ethnic present for themselves
and others a sense of their i are, collectively. They
are'collective representatio ared olements ofa
culmre which provide points of symbolic identification for a given
group. They represent what the group shares in common; and they help
to mark off oue group from another.

definition of collective representations even
as time, space, personality and number. They
orks wittrin which the social cultural life, the

shared language and s1'rnbolic representations of human groups, ar€
organized. Their existence does not require reference to some abstract
cause such as 'reason' or 'God'. Durkheim argued that this insight into
the necessarily socia.l nature of meanings could dissolve, or resolve, the
older problems which philo
satisfactory account of how
claim is made in ttre extract
I,r/e which is reproduced as

ACTIVITY 1 'Collective representations', by Emile

,,jrj,."0 
of this chapter). As you read,

1 What were the main examples of 'categories of understanding,
which, according to Durkheim, philosophers siuce Aristotle have
argued lie at the root of our intellectual life?

2 What are the two main doctrines which account for the .categories

of understandiug'?

3 What is Durkheim's suggested solution to the problem of how we
are to accoLlnt for the 'categories of understanding'? Write down in a
few words the main aspects of the solution Durkheim offers.

A totem: a'collective representalion'of a totemic group

Durkheim's theory of culture starts hom tlis claim that the major
sy'nbolic compoa€nts of culture are representatrons which are
collectively ptoduced, reproduced, transmitted and transformed. The
notion ofcollective representations is, therefore, the foundation ofboth
Durkheiin's approach to culture and the claim, made by stucturalists,
that cultural sym.bols are central to all sociology and social anthropology.

How did you get on? Durkheim is claiming here that even the most
basic categories of thought, such as ideas of time, space, number and
causation, are also collective representadons - socially shared
frameworks within which individual experience is claisified. These
social categories of thought form the backbone - the symbolic
structures - of any culture. As Drukheim says: 'They are like the solid
frame which encloses all thought.' Such ftameworks have been
accounted for by baditional philosophers as being eitier part of innate
reason, in-built at birth, and known a priori or independently of
experience (rationalism); or as something worked out by the individual
from empirical observations (empiricism). Durkheim however argues
that reason cannot be a purely individual consfuction, for then it could
not provide a cornmon standard of judgement. For Durkheim, ttre notiou
of 'reason' implies some socially shared standards of what is to count as
a good, weli-reasoned argument.

239
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CHAPTER 5

Indeed, he maintains that it is trecessary to assert the discontiauity
between these two realms: the societal and the iudividual. Hence the
importance of 'collective ropresEntations'. Collective ropresentations
enable individual people to think. But they are produced at tle level of
the collective. We learn ttrem as we leam olu group's larguage.
l,alguage is also inhorently social, or collective - an idea Drukheim
suggests elsewhere in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,
though he did not develop it as fuIly as later linguistic philosophers
did.

How does this idea of 'collective representations' work wittrin a culture?
Durkheim's answer is that they provide the categories, the basic
frameworks, into which different items of a culture are classified.
Classification schemes tell us which ttrings belong together and which
thiags are different. They help us to 'map out' or make sense of the
world. Durkheim first studied this process of cultural classification in
so-called'primitive' societies.

3.2 PRIMITIVE CLASSIFICATION

Ear$ in the twentieth century, altlropologists were struck by the way
in which the cultures of pre-Iiterate societies frequently contained
complex systems for classifying animals, people, plants, and objects of
marry kinds. Witlin these cldssification systems, particular plants,
anis6ls, or ob1'ects (i.e. totems) were also associated with or used to
represent particular groups, clans or tribes. The classification system
thus showed which totem belonged with which group, and so helped to
establish a collective sense of identity amongst all the members of a
particular clan. It a.lso served to establish the boundary between that
group and otler groups, represented by different totemic objects.
Totems were thus a key part of classificatory systems in many primitive,
or pre-literate, cultures. Totemic systems provided a sort of
classificatory map of the society.

Such cultures were socially organized around complex patterns of
kinship. Indeed, kinship was their priucipal form of social organization.
Kinship told members of these societies who was related to whom, who
they could a.nd could not marry, who should inherit property, and who
their'enemies'wero. Kinship in this context meant wider sets of
relations than the immediate family of graadparetrts, parents, and
children, which is how we classify kin relations in western societies.
Kinship groups would certainly include trot orly aunts, uncles, cousins,
brottrers and sisters, but also people who irr ttre West would not court
as blood relations at all, and therefore would not be regarded as part of
the kinship network.

These 'exha' members of kiruhip groups - extra ttrat is from a westerD.
cultural perspective - were classi.fied as being related because they
were members of the same totemic group. Totemic group membership
was created, in part, by taking part in a major ritual of some kind.

Classifying kinship according to a system had real consequences because
it orgnni2sd ard regulated social behaviour. Table 5.1 shows ttre
classficatory system priated in ttre old Church ofEngland Prayer Book,
which specifies where marriage is permitted, ald where it is taboo, in
relation to the kinship system. In pre-literate societies, such tables of
kindred and afEnity obviously could not be written dovun. Some people
in the tribe or clan would retain tlis knowledge in their heads. Totemic
emblems, and the complex classification patterns ttrey involved, may
therefore have acted as at aides-mdmo.ue for ttrose who had to remember
whom a man or a woman were permitted to marry. These cultures
contained no modern biological knowledge about human genetics, which
we in ttre West sometimes imagine underpins ilur kinship system. Such
controls over marriage partners pre-date modern medical and genetic
knowledge. They are to do with sometling other tharr genetics.

Table 5.1 The'Table of Kindred and Atfinity'kom the Church of England's Book of
Common Prayer

ATABLE OF KINDRED AND AFFINITY
Wherein whosoever are related are forbidden by the Church of England to marry

together
A Man may not marry his
Mother
DaughtBr
Fathor's mother
Mother's mother
Son's daughter
Daughter's daughter
Sister
Father's daughter
Mother's daughier
Wile's mother
Wife's daughter
Father's wife
Son's wife
Father's fath6r's wife
Mother's father's wife
Wife's father's mother
Wife's mother's mother
Wile's son's daughter
Son's son's wire
Daughter's son's wife
Father's sister
Mother's sister
Brother's daughter
Sister's daughter

A Woman may not many her
Father
Son
Father's father
Mother's ,alher
Son's son
Oaughter's son
Brother
Father's son
Mother's son
Husband's father
Husband's son
Mother's husband
Daughter's husband
Falher's mother's husband
Mother's mother's husband
Husband's father's tather
Husband's mother's lather
Husband's son's son

son
and
husband

Mother's brother
Brother's son
Sister's son.

THE END

The analysis of classification systems, for Ilurkheim, like the analysis of
symbolic stuctures for L6vi-Shauss, was fundametrtal to all cultural
analysis. L6vi-Strauss argued that ttre process of classificatiou replicated
the way in which the human brnin sps1s16s - in terms of pairs. Things
arranged or divided into twos, or pairs, are easy for h rmans to
remember. L6vi-Strauss pointed out ttrat irr pre-literate culturas, a.nd we
might add in modern cultures too, such pairs usually appear as opposed

241 242 FORMATIONS OF MODEFNITY I
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CHAPTER 5 THE CULTLNAL FOBMATIONS OF MOO€BN SOCIETY

in some way to each other. Thus, we have oppositions such as the
following: hot/cold; cooked/raw; sour/sweet; wet/dry; solid/liquid;
earth/air; the city/ttre country; etc. You can Eee 6om this list how
funilamental ttris division into 'binary opposites' is to meaning. Wo
know what 'cooked' means because it is tho opposite of 'raw'. Tho pairs
work in relation to oDe another. One fundamental pair is male/female.
This is fundamental in that it bottr operates as a basis for marriage and
soxual reproduction and provides human cultures with a general modol,
based on sexual difference, for thiakiug in terms of pairs of differencee.
Some languages, such as French, have feminine and masculine words
for objects in the world, for example.

Howover, not everything peoplo experience or observe fits into the
paired or opposod categories which a particular classiEcation system
provides: for example, fog or mist are neittrer earth nor air, but
something'in between'. Fog is neither solid nor fully liquid, neither
fully dark nor fully li8ht, lt cross-cuts our categories, our classificatory
sy6tem, at a number of points. This lack of fit may be why fog or mist
can be used to suggest somothing spooky, eerie, mysterious, threatening

- a quality which has been used in many novels, films and tolevision
prdgram.ures in our culture. Honey and other sticky, gooey substancos
also fail to fit into ttre categorios of Iiquid or solid, as do some body
fluids hom the nose or throat. Phlegm, or mucus from ttre nose are
substances which are difEcrilt to classify as eittrer hard or soft, solids or
Iiquids, even as innocent or harmful.

