CHAPTER III THE WORLD RELIGIONS AND THEIR
ETHICS

1. Max Weber’s Introduction
Basic Literature

Max Weber «The Social Psychology of World Religions» in: Gerth & Mills (transl.&
ed.) From Max Weber. Essays in Sociology Oxford University Press 1958, pp.
267-301

Max Weber «Einleitung» in Gesammelte Aufsdtze zur Religionssoziologie 1, Tiibingen:
Mohr (Siebeck) 1920, pp. 237-275

The «Introduction» is fundamental for the understanding of Weber’s
«Economic Ethics of World Religionsy; it provides some basic interrelat-
ed concepts and a method of comparing religions in their socio-economic
context, as socially relevant as well as socially conditioned.>? Weber re-
marks at the outset that by «world religions» he understands those systems
of life-regulation which have had a large multitude of adherents, such as
the Confucian, the Hindu, the Buddhist and the Christian religious ethic,
and also ancient Judaism because of its historic significance for the mod-
ern economic ethic of the Occident. Later in this text Weber discusses sal-
vation religions (which promise the release from suffering), and it will be-

22 H. Kippenberg (1995) has suggested that in the newly developing discipline of the
history of religions Weber found ideas which, in contrast to the ideas of the En-
lightenment, saw religion as an independent phenomenon, having its own value
and right to exist and the possibility to follow «the laws of its own» (ES: 341), not
those of the economy. This allowed him to suggest that a historic process in the
religious development of the Occident led to the foundation of modern rational
culture as well as to different kinds of rationalization in other cultures. From
scholars in the history of religions (Max Miiller, C.P. Tiele, Troeltsch) Weber may
also have taken many of the concepts which he used in his essays on the world
religions, for instance the distinction between nature religions, cvilizational reli-
gions, and salvation religions, the distinction between a personal and an imperson-
al god, the idea that there are levels and directions in religious development, and
the suggestion that the experience of the irrationality of the world is the driving
force of salvational conceptions and of theodicies (FMW: 123).
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1. Max Weber’s Introduction

come possible to say that Confucianism and Islam are world religions or
civilizational religions, whereas Hinduism, Buddhism and Christianity are
also salvation religions. All world religions, however, have this in com-
mon, that they have broken out of magical world views and developed a
conduct of life, oriented by a coherent and systematized set of values, that
their adherents follow duties and ritual and do not live with tabu-like
norms or magical coercion, or that they distinguish between what is and
what ought to be.2

Weber mentions two kinds of religious ethics: on the one hand, there
are ritualistic and legalistic ethics which lead to stereotypes of ethical be-
haviour, and on the other hand, there is the ethic of conviction which sys-
tematizes the religious requirements and leads to a distinction between
morals and law. It results in a coherent conduct of life, the constancy of
one’s inner relations to ultimate values and the formation of a personality.

When Weber talks of the economic ethic of a religion, he does not refer
to the ethical theories of theological compendia, but he points to the prac-
tical motivations for action, founded in the psychological and pragmatic
contexts of religions. Economic ethics are not simply «functions» of a
form of economic organization; rather it may be possible to say that
among the determinants of an economic ethic is the religious influence on
the conduct of life, combined, however, with the constellations of interests
and the respective personality formation. It is true, moreover, that exter-
nally similar forms of economic organization may be compatible with
very different economic ethics.

23 A more extensive distinction between magic and religion is provided by Weber in
Economy and Society. He stresses that the magical world view consists of a com-
plex of heterogeneous oracles, prescriptions and prohibitions which cannot be uni-
fied or systematized (ES: 437). «Magical ethics» can be seen as benefit calculating
coercion of a god or spirit so that the distinction between the two oppositions use-
ful/harmful and good/bad is blurred. The religious world view, on the other hand,
particularly the world view of the so-called axial religions characterized by Karl
Jaspers (1949), is dualistic; it assumes that behind the real things and events there
is something else, of which real events are only symptoms or symbols, and it pre-
supposes the concept of a radically other world, meaningfully ordered, coherent
and systematized (ES: 451), and a tension between this world and that other world.
It also includes a system of norms, so that not coercive magic, but a conduct of life
according to these norms can influence the fate of humans. But, even when the re-
ligious world view turns away from magic, it is rare that magic is completely elimi-
nated.
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CHAPTER III THE WORLD RELIGIONS AND THEIR ETHICS

In the following essays, Weber writes, it will be attempted to uncover
the conduct of life of the social strata which have most strongly influenced
the practical ethics of their respective religions: Confucianism was the sta-
tus ethic of secular-rational prebendaries, the mandarins, earlier Hinduism
was borne by the hereditary caste of the Brahmins, Buddhism was propa-
gated by world-renouncing monks, post-Exile Judaism was the religion of
a pariah-people and Christianity that of urban artisans, citizens of the quite
singular occidental city. However, in spite of these social influences, reli-
gious ethics received their stamp primarily from religious sources. Even
Nietzsche’s theory of resentment of the disadvantaged and of the «slave
revolt in morals» does not change this fact although his references to suf-
fering have, according to Weber, some justification.