L6vi-Stauss called this basic principle of paired oppositions which Iies
!6hind sfl classificatory systems binary oppositions. The term was
derivecl from ttre basic way in which computer languagos operate -eittrer ttrere is an electrical current flowing or there is not (which can be
iadicatedby a plus or minus sign, or dots aad dashes, Iong or short
signals, etc.). Tho important point here for L6vi-Shauss is that this
binary way of thinking is not only fouud in so-called primitive
societies. What L6vi-Strauss called'the savage miad' (i.e. thinking by
classifying things into biaary opposites) can also be found at the heart
of the culture of modem, edvanced societies.

There is ono vory fundamental birrary opposition which is found in
bottr preJiterate societies a.nd, in a related but different form, in modern
societies. Durkheim formulated it tn The Elementary Forms of the
Rekgious.Ly'e as a basic claasification of all culture: ttre division of
thiags into 'the sacred' and 'the profane'.

The sacred, as Durkheim defined it, is not based upon a belief in
supomatural entities, which ottrers had used as a definition of religion.
Some sacred activities were rot dependent on supematural beliefs, he
claimed, as for example in some forms of Buddhism. The central
dichotomy irr pre-literate cultures, Durkhoim claimed, was to be
understood as separating ttrose thiugs, times, places, persons, anirlsls,
birds, stones, trees, rivers, mouatains, plants or liquids which were sef
aparf (sacred) from routtne (profane) uses in everydey activities. The

sacred, he argued, is a fundamental category in such cultures. The
distinction betweeu the sacred and the profane involves both beliels,
which define what is classified as sacred ia a culture, and rituo]s which
actively set opart particular elements, times, people or places (the
negotive rites),

Negative rites, which set apart ttre sacred, can be actions, such as leeping
vigil before a feast, being nude, being celibate, wearing special costumes,
or using body-paint. Some ar€ very 6evete, in ttre eyes of Westertr
observers: examples include being buried under smouldering leaves
ovemightbefore young males are made full imeu' in a special ritual;
circr:mcision; cuts on ttre face, or body; gashes on limbs; cutthg veins; or
lsing beaten by eldors. All these are instances of often painful negative
rituals which serve to set apart some time period, or some person or
group, before being brought into positive contact witl sacred tlings.

Positive rites, on the otler hand, include any action whicb brings a
person, or a group, iato contact with sacred objects, places, people,
spaces, auimals or birds. They may involve the parading of ttre totemic
emblem of a group (as in the example of the flags as emblems of
[ational groups mentioned above). They may also involve eating or
drinling some component from ttre totemic emblem - part of a bird or
animal, or body substances ftom animals or poople, such as blood, milk,
urine or faeces. In later forms of cultural practices than those of
totemism, these positive rituals may become mote srybolic; as, for
example, taking bread and wirre symbolizes eating the flesh atrd blood
of Josus, in the communion ritos of modem Christianity.

The experiences people have in ttreir rituals are uot based on somettring
unreal, Durkheim argued, but upou a real force groater thar, and
operatiag outside of, the individual, But what is this force? Given the
great variety of gods or spirits in which the members of different
cultures have believed, it cannot simply be that ttrey have all contacted
the same god or spirit. Durkheim argued that, since 'the r:lanimous
sentiment of the believers of all times canuot be purely illusory'
(Durkheim, 1961, p.a6a), ttrerefore the objective cause of the sensations
of such people is not som6 supernatural being but society itself. Irr
summarizing his long, complex argument on ttris point, Durkheim
concluded The Elementory Forms of the Religious Life with the
following statemotrt of his sociological explanatiou for ttre oxistence,
and indeed the persistence, ofreligions in human societies:

. .. we have seen that this reality, which m)'thologies have
represented uader so ma.ny different forms, but which is the
universal and otornal objective cause of these s€n8atiotrs sui
generis out of which religious experietrce is made, is society, ..,
society ca.Dnot make its in-fluence felt unless it is in action, and it
is not in action unless the iudividuals who compose it are
assembled together and act in common. It is by common actioD
ttrat it takes consciousness of itself ...
( Durkheim, 1961, pp.465{)
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This is how Durkheim formulates his major claim that religious
experience is not based upon illusions, but upon concrete social,
collective, ritual actions or jrractices. Participants in such rituals (a

weddiug ceremony, for instance) are involved in a set of practices, often
iagluding eating a ceremonial meal, which biud them together into a
collective. The wider cultural group's yalues are also afErmed iu such
rituals - how a husband and wife should live and how they should
raise ttreir children are often explicitly, or implicitly, articulated in
marriage rites in modern Christianity. The force which people feel in
such circumstances is the moral pressure arisiag from this
belongingness, or social solidarity.

Similar rituals are still found in modern industrial societies. But there
are a multiplicity of ethnic groups, religious groups, and socio-
economic classes in such societies who do not share a single set of
meanings, values or beliefs. These kinds of societies have had to devise
otler ritua.ls at ttre level of the nation-state in order to try to cement
theso divergent groups together. In Britain, tho rolal family, ceremoaial
occasions, even national emergencies like war, are major components in
performing this task of binding diverse groups togettrer into some sense
of belng part of a united society - with varying degrees of success.

The Cenotaph is a sacred place
in the centr€ of London, used for
the ritual commemorating of
those killed in the wars

The distinction between the profane and the sacred was called by
Durkheim an elementary form of 'primitivo classification'. That means
not only a classification which is formd in pre-literate societies, but one
which is fundamental, primal, basic, to all human cultures. All social
formations will have some beliefs, values, s}'rnbols and rituals which
are sacred or set apart from profane, everyday life. Even communist
states in the Lwentiet} century, whose regimes were explicitly against

organized religion, nevertheless surrounded themselves with flags,
parades, creeds and ceremonials - the symbols and rituals ofrulers.

3.3 STRUCTURALISTDEVELOPMENTS

We have seen, ttrsn, how the structuraliet's co[cern with analysing the
symbolic structure of events was rooted irr Durkheim's work ou
collactive representations and primitive classification systems.
(Durkheim had worked with the aatlropologist Marcel Mauss iu a study
of Primitive Classifi,cation (1903).) L6vi-Strauss, the French
anttrropologist who worked in South America, applied the principle of
birrary opposites as a central feature of all classifying systems to a wide
variety of cultural phenomena. He studied the Elementary Structurcs of
Kinship (1949), the totemic systems of pre-literate societies (Totemism,
1962,), the myths of South American peoples (in The Raw and the
Cooked, (tQzo), Honey and Ashes (1923)), and a variety of ottrer
anttrropological phenomena (i.n Ifie Savage Nlind (7962) aud Structural
Anthropologr (1s58)). In all of ttrese studies he applied the basic
structuralist method of aaalysis. The object of analysis was, as it were,
frozen in time (synchronic), so that its symbolic shucture could be
aaalysed. The sfructure was aaalysed in terms of how its different
elements were classiied 116 srrnnged, how the principle of 'bi.nary
opposition' (and the mediating categories which frtted treither sides of
the binary) worked. What mattered was ttre rclations between tha
different elements in the classifying system (remember ttre positions at
the wedding feast?). The meaning of each pattern or stluctu.re was 'rsad'
in terms of what it told us about ttre culture. The uaderlyi.ng 'code' (e.g,
the kinship system) provided ttre analyst with a way of deciphering the
phenomenon.

Such a sEucturalist mettrod can be applied to any cultural pattern,
regardless of ttre historical period iu which it may be found. What we
thinl< of as 'primitive' ways of thinking may be found both among
Australian aborigines and i.n modern cultures, A British anthropologist,
Mary Douglas, writing in the 1960s, has used a structuralist mettrod to
analyse the rules governing pollution. In the exhact in Reading B, she
compares rules governiag food in India with wostern ideas about
hygiene.

ACTIVITY 2 Now leact Reading B, 'Hygiene and pollution', by Mary Douglas. You
shoulcl note that the Havik ara a group of Hindu Brahmins, priestly
scholat's, and as such are verv high in the caste sJ/stem,

As you leacl the extract lrom Marv Douglas, have a pen aucl paper to
hand and trv to arlswer the following questions:

1 What kinds of food can pass on pollution, according to Havik rules?
2 What is the key word Mary Dor:glas analyses from western culture

to suggest the idea of pollution?
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Mary Douglas suggests that there are significaat continuities in notions
of pollutiou, taboo, and ritual rules, especially about food and drinks,
body substances, and clothing, between traditional and modem
cultures, in spite of ttro development of modern science. The reactions
to AIDS amoDg westertrels, some Dewspapers labelling it ttre ,gay

plag-ue', illustrates that pollution ideas have not disappeared fi:om
modern cultures.

od of analysis of culture. The
ponents ofa culture, ftom
s of food eaten to

outsider. example, mark major differences
between ze powerful feelings of solidarity or
hostility,

4 CULTURE AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Wltat are the two main differences between contemporary European
ideas of pollution and those of primitive cultures?
I{ow does Douglas use the ideas (derived from Durkheirn and L6vi-
Strauss) of. classification?

modern, advancod industrial societies today, How ar€ we to understard
and analyse this process of secularization which is typical of the
formation of modern culture?

s been
90) as
Secon

CivilizingProcesq (1989)). This term takes us back to the second

Max Weber had iadeed emphasized the modern state,s control over tha
means of violence, but his more significant contribution in this context

a

So far we have been looking at culture ia terrns of a structural

society, And yet some ofthe great figures in classical sociology have
argued ttrat, contrary to couventioual opiniea, what we call iulture did

4.1 RELIGION AND THE RISE OF CAPITALISM
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contemporary sociologists. For example, Weber distinguished between
what he called 'adventurer capitalism' and'rational, peaceable,
bourgeois capitalism'. 'Adventurer' capitalism was based upon the use
of coinquest and violence, to extract profits. This was the pridominant
form during the European acquisition of colonies in Africa, Asia aud
Latin America and the use of slavery in the Americas.

The second type, 'bourgeois capitalism', was based upon rational action,
and non-violent means of exploiting labour. Weber argued that this new
type of capitalism had emerged hom a set of cultural values based on
ttre notion of a vocation - that is, a calling from God. This was not like
God's call to the Catholic priest to,leove tho world, but a calling which
influenced behaviour rn the world.

Why does Weber attoibute the rise of capitalism to the spirit of Christiarr
aeceticism? To grasp Weber's argument, we must look, first, at the
distinction he makes between ttreee two types of capitaliem, and theu at
the role which the concepts of 'rational' and 'asceticism' play in his
analysis.

Capitalism, in ttre sense of profitable aconomic activity, had existed for
a very long time, and in many differeut societies. But only in Westem
Europe, ftom about tle sixteenth century, was capitalism in its rational,
modem form to be found on any extended scale. Here, 'capitalism is
identical with the pursuit of profit, and forever rcnewedby meatrs of
continuous, rational, capitalistic enterprise' (Weber, L577, p.L7),

14/hat Weber called 'peaceable, bourgeois capitalism'is the predominant
form which tlis development took in Europe (though exactly how
'peaceful'the bansition to it was in reality has been a subject of debate
amongst historians). It developed as conditions for peaceful bade and
production, stimulated by profit, expanded. (Weber's aaalysis of the rise
of capitalism was briefly discussed in Chapter 4.)

Now, an aconomic systerr driven by self-interest, the desire to maximize
profft on a regular basis, to accumulate, invest and expand wealth,
seems to require a very materialistic set of values - the very opposite of
the religious culture which predated the rise of capitalism in Wastern
Europe. Thus, we are not as capitalism
developed and expanded, increasingly
seculoized: that is, more al world and lass
with the spiritual world, more preoccupied with attaining wealttr in this
world than with salvation in ttre next. Religion of coruse remains an
activo cultural force in capitalist societies, but it is con-firled to a smaller
area of social life and is
the cultural rrnly666 i11 s
Catholic faith. Seculariz
culture in the transition

However, the paradox which Weber develops in his work (especially
The Ptotestant Ethic and The Spiit of Copitalism) is that religron
played an absolutely critical role in ttre formation of early capitalism.
Modern rational capitalism could not have emerged, he argues, without
ths mediation ofreligious culture, especially that variant associated
with the Calvinist puritan sects of the seventeenttr century. It was the
'Protestant ethic'which helped to produce capitalism as a distinctive
type of profit-making involving economic action based upon sustained,
systematic citpitol investment, a.nd employing /orm aily fiee /obour (not
slavery). Weber wrote:

... the Occident [West] has developed capitalism both to a
quantitative extent, and (carrying this quantitative development) in
types, forms, and di:ections which have never existed elsewhere.
AII over the world ttrere have bsen merchants, wholesale and retail,
local and engaged in foreign bade. Loans of all kinds have been

Monks had been ascetrbs but ln roles removed fuom worldly atfairs

Tbus, as Weber wrote:

One of the fr.r.ndamental elements of t}le spirit of modern
capitalism, and not only of that but of all modern culture: rational
conduct on the basis of the idea of ttre calling, was born .. . from
the spirit of Christian asceticism. ...

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so.
For when asceticism was carried out of the monastic cells into
everyday life, and began to dominate worldly morality, it did its
part in building tle tremendous cosmos of the modem economic
order.
(Weber, 1971, pp.180-1)
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made, and there have been banks wittr ttre most various functions,- at least comparable to ours of, say, tho sixteenth century, ... This
kind of entrepreueur, the capitalistic adventurer, has existed-everywhere. With the oxception of trade and credit and banking
baasactions, their activities wero predominantly of an irrational
and speculative character, or directed to acquisition by force, abovo
all the acquisition ofbooty ... by exploitation ofsubjeits.

Tho capitalism of promoters, large-scale speculators, concessiorr
hunters, arrd much modern financial capitalism even i.n peace
time, but, above all, the capitalism especially concemed wittr
exploiting wars, bears this stamp even in modem Wostorn
couatries, and some, but only somo, parts of large-scale
international trade are closely ielated to it, to-day as always.

But in modem times the Occident has doveloped, in addition to
this, a vory difforent form of capitalism which has appeared
nowhere else: ttre rational capitalistic organization of (formally)
ftee labour.
(Weber, 7977, pp.z}-t)

Weblr placed considerable omphasis on the role of rationoligr in the
formation of oarly capitalism. lAlhat charactorized 'bourgeois' capitalists
was that ttrey did not spend all the profits at once in immediate
pleasures and luxurious living, Capital.ists had learned the habits of
thrift, of saving over a long period, so that they could (as in the parable
of ttre talents in the Bible) put money to good use: in short they learned
to accumulate and to invost. They also leamed how to calculate
whother their activities yielded a profit in the long run, or were making
a loss, just as they constantly 'rockoned up' how well thoy were doing
in tle pursuit ofsalvation, In short, ttre capitalist learued to organize
economic behaviour (like religious life) in regular, systematic, long-
term, instrumental ways for the purpose of increasing wealth; that is,
rationallymaximizing profit. This adaption of means (of economic
action) to secure certain ends (profits) represented, in essence, a
rotionalization of the whole sphere of economic behaviour, wittrout
which tho sobor, tl:ifty capita.list ontrepronour and ths rationally-
organized capitalist onterprise could never have come into existence.

But how did such a ffgure as the 'bourgeois capitalist'fust arise? \A/hat
inner compulsions converted the spendthrift feudal landlord into the
sober, respectable capitalist? How were these new cultural values
forrrod? How was a 'culture of capitalism' or 'capitalist spirit' created?
Weber's surprising answer is ttrat it was created.through the

The Calvinist was an ascetrbwho
wotked within the world

seedbed for this new spirit of capitalist enterprise? Not Catholicism,
Weber believed, since it allowed men and women to pu.rsue pleasure,
provided ttrey confessed, repented and sought forgiveness ftom the
Church. It did not create a tough enough personal inner conscience to
drive the capitalist into sober, rational, entrepreneurial activity. So
Weber turned to Protestantisur-

There were basically two types of Protestantism: that whicb believed
tbat a person could work for salvation by doing good deeds in the
world; and that variant which believed ttrat tle decision as to who
would be saved and who da.mned was God's alone a-nd ttrat people had
to live their lives as spiritually as possible, watching their every action
in the hope of salvation, but never knowing whether they were among
God's 'elect' or not. It seems obvious that Weber would have chosen the
version which stressed 'doing good in the world'as tle seedbed of
capitalist worldly activity. But in fact he chose the latter, the Calvinist
Puritanism, which believed in predestination and the arbitrary will of
God, as the most likely candidate. Why? Because, according to
Calvinism, the individual could not depend on the Church for salvation
but was constantly and directly under tha stem ey€ of God" Not
knowing whether 'he' (for most early capitalists were men) would be
saved or not created:

1 a powerful inner compulsion (conscience) to order'his'life in the
rational pursuit of salvation; and
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z a permanent state of 'unsettledness', never knowing ttre outcome,
which kept'him' on the straight and narrow path, prevented any
backsliding, and drove him forward relentlessly.