Suffering was originally considered to be a symptom of the wrath of a
god, for the fortunate is seldom satisfied with the fact of being fortunate:
he also wants to know that he has a right to his good fortune. Thus, reli-
gion was often used to legitimate the good fortune of the propertied, the
mighty, the victorious or the healthy. But before, on the other hand, the
religious glorification of suffering could arise, it was necessary to realize
that certain forms of abstinence and of chastisement could awaken or fur-
ther the charisma of ecstatic or visionary states that were considered as
holy. It was assumed that certain kinds of suffering provoked through
chastisement are avenues to the attainment of superhuman powers. To this
must be added the development of cults of salvation which took a new
position in the face of individual suffering. While the primeval cults of po-
litical associations left all individual interests out of consideration, there
developed within or besides them myths of a saviour (and hence a rational
view of the world) who promised salvation from suffering for individuals
qua individuals, particularly among the less favoured strata. In many ca-
ses, some kind of theodicy of suffering has originated from the hope for
salvation, and such rational theodicies provided individual suffering with a
positive valuation.

The need for an ethical interpretation of the meaning of suffering and of
the distribution of good and bad fortunes among humans furthered a grow-
ing rationalization of the conceptions of the world; the experience of the
meaninglessness of the world led the religious development on the path of
rationalization or of an inner logic which systematized the explanations.
Among the many explanations of suffering and injustice which one en-
counters, only three gave rationally satisfactory answers: the Indian doc-
trine of karma, Zoroastrian dualism and the predestination decree of the
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protestant deus absconditus (the God whose reasons for his decisions are
inaccessible and thus hidden to the human mind).

The theodicies of suffering may indeed sometimes be coloured by re-
sentment; but the distrust of wealth and power which as a rule exists in
genuine religions of salvation, must be explained by the fact that those
strata which are satiated and favoured in this world, have generally only a
small urge to be saved and are less «devouty». Moreover, the development
of a rational economic ethic in the lower strata has the following reason:
while the sense of dignity of the higher strata tends to feed on their actual
or assumed being, the sense of dignity of the lower strata is often nou-
rished by the belief that they have a special mission or that they follow an
ethical imperative. The source of the power of ethical prophecies among
the socially disadvantaged strata lies in this fact.

Salvational goods, even when they are understood as «otherworldlyy,
have a this-worldly character. The Puritan certitudo salutis (feeling certain
of one’s salvation), the Indian’s bhakti (fervent love in the possession of
God), the radenie (joyful ecstasy) of the Khlysts in Russia were sought be-
cause of their psychic extraordinariness. Even if the rationalized religions
imputed a metaphysical meaning to these goals, the salvational good was
for the devout a psychological state in the here and now. One can distin-
guish between religious and profane states only by referring to the extraor-
dinary character of the religious states.

The kinds of salvational goods that are sought after by religions have
varied according to the social strata which were foremost in adopting
them. The business classes (merchants and artisans) have often been the
exponents of practical rationalism while a more theoretical rationalism has
been advanced by intellectuals. It has always been the work of intellectu-
als and priests to sublimate orgy into sacrament and to transform un-
formed and irrational religious beliefs into a rational system of thought
concerning salvation. It depended on these rational systems of religious
thought or world views, be they Confucian, Indian, Islamic or Calvinist,
from what and for what one wished to be saved, what in the actual world
appeared to be particularly meaningless and to what kind of salvation one
aspired. Even if material or ideal interests determine men’s conduct, these
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rationally constructed world images have, like switchmen, determined the
tracks along which human action has been pushed (FMW: 280).24

Hierocracies have sought to monopolize the administration of religious
goods of salvation in the form of sacramental or institutional grace; politi-
cal bureaucracies have generally been suspicious of individual pursuits of
salvation and have insisted on social obligations and on the ritualistic
character of religion; peasants have generally been inclined towards mag-
ic.