Calvinism, Weber argued, was ttre type of religious asceticism which
helped to form the inner character of the entrepreneurs who pioneered
ttre bansition to early capitalism. This was the lin-k which Weber
constructed between 'the Protestant ethic' and the 'spirit of capitalism',

4.2 ORIENTATIONS OF THE WORLD RELIGIONS

To understand why Weber fastened on asceticism as a key component of
the Protestant ethic, we need to know something more about how he
classified or built a typologr of. the different world religions and the
cultures which they produced.

Weber's work on tle world religions is pitched at a global and
comparative level of analysis. He wrote about Chinese, Indian and

fewish cultures as well as ttr€ culture of Western Europe. Unfortunately,
he produced no full text on Islamic culture, but his writing on ttre
Middle East is extensive, Each of these cultures was based upon what
he called a 'world religion'.

Weber argued that the major world cultures and their religions can be
classified according to ttre mdin attitudes or orientations which each
fosters towards throo aspocts of ttre world:

1 The world of nature - soils, aaimals, plants, rivers, seas, fish, bees,
etc,

2 Ottrer people - who may be seen as sub-humans, inferiors, as

slightly different, or as equals.

3 The body - the human body, a person's own body, which is not
just another part of nature, but is usually seen as being 'special'.

Here, Weber can be seen using the method of classificatory systems and
binary oppositions as a way of contrasting the cultures generated by the
world religions. He contrasts Oriental (eastern) religions (Confucianism,
Hinduism, Taoism, and BuddhismJ with Occidental (western) religions
fludaism, Christianity and Islam). There was a major thrust in the
oriental cultures (in China and India especially) towards seeking
harmony nath the natural world, other people, and the body. This set of
attitudes, or value-orientations, contrasts wittr those found in the
cultures of the 'Middle East', in Persia, Palestine, Arabia and North
Africa, where the main thrust of ttre religious culture was towards
seeking mostery over the world of nature, other people and the body.
The 6rst tlpe of orientation Weber called 'mysticism' (seeking harmony
with); the second'asceticism' (seeking mostery ovet),

Weber also made use of aaother 'binary opposition' - that betwaen
'inner-wordly' and'ottrer-wordly' religious orientations, \Ahat he had in
mind here were the specialist types of roles which developed for leaders
(or what he called ttre 'virtuosi') in different religions - those with a

special gift for practising the moditative tochniquos of religion and thosd
who carried high social ssteem, honour and prestige. Unfortunately the
way Weber's terminology has been translated into English has proved
very confusing. 'Inaer-worldly'suggest turning away hom the world
and becoming preoccupied with one's inaer spiritual life. For Weber, it
meant exactly the opposite. It meant turning in towards the world. It is
important to bear ttris point in mind. 'Othor worldly' rofers to tlose
roles which aro tsmoved from everyday tasks - such as ttre monk, nun,
priest, scholar, artist or intellectual, 'Inner-worldly'refers to ttrose roles
which carry high honour and esteem in tho world: merchant, politician,
ruler, army gonoral or naval ofEcer.

The two distinctions can be combined to produce four possible types of
social role which may be given the highest social esteem within a
specific soci€ty. The four types are shown in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2 Four types of religious orienlation according to Weber

Direction of religion: Orientations of esteemed roles:

lnner-worldly Other-worldlv or
world+ejectlng

Myslicism

Asceiicism

1

3

2

4

By combining the two sets of distinctiotrs, we can identify four
positions or types of religious orientation.

TJtpe 1 l.ner-worldly mysticism - Hinduism; Taoism; Confucianism.

T\pe 2 Other-worldly mysticism - Buddhism; Sufism.

Wpe 3 Ianor-worldly asceticism - Calvinism.

Wpe 4 Other-worldly asceticism - Catholicism; some popular forms
of Islam; Orthodox Judaism.

Tho importaut example in the typology, so far as the transition to
capitalism is concemed, is Tlpe 3. 'Iuner-worldly ascetic' religion
producod a culture whoso conbal values were:

1 sooking mastery over ttre natural world;
2 seeking mastery over ottrer people who ar€ Eoon as boing prono to

sinfulness, wickedness, sensuality and laziness;

3 seeking mastery over the self - by controlling impulses to the
seusual enjoyment of bodily experiences arising from wearing fitre
clothes, make-up, or porfumes, consuning good food and wine, or
other alcoholic &ilks, and above all sexual pleasure, both iaside
and outside marriage.

Weber claimed that this set of cultural values had emerged uniquely
hom the later forms of Calvi.nism in the Iate 1500s and early 16b0s;
especially among Puritan groups in Britein, Holland and New England
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where early capitalism took firm root. The religious culture ofinner-
worldly asceticism had provided ttre seedbod for the formation the
'rational spirit' of moderu capitalism.

lAIeber acknowledged that other material, techaological, economic and
financial conditious needed to be fulfilled for modern, rational,
bourgeois capitalism to become a possibility. Many non-Europeaa
civilizations had come close to producing these material factors -Chinese, Iadiarr, and Arab civilizations for example, were highly
developed tecbaologically and economically, long before many parts of
Europe. However, these other civilizatious had not developed modern
fonne of capitalism, although ttrey conducted trado for profit. Weber
argued that the critical feature which ttrese otler cultures lacked was
ttre cultural values which would have enabled rational capitalism to
develop.

Many of the major world religions were not compatible with the way of
Iife which rational capitalism imposed upon culture. Traditional
religions were difEcult or impossible to practise faithfully in the new
conditions created by modem capitalism. On the ottrer hand, Weber also
beca4o conviaced tlat scientific and tecbaological values, which
increasingly dominated modern capitalism, could not resolve the
problem of values - of how we ought to live.

Science, and modern capitaliim, were bottr aspects of a long historical
process which Weber claimed was goiag on in western culture. This
wa6 a process in which rotionolity - the iastrumontal adaptation of
means to ends - came to dominate more and more areas of life in
westom cultures, We shall examine this process in Section 4.3 of this
chapter.

4.3 WESTERN CULTURE, SCIENCE AND VALUES

Ottrer world cultures - notably Chinese, Egyptian and Islamic cultures

- had made notable scientific discoveries. But Western culture was
unique in that it had developed modern science to an unprecedented
degree, This process had bogun in earnest with the Enlightenment, as
you saw in Chapter 1. Webor wrote in his Introductiou to lhe protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism:

A product of modern European civilization, studying any problem
of universal history, is bound to ask himself to what combiaation
of circumstances the fact should be atfibuted ttrat in Western
civilization, and in Western civilization only, cultural phenomena
have appeared which (as we like to 'hink) lie in a Iine of
development having universol significaace and value.

Only in ttre West does a science efst at a stage of development
which we recognizo today as valid. Empirical knowledge,
reflection on problems of the cosmos and of life, philosophical and
theological wisdom of the most profound sort, are not confrred to
it, tlo,,gh in the case of the last the futl development of a

systematic theology must be credited to Christianity under the
influence of Hellenism, since there were only ftagments in Islam
and in a few Iadian sects.
fWeber, 1971, p.13)

One of the major distiactive characteristics of modern westertr culturs,
then, was its scientific character and the prestige it attached to 'the
scientific'. Other world cultures developed empirical knowledge, but
this is not ttre same ttring ae theoretically orgaaized science. They also
contained complex philosophical and theological reflections, although
these, Websr claimed, reached a higher level of development in Ancient
Greece and in mediaeval Europe tlan elsewhere. Notice, however,
Weber's questioning attitude to ttre supposed'u-niversal significance and
value' of science in ttre above extract. Here is anottrer formulation
which Weber gave to his concems about science:

Science has created a cosmos of natural causality and has seemed
unable to answer with certainty tho question of its own ultimate
presuppositions. Nevertheless science, in ttre name of intellectual
irtegrity', has como forward with the claim of representing the
only possible form of a reasoned view of the world ... something
has adhered to ttris cultural value which was bound to depreciate
it with still greater fiaality, namely, senselessness ... all 'culture'
appears as man's ema.ncipation from tho organically prescribed
cycle of natural life. For this reason culture's every step forward
seems condsmned to lead to an 6ver more devastating
senselessness. The advancement of cultural valuas, however,
seems to bscome a senseless hustle in the service of worthless,
moreover self-contadictory, and mutually antagonistic ends.
(Weber, 1970, pp.355-7)

There is an even more questioning or pessimistic tone iu ttris passage.
Developing scientific rationality, Weber seems to be saying, absorbing
more ard more of social life into its domain, leads not to ttre
'emaacipation'which the Enlightenment hoped for, but to 'a senseless
hustle in the service of worttrless, ... self-contradictory, ... antagonistic
ends'.

During the period in which Weber was writing, this pessimistic
assossment of the Enlightennent faith in roason ald science became
more widespread. The philosopher Nietzche (1844-1900), and ttre
nihilists, fot example, began to argue that ttrere were no grouuds for
making claims for any moral or political values which everyone could
accept. By the late nineteeuttr cetrtury, many writers came to believe
that western civilization had fallen into a state of cultural crisis. It was a
'civilization' only in the sense of being tecbaologically advanced,
especially in its industrial production processes. However, in the sphere
of moral philosophy and values, European 'civilization' had become
nihilistic - it had nothing positive to say.
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This pessimistic analysis, and its implications, underpinnod Weber,s
c6mparative sociology of the world cultures and their rolation to
political and economic charige.

5 THE COSTS OF CIVILIZATION

I bryal Tumer has recently argued ttrat an essontial fsature of Weber,s

i view of modemity is its ambiguity: 'Modemization brings with it tho
I erosion ofmeaning, tho endless conflict ofpolytheistic values, and the
I tlroat of the iron cage of bureaucracy. Rationalization makes ttro world
] orderly and reliable, but it cannot make the world meaningful, (Turner,
'r.r-.!lSO, p.Ot,

5.1 INCREASING RATIONALIry

The rise ofscience and tochaology, tho growth ofwestem capitalism as
a'rational' form of economic life, and of a political culture rooted in
legal-rational laws or rules a.ad procedure - all came to be seen as part
of a wider process going on in western cultures: the process Weber
called 'the increasing rationalization of moro and more areas of life,
(Weber, 1970). He made no distinction here between capitalism and
socialism, both of which, ho belioved, Ied to an increasingly rationa-l
ordoring of work, of the oconomic disbibution of goods and sorvicos,
and of social life in general. Both were in tension with more baditional
cultures,where religion was ttre ceutal component which formed
ordinary people's attitudes and values.

The growth of bureaucracy as a form of organization in both capitalism
and socialism was, for Weber, anottrer source of evidence of ttre growing
rationalization ofmodern culture. Bureaucracies were established as a
means of achieving, in practice, values offusfice (law courts) and
equolity (natioual insurance, for example), So modern cultures had
derived considerable gains ftom tho increasing rationality of social
organization. But there were costs here too, when one compared
modern societies with more traditional ones.

One strengttr of traditional cultures, as Wober saw it, lay in the fact that
they offered people what he called 'a solution to tle problem of
theodicy' (Weber, 1970). That is to say, they providod ways of
explaining and justifying ttre ways of God to man (theodicies). I.n
particular, they provided an answer to one of the most perplexing of
human dilemmas - the moral problem of suffering. Why is ttrere so
much suffering in the world? Why do children and other imocent
people, who wish no harm to others, suffer? Weber argued that every
culture should provide somo a[swer or explanation to such efsteotial
questions. The role of culture was to give meaning to, or help people
make sense of, life (Weber's whole sociological approach *ai direited
towards the study of action which was 'moaningful', or to which

meaning could be o
thought, could be did
offer eome way of c6.

In order to become established a.nd to persist over time in a cultrue,
ttreodicies had to make sense to two groups of people:

gave moaning to, and helped the early capitalists to make sense of, the
new kinds of economic actvity in which-they were engaging.

alistic
as
lAhat
o the
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The Enlightenment thinkers (as you may recall from Chapter r) had
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hoped that science could rep,loce religion as a basis for mloral va,lues,
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Iu some tradidoual cultures (e.9. Hinduism, Sufism and - though
Weber did not study them - many Aftican and native American
cultures) the religious, the mystical a.nd the erotic (especially in the
form of dance and music) were deeply intertwined. However, in tho
West tlere has always beeu a tension between the erotic and religion -in both the Catholic and the Protestant faiths. Catholicism found
aesthetic forms more acceptable, but Protestantism in general, and
Puritanism il particular, have always been profoundly suspicious of
Doth the erotic and ttre aesthetic. On the otler hand, this 'asceticism'
(i.e. renunciation of pleasure) was precisely tle element in Calvinism
which had proved ofvalue to the early capitalists. (The puritans
objected to bear-bating, for example, hot because of the pain it gave to
the bear, but because of ttre pleasure it gave to ttre spectators.) It
provided that taboo on 'ploasu.re and gratification'which, Weber arguod,
compelled capitalists to save, accumulate, and invest, arrd drove ttrem
to adopt a sober and frugal rather than a spendttrrift style of life.
However, once ttre 'spirit of capitalism' had developed firlly, this 'taboo'
on tbe erotic and the aesttretic created problems, because art and
sexudity were two of the few remaining areas of modern culture which
had to some extent resisted 'rationalization'.

Weber wrote that :

... asceticism descended like a ftost on ttre life of 'Merrie old
England'. And not only worldly merriment felt its effect, The
Puritan's ferocious hatred of everything which smacked of
superstition, of all survivals of magical and sacrn-ental salvation,
applied to the Christmas festivities and ttre May Pole a.nd a]l
spoDtaneous art. ... The Theatre was obnoxious to $e Puritans, and
with the strict exclusion of ttre erotic and of nudity from the realm
of toleration, a radical view of eitler litorature or art could not exist.
(Weber, 1971, pp.168-9)

Iacidentally, this suggests an i.nteres'ing connection wittr the second
defiaition of 'culture' (menning 'the arts') which we discussed in Section
2. Ia the 1860s, in England, cultural critics like Matthew Amold believod
that, with the decline of religion, literature and art would iacreasingly
play the role of providing the main sourco of values and standards of
judgement, in part bocause ttrey were somewhat distanced from tle
imperatives of money-making. I.r general, ttre arts celebrate the non-
rational - even ttre irrational - aspects of life. They are not subject to
ttre same rules of evidence and proof as science. Unlike technology, they

lack practical application to'real life'. Thoy bolong with the world of
fiction, make-believe, pleasure and play. Though the arts have stood as a
syrobol of civilization, they have also Iong been regarded as 'effete' and
over-refined (as in tho stereot)?o'tho long-hairod artist').

Sexuality and the erotic have somettring of ttre same status - bottr are
areas of taboo, setaside from'normal'daily life, notgovemed by
instrumental calculation, where irrational impulsos surface which, many
believe, threaten the evon tonor ofeveryday life. Especially outside
conventional marriage, the erotic also marks the eruption of non-rational
forcos - the pleasures, desiros a.nd wishes of the body. Weber's argumont,
in his essay 'The aesthetic and the erotic spheres' (Weber, 1970), is that
intellectuals and ottrers caught up in modem rational work procossos
regard the aesthetic arrd erotic spheres as important spaces set aside
(romomber Durkheim's notion of 'tho sacred'?) from 'aormal life' for living
for a short timo in the non-rational. The underside of the increasing
rationalization oflife at work, and in organized leisure, is the heightened
role of aesthetic and erotic pleasure in industrial, urban social formations.
They bocomo privileged zones, places specially charged with emotion and
valuo, the only cultural spaces left where people are still in touch with
'natural forces', in coatact with ttre 'real'-thebody, the flesh, desire -and where one canbe taken out ofeveryday, couscious concerns a.n'd

anxiedes. You can see how, paradoxically, according to Weber's argument,
not only have the aesthetic and erotic spheres to some extent replaced the
role of religion in modem culture; they have also acquired something of
the character of whatboth Durkheim and Webercalled'the sacred'.

However, they could not componsate for the overwhelming tendency of
modern culture. Though the values of Puritanism had helped to bring
the 'spirit of capitalisrr' and the rational prusuit of capitalist enterprise
into existence, the religious element had long silce - in Weber's
judgement - given way to a more secular, materialistic cultu.re, in
which the plocesses of rationalization exerted the dominant force,
There is no mistaking the note of chilling pessimism in Weber's
description of ttre later stages of this development.