Bourgeois strata are the most ambiguous with regard to the religious
options they have chosen, yet elective affinities or mutual attractions be-
tween these strata and certain special types of religion stand out. Because
of the nature of their way of life which is detached from economic bonds
to nature and because their whole existence is based upon technological
and economic calculations, there existed the possibility that a tendency to-
wards an ethical and rational conduct of life might develop, particularly if
a prophecy provided a religious basis for it.

Weber distinguishes, on the one hand, exemplary prophecy which
points out the ideal of a contemplative life-style, of being a vessel of the
divine, by exemplary living?> and, on the other hand, emissary prophecy
which addresses demands of an ethical and ascetic character to the world
in the name of a god and where the individual regards himself as an instru-
ment of this god. The active asceticism propagated by emissary prophecy
has often been the preferred religious attitude of bourgeois strata — in op-
position to the contemplative mysticism of exemplary prophecy which
was preferred by intellectuals. Moreover, emissary prophecy and asceti-
cism have had a profound elective affinity to the conception of a supra-
mundane personal god of creation, in contrast to the impersonal and im-
manent supreme being of exemplary prophecy. The first conception has
dominated the Near-Eastern regions and the Occident, the second one has
dominated Indian and Chinese religiosity.2°

24 Weber thought that interests are blind, and no continuous rationalization can pro-
ceed from them, as adventurer or booty capitalism have often shown. Images of
the world, articulated by ideas, must discipline and lead the interests in the sense
of a methodical and in this sense rational conduct of life. All societies have faced
this situation, but they have found different solutions.

25 Another aspect of exemplary prophecy, according to Weber, is the Socratic dia-
logue in which the opponent is led ad absurdum by rational arguments (RI: 225).

26 Peter Berger has developed the contrast between a transcendent god and asceti-
cism on the one hand and an immanent god and mysticism on the other hand in
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The rational elements of a religion, its «doctrine», e.g. the Indian doc-
trine of karma or the Calvinist concept of predestination, have their inner
logic (Eigengesetzlichkeit), and the rational pragmatism of salvation which
flows from them, for instance from the nature of the conception of God
(transcendent or immanent), has often had far-reaching results for the
fashioning of a practical conduct of life. The mystic Meister Eckhart, for
instance, could not realize the pantheist experience of the mystic without
sacrificing some of the decisive elements of the Occidental belief in a
transcendent God, and the Muslim mystic al-Hallaj was executed in Bagh-
dad in 922 for his formula «I am truth», implying identification with God.

It may therefore be said that, on the one hand, the nature of the desired
salvational goods has been strongly influenced by the external interests
and the conduct of life of the ruling strata but that, on the other hand, the
direction of the conduct of life, in so far as it was methodically rational-
ized, was profoundly determined by religious values of the doctrinal sys-
tem and its inner logic.

In this context it is important to point to the fact that men have unequal
religious qualifications: heroic or virtuoso religiosity is opposed to mass
religiosity, the religiosity of those who are religiously «unmusical». The
hierocratic and official authority of a church which organizes the masses,
fights principally against all virtuoso-religion and its autonomous develop-
ment: the religiosity of the Ulema stood against that of the Dervishes in
Islam, the early Christian bishops against the pneumatics, the Russian
state church against the sects, the Confucian officials against Buddhist and
Taoist pursuits of salvation. Religious virtuosi have often seen themselves
compelled to adjust to everyday religiosity in order to maintain ideal or
material mass-patronage. The nature of their concessions has been of pri-
mary significance for the way in which religion has influenced everyday
life. In most parts of the Orient, the religious virtuosi allowed the masses
to remain entangled in magical traditions while in the Occident they have
undertaken to ethically rationalize the life of the masses.

Clearly also the peculiar nature of the virtuoso-religiosity has been of
decisive importance: wherever it was of a contemplative or orgiastic-ec-
static character, there has been no bridge between it and everyday life, be-
cause no psychological motives for innerworldly economic action could

more detail. He calls it the opposition between Jerusalem and Benares. P. Berger
The Heretical Imperative London: Collins 1980
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be derived from it. Contemplative and ecstatic religions are rather hostile
to economic life, and where they are dominant, a deep abyss separates the
way of life of the «laymeny» from that of the virtuosi. While the virtuoso
might be a directeur de I’ame (spiritual guide) of the «laymen» — as the
Buddhist bhikku or the Russian starets — the influence would be in merely
ritualist and conventional particulars, for action in this world remained in
principle religiously insignificant.