ACTIVITY 3 Nr:rv loatl Reading C, 'The ilon cage'. l-rt, NIax Weber, which is the last
ferv paltrglaphs from l/re Prctestotlt Ethic rutcl t/re Spitit o.f Capitilisnt.
It brrgins b1'r'epeatirrg a senteDce qur:tecl abcrve in Seclion 4.1. (Baxter
lvirs ir l'rrLi[art clivir:e rn,ho rrr'rote in t]re late-1070s. He was one of the
rniliir st,trtr;cts l'Veber ttsecl fi.rr''thc PlotcsLant ethir:'.)

r\[lcr roatli.ls ths extract. tr'.v to 'u)sl-(,r tlre following cltrestions:

I \rVhat rloos \,Veber nroan b1, lhtr ltlrlase tlre 'ilorr cag,e"f

I Wlrirt ulritivates 1:eople to wot'k in nrodern inrlustrial societies, now
that religious asceticistl has ceaserl to clo so?

IJ !1/hr.rle cloes \{eber ideutify any chances of escaping fionr the ilon
cagei'
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CHAPTER 5

5,2 DISENCHANTMENT WITH THE MODERN WORLD

Weber's theme of tle ever-in'creasing rationalization of modern life was
part of a more general argument that the evolution of modern culture has
not produced ttre increase in ovorall human happiness that many hoped
for. The project, set in motion by the Enlightenment, of increasing
proSress, wealth and happiaess ttrrough the application of science and
technology, fust to industry and ttren to social life as a whole, and the
weakening of the hold of custom, magic, euperstition and ottrer
supernatural taboos over which the pii,losopies rejoiced, has been put in
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a gifi cat io n. (The German
is sometimes translated as

aspscts of that long cultural
gists call seculailzotion.

Weber was by no means the only social scientist or social critic a.nd
philosopher to take an increasingly negative or pessimistic view of the
'costs', rattret than ttre 'benefits', of modern civilization. Irr Britain, from
the Romantic poets at ttre end of the eighteenth century onwards, a long
line of writers and critics criticized ttre increasingly mechanistic
character of modern industial society and culture, and the dominance
of a competitive aad utilitariaa ethos in it. 'Men', ttre poet Coleridge,
once said, railing against industrialism, 'should be weighed, not
counted'. Those critics were protesting against ttre habits of mind, ttre
culture, which modern capitalism and industry had brought to the fore.
Raymond Williams, who charted this tradition of cultural criticism in
Culture and Society, 7780-7950 (1gS8), observed that'culture'was ono
of ttre terms used to measure critically 'the great historical changes
which the changes in indusby, democracy and class, in their own way,
r€present, and to which the changes in art are a closely related
response' (Williams, 1981, p.16).

The rise of capitalism and ttre impact of industrial work and the factory
system on workers in the nineteenth century in Britain also led Karl
Marx (1818-83) to develop a not dissimilar critique of industrial
'civilization'and its cultural and social impact. Capitalism, Marx
argued, expropriated from the worker tho fruits ofhis/her labour for sale
in the market. But in addition, ttre conditions of labour in ttre modem

industrial factory robbed tho worker of a seuse of self and of the
capacity to be croative and to recognize tle thiugs produced as ttre fruit
of creativo activity. Man< called ttris cultural conditiou a process of
'esbangement', or alienation:

What, then, constitutes ttre alienation of labour? First, the fact Oat
labour is ertemal lo the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his
esseutial being; that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm
himself but denies himself, does not feel content but un-happy,
does not develop freely his physical aad mental energy but
mortiffes his body aud ruins his mind. The worker therefore only
feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside
himself. He is at home when he is not working, and wheu he is
workiug he is not at home. His labour is ttrorefore not voluntary,
but coerced; itis forced lobour. It is therefore not the satisfaction of
a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs extemal to it. Its alien
character emergss clearly in the fact ttrat as soon as no physical or
other compulsion exists, Iabour is sh"nned like the plague.
Extemal labour, labour in which man alienates himsell is a labour
of self-sacrifice, of mortification. Lastly, the external chamcter of
labour for tle worker appears in the fact that it is not his owa, but
someone else's, ttrat it does not beloag to him, that in it he belongs,
not to himself, but to another, Just as in religion the spontaneous
activity of ttre human imagination, of ttre human brain ard the
human heart, operates independently of the individual - that ie,
operates on him as an alien, divine or diabolical activity - in the
same way the worker's activity is not his spontaneous activity, It
belongs to anottrer; it is the loss ofhis eelf.

As a result, therefore, matr (the worker) no longer feels himself to
be freely active in aly but his animal fu-nctions - eating, drinking,
procreating, or at most in his dwelling and dressing-up €tc; and itr
his human frrnctions he no longer feels himself to be anything but
31 animal. What is animal becomes human a.nd what is human
becomes animal.

Certainly eating, drinking, procreating, etc, are also genuiaely
human functions. But in the absbaction which separates them
hom t}e sphere of all other humaa activity and turns them i.nto
sole and ultimate o[ds, they are animal.
(Man<, 1959, pp.72-3)

Man< is assumiag here that working creatively on the external world,
finding is
what it in
argu€s, ps
tuming them into alienating, eshanged relations, This alienation also

represents Capital.

FOFMATIONS OF MODERNITY
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Other social theorists and critics of the industrialization and

ways of living, and many came unstuck i.rrtrying to do so.

Nietzche an
towards the
modem cu1

Nietzche's arguments was that the valuos of western civilization, often
reprcsented as aspscts ofTruth ald Beauty and Justice, were really
simply 'masks' or 'fictions' used in a struggle for power - the ,wiil to

I

question of whether the values of technical and scieutific reason could

as

construction o ! positive social laws (positivism). (Durkheim aad Webor
occupied leading, but contrasting, positions within this debate.)

In short, by the turn of the century, ttre evolution of modern culture,
grounded on the domination of science and tecbaology, scientific and
tecbaological reason, was being discussed everywhere in terms of a
'crisis'. This cultural 'crisis' occurred at the same time as, and came
increasingly to be expressed in, those movemonts in modern culture,
painting and ttre arts which came to be called ,modernism,.

Two of the most important critiques of modern, 'rationalized, culture
deserve special mention because they pick up directly on tlemes

discussed earlier. The first is ttre critique developed by Sigmund Freud,
and the second is that of the group of German social theorists and
cultural critics, Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse, who belonged to the
'Franl<furt School'.

5.3 CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

Freud's (1856-1939) work was produced in two main periods: before
the 1914-18 War, when Europeans were more self-coufident about their
civilization, despite the wars of the nineteenth certury; and after the
trench warfare of the First World War. Freud's work during this second
period re0ected the impact of war, both because some of his patients
wero soldiers suffering from what were called at ttre time 'war neurosis',
and because he wished to take account of the massive implications of
the fact of a total and destructive war between 'civilized' nations such
as Germany, France, and Britain. fur Civilization ond its Discontents,
first published in 1930, he wrote about the hostility people feel towards
this modern civilization.

A,CTIVITY 4 ]tru shoulcl now read Reading D, 'Civilization and its Discontents,, by
Sigmund Freud. As you read, make brief notes on the aspects of modern
r:iv.i.lization Freud thought produced neuroses,

Freud wrestles here with the dilemma of the lack of the expected gains
hom technological advances in modern 'civilization'. I-nstead of
increased happiness, there is an increase in neuloses - that is, forms of
mental distress milder than that found in madness (psychoses) but
producing un-happy states of mind or of the body. Europeans are no
longer so prone to imagiae that primitive peoples are as happy as tley
once believed, but nevertheless technological progress does not
gua.rantee an increase in ordinary happiness. It places demands on
people, which affect ttreir everyday lives at work and in the home.
There are echoes here of Mar:<'s notion of alienation - estrangement
from others and from the sef also.

The concept of ttre unconscious, which Freud used and systematized in
his writings and in his therapeutic work with the neurotics of modern
urban life, captured ttre importance of the irrational. The two ceutral
compone[ts ofunconscious desire - sexuality and destructive
aggression - became important features ofthe work ofa group of social
scientists known as the Frankfurt School, or critical theorrlsts. It is to
ttreir work that we turn briefly in tho next section.

5,4 THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL

The social critics and philosophers who came to be known as ttro
Frankfurt School also addressed some of the themes rehearsed by both
Wober and Freud. Of particular relevance is the work which they

FORMATIONS OF i'ODERNIfl
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8.rrd iDstrumental rationality to every sphere of life, produciag what they
called the 'totally administered' society - the society oftotalitalienism

- which had crippled and distorted the 'promise of Enlightenment', The
Enlightenment couJd only be, as it were, saved from itselfby exposing
this remorseless process of'rationalization' to a ruthless philosophical
critique. Such a critique would aim to show ttrat technical forms of
reoson had subverted and eclipsed cntica.l reasouiug about moral and
politicalvaluos. This latter concept of cnfica I rationalityhad become Iost
by confusing it with scientificforms of reasoning, a process which had
begua in the Enlightenment. Hope lay in recovering ttris form of
substantive reasoning, a form inaugurated in the West by ttre Ancient
Greek philosophers, in which moral and political values were
established by public, reasoned debate, not by force.

The Frarr}hrrt School did not accopt that 'reason'should be resticted to
scientific and technological ways of thinking, for these excluded rational
reflection upon social, political, cultural, and moral values. It was partly
ttre value-neutrality of so many academics, the Frar*firrt School argued,
which had allowed fascism and Nazism to develop. For if acaderrics,
philosophers and social scientists say nottring about values, iu a falsely
modest eschewing of value-judgements, ttren no-one should be surprised
ifthe moral vacuum ttrereby created is filled by irrational political
movements. The error the modern West had made had been in thinking
ttrat science and technology could provide values, or even ttrat societies
did not need fr:adamental values. Since the Enlightenment, both these
errors had become dominant among different 6lite groups in western
societies. The results were nihilism, fascism, disenchantmeut, and
unhappioess. The solution lay, the Frar*fiut School thought, i.u
r€connectitrg with earlier ways of thinking about society and its relations
with nature - both external nature, the eDvironmsnt, and nature in ttre
human body. 'Reason' could and should include such elfucal thought.
Value-neutrality -xs 3 dangetous illusion, a chimera, somettring to be
avoided, not to be treated as a guarantee of academic respectability,

6 CONCLUSION

We have travelled a considerable distance i.n ttre course of this chapter.
We began by consideriag definitions of culture, and two emerged as

being particularly important for sociology: first, culture as ttre meanings,
values, and ways of life shared by particular nations, goups, classes ot
historical periods; secoud, culture as the practices which produce
meaning-signifying practices. The latter idea has been important in the
approach called'structuralism', a mettrod which emphasises the
interre.loilons between compotretrt parts in a wider system or strucfure
ofrelations. Languages, not just verbal Iaaguage but ottrer sets of
symbols, such as those found in pre:literate cultures (totemism) or
rituals (including social practices such as marriage rules, kinship rules,

produced in the 1930s, in the context ofthe rise offascism in GermanY
.ifrom which they were all obliged to flee) arrd the fearful holocaust
which followed in Euroire. These events led the Franlcfurt School critics

-to ask how the promise of the Enlightenment could possibly have led to
Such a'barbarous' result. This was especially difEcult to explain in
Germany, which had come to pride itself on the'civilizing process', as

Norbert Elias called it- the long process of cultural refinement
culminating in a high state of cultural achievement. The high standard
of manners and etiquette of the French, English and German
aristocracies, Elias argued, had been imitated by the new urban
bourgeoisie. Gradually, the lower middle and the respectable working
classes of Europe began to borrow and imitate tlese standards of
behaviour. The new mass circulation pless, and Iater radio, operated as

the main vehicles for the expansion of this civilizing process. What,
then, had gone wrong? How had this civilizing process produced the
monstrosity of fascism with its doctrines of racial purity?

An Open Ak Banquet in the Garden of Love: this sixteenth-century tapestry
indicatgs how table manners slowly 'trickled down'from the aristocracy

The Frankfurt critics argued that, far from being a departure from the
Enlightenment, these developments were its 'dark side'- as much part
of its project as its dream of progress and emancipation. What irl the
Enlightenment had given rise to this apparent contradiction of all it
appeared to stand for? The answer which tley gave to this question was
clearly related to Weber's. It was the domination of modern society ald
culture by what they called 'technical leason', the spread ofbureaucratic
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can b€ aralysed iu terms of their mearring, using a
Durkheim's work on ttre elementary forms of
a in tle light of r""n 

"" Apr"""n. 
-

This type of stucturalist analysis is synchtonic;that is, it is concemed
with the worHngs of a sEucture frozen in tirre. We moved on to
consider diachmnic changes, changes o/stuctures across historical

)

people, and the human body from ttrose found in protestantism. Weber

Finally, ttre cosfs of the part played by culture in ttre formation of
modern capitalism were
benefits of some aspects
from moderu bureaucrac
loss of a sense of siored
modern culture were, perhaps, the major disadvantages in Weber,s view.
Others, such as Man< and Freud, saw similar costs in modern
capitalism. Man< spoke of a seuse of alienotion from others, from
nature, and even from self. Freud developed ttre ideas of loss of
meaning, of estrangement, in a way which focused upon the pains and
disconteats of modern individuals. (Weber had seen individualism as
anottrer product of Protestant culture.) The ideas of Marx, Weber and
Freud provided a basis for ttre Frad<furt School's critique of modern
culture, which they saw as dominated by a one-dimeniional form of

mic neutrality as having allowed
not usod to provide collective

ur.reason takes over. 
assumptions then' in ttreir view'

This last poin
making a soci t
attempt to set

not to judge. And yet we
value-neutrality is a noce s, or
anthropologists, initiatly, ust
continue to think about, and write about, human life - there must be
someone to weigh up questions of value and the ultimate purpose of
existing values, arrd to debate how we ought to live and how we ought
to try to arrange our collective lives together. Who else wilt take
responsibility for this if uot intellectuals?
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CHAPTEBS READINOS

READING A COLLECTIVE REPRESENTATIONS
fririle Durkheim

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

Up to the present there have been only two doctrines in the field. For
some, the categories cannot be derived from experience: they are logically
prior to it and condition it, They are represented as so many simple and
irreducible data, imminent in the human mind by virtue of its inborn
constitution. For this reason ttrey are said to be a priori. Ottrers, however,
hold that Oey are constructed and made up of pieces and bits, and that the
individual is the artisan of this construction.

But each solution raises grave difEculties. ...

... Ifreason is only a form of individual experience, it no longer exists. On
the other hand, if tha powers which it has are recognized but not
accounted for, it seems to be set outside the confines of nature and sci€nce.
In the face of these two opposed objections the mind remains uncertain,
But if the social origin of the categories is admitted, a new attitud€
becomes possible, which we believe will enable us to escape both of the
opposed difficulties.

,.. If... the categories are, as we believe they are, essentially collective
representations, before all else, they should show the mental states oftle
group; they should depend upon the way in which this is fouaded and
orgarized, upon its morphology, upon its religious, moral and economic
institutions, etc. ... there is all the difference ... between the individual
and the social, and one can no more derive the second from the first than
he can deduce society from the individual, the whole from the part, the
complex from the simple. Society is a reality sui geneils; it has its own
peculiar characteristics, which are not found elsewhere and which are not
met with again in tle same form in all the rest of the universe. The
representations which express it have a wholly different contents from

Source: Durkheim, E. (rgor) The Elementary Forms of the Religious trrfe, New
York, Collier Books, pp.21-9 (first published in 1912).

purely individual ones and we may rest assured in advance that ttre first
add somettring to the second.

Even the mantrer in which the two are forrned results in differentiating
ttrem. Collective representations are ttre result of an immanse co-oPer-
ation, which stretches out not only i.nto space but into time as well; to
make them, a multitude of minds have associated, united and combined
ttreir ideas and sentiments; for them, Iong generations have accumulated
ttreir experience and ttreir knowledge. A special intellectual activity is
ttrerofore concenbated in ttrem which is infinitely richer and complexer
than that of the individual.

READING B I{YGIENE AND POLLUTION
Mary Douglas

A disti-nction is made between cooked and uncooked food as carriers of
pollution. Cooked food is Iiable to pass on pollution, while uncooked food
is not. So uncooked foods may be received from or handled by members of
any caste - a necessary rule from ttre practical point ofview in a society
where ttre division of labour is correlated with degrees of inherited purity.
Fruit and nuts, as long as ttrey are whole, are not subject to ritual defile-
ment, but once a coconut is broken or a plantain cut, a Havik cannot accept
it hom a member of a Iower caste. ...