Things were very different where the religious virtuosi attempted to
mould the world according to the will of a god. In this case, the salvational
goods were not of a contemplative character, like a unio mystica, nor were
the means of salvation of a magical or sacramental kind, for these means
tend to devalue action in this world as insignificant and they do not link
salvation to practical and everyday events. Thus, two things were
achieved: the disenchantment of the world and the turning away of the
path of salvation from a contemplative «flight from the world» towards an
active fashioning of the world. Apart form small rationalist sects which
are found all over the world, this has happened mainly in Occidental
Protestantism. Why did this happen?

Partly it was the influence of the stratum that was decisive for this reli-
gion, i.e., the bourgeois stratum, partly, however, it was the conception of
a supra-mundane God and the specificity of the method of salvation.
Where the religious virtuoso saw himself as an instrument of God, under
the necessity to prove himself or his ethical qualifications before God, he
might reject the world as it is (in the sense that he despised the values of
dignity or beauty or worldly power), but he would not flee from the world,
as in the case of contemplative mysticism. He remained oriented towards
the world in a more specific and thoroughgoing sense than did the naive
«affirmation of the world» of unbroken humanity in Antiquity or in lay-
Catholicism. Thus, the Occidental sects of religious virtuosi have ferment-
ed the methodical inworldly rationalization of conduct, including econo-
mic conduct. Between the polar opposites of world-fleeing contemplation
and world-dominating asceticism, however, one finds the most varied
transitions and combinations.

On the whole it can be said that, with regard to salvation religions We-
ber uses in the «Introduction» four criteria for their characterization. 1.
Their concept of God (transcendent or immanent), 2. their method of sal-
vation (world fleeing contemplation of world dominating asceticism), 3.
their salvational goods (knowledge of the world or knowledge of personal
destiny) and 4. the carrier strata of these religions (intellectuals/monks or
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bourgeois strata). The characterization of the other world religions is more
pale: Confucianism, based on a stratum of secular prebendaries and with
the concept of an impersonal eternal order, pursues «cultural» qualifica-
tions or the ideal of a «cultivated» man, and Islam, a warrior religion with
a transcendent God.

The «Introduction» concludes with some methodological comments.
The world religions which are to be discussed here, are not simply types
which represent stages of development. Neither a systematic typology of
religion nor a purely historical work is intended. The essays are typologi-
cal in the sense that they consider what is typically important in connec-
tion with the great contrasts of the economic mentalities of the world; the
world religions are presented in greater logical consistency and unity than
has ever been the case in their actual development in order to underscore
the differences of those features which have been decisive for the practical
way of life. These features interest Weber primarily from a definite point
of view, namely their relationship to economic rationalism, i.e., that type
of rationalism which, since the sixteenth century, has come to dominate
the Occident.

It must be underscored here that «rationalism» may mean very different
things. The systematic rationalization of a conception of the world by
means of abstract concepts is very different from the methodical-rational
attainment of a given practical end by means of precise calculation and ad-
equate means. And even the rationalization of the conduct of life, which is
of particular interest here, can assume enormously different forms: Confu-
cianism is «rational» in the sense of the absence of all metaphysics and al-
most all residues of religious anchorage; the artistic ideal of the Renais-
sance was «rational» in the sense of a belief in a valid canon; the Indian
practice of yoga and certain aspects of later Buddhism are «rational» in
the sense of methodicalness; finally, all practical ethics which are system-
atically oriented to fixed goals of salvation, are «rational» in the sense of
methodical conduct and also in the sense that they distinguish between
valid norms and the empirically given reality. It is this last type of ratio-
nalization process which will play a major role in the following presenta-
tions.

The ethics of individual religions are presented more systematically
than they have ever been in their actual development. The presentations do
not claim to offer a well-rounded picture of world religions in the same
sense as monographs do.
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Finally, some terminological peculiarities which recur in the following

presentations and which concern the external conditions under which eco-
nomic ethics develop, should be clarified. All ruling authority, political or
religious, can be considered as a variation of three ideal types constructed
on the basis of the legitimacy which the ruling authority claims to have.

1.

56

«Charismay should be understood to refer to an extraordinary quality
of a person, be it actual or only presumed. The magician, the prophet,
the demagogue may have it. Charismatic rule does not follow general
norms and in this sense it is irrational. It is revolutionary as it does not
feel bound to the existing order.

. «Traditionalism» is the belief in the everyday routine as an inviolable

norm. Its most important type is patriarchalism, the authority of the fa-
ther, the senior of the household, the lord of servants and officials and,
as a variety of patriarchalism, the patrimonial lord, the sovereign over
his subjects. Central norms are considered sacred, but there is also an
area of arbitrariness where the lord makes decisions in terms of person-
al considerations.