... Food which can be tossed into the mouth is Iess iiable to convey saliva
pollution to the eater ttran food which is bitten into. A cook may not taste
the food she is preparing, as by touching her fingers to her Iips she would
Iose ttre condition of purity required for protecting food ftom pollution.
While eating, a person is in ttre middle state of purity and if by accident he
should touch ttre server's hand or spoon, tle server becomes impure and
should at least chaage clothes before serving more food. Since pollution is
transmitted by sitting in ttre same row at a meal, when someone of anottrer
caste is entertained he is normally seated separately. A Havik in a con-
dition of grave impurity should be fed outside ttra house, and he is
oxpected himself to remove the leaf-plate he fed from. No one else can
touch it without being de6led. The only person who is not defiled by
touch and by eating hom the leaf of another is the wife who thus ...
expresses her p€rsonal relation to her husband. And so ttre rules multiply.
They discriminate in ever 6ner and finer divisions, prescribing ritual
behaviour conceming menstruation, childbirth and death. All bodily
emissions, even blood or pus from a wound, are sources of impurity.
Water, not paper, must be used for washiug after defaecati-ng, and this is
done only with the Ieft hand, while food may be eaten only with the riBht
hand. To step on animal faeces causes impurity. Contact wittr leather
causes impurity. If leather sandals ara worn they should not be touched
with the haads, arrd should be removed and the feet be washed before a

tample or house is entered. ...

Source: Douglas, M. (1966) Purity ond Dongen An Analysis of Concepts of
Pollution ond Taboo, London, Routledge and Kegan Pau.l, pp.33-6.
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... The more deeply we go into this and similar rules, the more obvious it
becomes that we are really ttre
difference between ri our ideas
hygienic where ttreirs a€ue that
our ideas of dirt also difference
between pollution behaviour in oue part of the world and another is only a
matter of detail.

Before we start to thiol< about ritual pollution we must go down in sack-
cloth and ashes and scrupulously re-examine our own ideas of dirt. Divid-
ing tlem irrto their parts, wo should distinguish any elemonts which we
know to be the result of our rocent history.

There are two notable differences between our cotrtemporary European
ideas of defilement and those, say, of primitive cultures. One is thaf dirt
avoidance for us is a matter ofhygiene or aesthetics and is not related to
our religion. ... Tbe second difference is that our idea ofdirt is dominated
by the knowledge of pathogenic organisms. Tho bacterial transmission of
disease was a great nineteenth century discovery. It produced Oe most
radical revolutiou in the history of medicine. So much has it transformed
our Iives that it is difficult to think of dirt except in the context of pat}o-
genicity. Yet obviously our ideas of dirt are not so receDt. We must be able
to make the effort to thinkback beyond the last 100 years and to analyse
the bases of dirt-avoidance, before it was transformed by bacteriology; for
example, before spitting deftly into a spittoon was counted unhygienic.

If we can abstract pathogenicity aud hygieae ftom our notion of dirt, we
are left with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place. This is a very
suggestive approach. It implies two conditions: a set of ordered relations
and a contravention of that order. Dirt, then, is never a unique, isolated
event. Where there is dirt thero is system. Dirt is the by-product of a sys-
tematic ordering and classification ofmatter, in so far as ordering involves
rejectiag inappropriate elements. This idea of dirt takes us straigbt into the
field of symbolism and promises a link-up wittr more obviously s1'rnbolic
systems of purity.

We can rocognise in our own lotions ol dirt that we are using a kind of
omnibus compendium which includes all the reiected elements of
ordered systems, It is a relative idea. Shoes are not dirty in ttremselves, but

READING C THE iRON CAGE
Max Weber

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when
asceticism was carried out ofmonastic cells into everyday lifo, a.nd began
to dominate worldly morality, it did its part in building ttre tromendous
cosmos of the modern economic order. This order is now bouad to the
technical and economic conditions of machine production which today
determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into this mechan-
ism, not only tlose directly concerned with economic acquisition, wittr
irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine thom until the last ton of
fossilized coal is burnt. ln Baxter's view the care for external goods should
only lie on the shoulders of the 'saint Iike a light cloak, which can be
tluown aside at 4ny moment'. But fate decreed that the cloak should
become an iron cage.

Since asceticism undertook to remodel the world and to work out its
ideals in the worid, material goods have gained an increasing and finally
an inexorable power over the lives of men as at no previous period in
history- Today the spirit of religious asceticism - whether finally, who
knows? - has escaped ftom the cage. But victorious capitalism, since it
rests on mechanical foundations, needs its support no longer. The rosy
blush of its Iaughing heir, the Enlightenment, ieems also to be irretriev-

No one knows who will live irl this cage in the future, or whether at the
end of this tremendous dovelopment entirely new prophets will arise, or
there will be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither,
mechanized petrification, embellishsd with a sort of convulsive self-
importance. For of tho last stage of this
be truly said: 'specialists without sp
nullity imagines that it has attained
achieved.'

But this brings us to ttre world of judgements of value and of faith, with
which this pruely historical discussion need not be burdened. The next
taskwould be rather to sh
has only been touched in
social ethics, tlus for the

Source: Weber, M. (1971) The Prctestant Ethic ond the Spirit of Copitalism, Lon-
don, Unwin University Books, pp.181-3 (first publishedin rSOa-S).
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Broups from the conventicle to the State. Then its relations to humanistic
rationalism, its ideals of life and cultural influence; firrther to the develop-
ment of philosophical and scientific empiricism, to technical develop-
ment'qnd to spiritual ideals wouldhave to be analysed. Then its historical
development from the mediaeval beginaings of worldly asceticism to its
dissolution into pure utilitarianism would have to be traced out tluough
all the areas of ascetic religion, Only then could the quantitative cultural
signi-ficance of ascetic Protestantism in its relation to the other plastic
elements of modem culture be estimated.

Here we have only attempted to trace the fact and the direction of its
influence to their motives in one, though a very important point. But it
would also further be necessary to investigate how Protestant Asceticism
was in turn influenced in its development and its character by the totality
of social conditions, especially economic. The modern man is in general,
even with the best will, unable to give religious ideas a significance for
culture and national character which they deserve. But it is, of course, not
my aim to substitute for a one-sided materialistic an equally one-sided
spiritualistic causal interpretation of culture and of history. Each is
equally possible, but each, if it does not serve as the preParation, but as the
conclusion of an investigation, accomplishes equally little in the interest
of historical truth,

when people came to know about the mechanism of the neuroses, which
tlreaten t-o undermine the modicum of happiaess enjoyed by civilized
men. It was discovered that a porson becomes nourotic because he cannot

tolerate ttre amount of ftustration which society imposes on him in tle
service of its cultural idoals, and it was i-uferred ftom this that the abolition
or reduction of those demands would result in a return to possibilities of
happiness.

There is also an added factor of disappointment. During ttro last few gener-

ations mankind has made an extraordinary advance in the natural
sciences
over Eat
advance
Men are
seem to

economics of our happi-ness.

READING D CTVIIZA|ION Ai{D ITS DISCONTENTS
Sigmund Freud

How has it happened that so many people have come to take up this
strange attitude ofhostility to civilization? I believe that the basis of it was
a deep and Iong-standing dissatisfaction with the then existing state of
civilization and that on ttrat basis a condemnation of it was built up, occa-

sioned by certain specific historical events. I think I know what the last
and the last but one of those occasions were. I am not learned enough to
trace the chain of them far back enough in the history of the human spe-

cies; but a factor of ttris kind hostile to civilization must already have been
at work in the victory of Christendom over the heathen religions. For it
was very closely related to the low estimation Put uPon ear$ly life by tho
Christian doctrine. The last but one of ttrese occasions was when the prog-
ress of voyages of discovery Ied to contact with primitive peoples and
races. In consequelce of insufEcient observation and a mistaken view of
their manners and customs, they appeared to Europeans to be leading a

simple, happy Iife wit}l few wants, a life such as was unattainable by their
visitors with their superior civilization, Later oxperience has corrected
some of those iudgements. In many cases the observers had wrongly
attributed to the absence of complicated cultural demands what was in
fact due to the bounty of nature and the ease with which the maior human
needs were satisfied. The last occasion is especially familiar to us. It arose

Source: Freud, S. (1963) Civilizotion and its Discontents, London, The Hoga(h
Press, pp.24-5 (first published in 1930).
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