Throughout history only charismatic leaders were able to integrate new
laws into the sacred tradition and custom, but, as charismatic periods
never lasted very long, the charismatic leaders and the staff supporting
them (disciples, apostles, military followers) soon succumbed to rou-
tinization. The followers soon depended on their leader for mainte-
nance through income in kind, usufruct of land, appointments, or more
generally prebends, and felt entitled to them. In this way the leader’s
prerogatives became patrimonial in nature.

But often there developed a struggle between the patrimonial leader
and the erstwhile followers who as a status group felt to have a right to
their prebends and privileges. If the struggle was decided in favour of
the ruler so that he could attach to himself a staff of officials who de-
pended solely on him, he acquired administrative means and finances
of his own and gradually expropriated the privilege holding groups.
The new stratum of officials was often composed of literate clerics, in
the Middle East of slaves and clients, of secularized literati in China
and of jurists in the modern Occident. It must be noted that the triumph
of princely power has often resulted in the introduction of a rational
administration which, however, could take two forms: substantive and
formal rationalization. The former is utilitarian, the patrimonial leader
bestows social blessings upon his subjects; the latter appears when
trained jurists carry out a rule of general laws applying to all citizens.
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The «triumph of formalist juristic rationalism» (FMW: 299) leads to
the third category besides charismatic and traditional authority: legal
authority.

3. Legal authority is based on rationally established rules (enactments,
agreements), in turn resting upon a rationally enacted constitution. Of-
ficials hold their power as trustees of an impersonal Anstalt (compulso-
ry institution)?’ and this is not only true in regard to the state but also
in regard to the hierocratic association, the church. In fact, legal au-
thority based on formal rationalization gave birth to the modern occi-
dental «state» as well as to the Church as an institution. In its purest
form it is bureaucratic rule and implies an impersonal bond of the of-
fice holder to the duty of office, the obligation to work sine ira et stu-
dio (neither with anger nor with affection) according to rationally es-
tablished norms and regulations.

Weber did not claim that all empirical structures of domination must cor-

respond to one of these ideal types. On the contrary, most are in a state of

transition between several of these types so that he often felt compelled to
form new expressions like «patrimonial bureaucracy» which point to its
hybrid status. But Weber felt that his concepts are useful for orientation.

2. Confucianism and Taoism

Basic Literature

Max Weber The Religion of China New York / London: MacMillan 1951

Max Weber Gesammelte Aufsditze zur Religionssoziologie 1 Tiibingen: Mohr (Siebeck)
1920 pp. 276 - 536

Wolfgang Schluchter Rationalism, Religion and Domination (Chapter III, Confucian-
ism and Taoism), University of California Press 1989

Weber begins with an historical analysis of the Chinese monetary system,
the fluctuating availability of monetary metal and the difficulties with pa-
per money, and he then immediately points out that, although a strong in-

27 Weber defined Anstalt as an organization which imposes, within a specified sphere
of operations, its order on all action conforming with certain criteria — as opposed
to an organization which claims authority only over voluntary members (ES: 52).
For a slightly different explanation of Weber’s use of this legal term, vide footnote
85 in the section on Occidental Christianity.
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crease of wealth in precious metals can be detected since the 16th century,
this did not stimulate a capitalist development. Nor was capitalist develop-
ment stimulated when, after the pacification of the empire under the Qing
and after the edict of 1713, the controls of occupational choice and the
barriers to free mobility were eliminated and an astounding population in-
crease occurred (from 50-60 million people in the middle of the 17th cen-
tury to 350-400 million at the end of the 19th century). While the intensity
of Chinese acquisitiveness at all times cannot be doubted, and while it is
certain that entrepreneurial communities, small-capitalist in nature and or-
ganized as communal workshops (ergasteria), did exist, large private capi-
talist factories can scarcely be traced in Chinese history. It is Weber’s cen-
tral problem, then, to explain why, despite apparently many favourable
conditions, not the slightest beginnings of capitalist development did ap-
pear. He finds the reasons in the structure of the Chinese state and in the
interests which supported it, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, in
the intellectual and religious circumstances.

The Patrimonial Domination

Weber’s distinction between the time of the Warring States and the united
empire is fundamental for his understanding of China. The competition of
the Warring States (before 221 A.D.) for political power caused their lead-
ers to initiate rational economic policies as well as a rational administra-
tion and organization of the army; but the elimination of political competi-
tion after the creation of the world empire put an end to the rationalization
in administration and in economic policies. Moreover, during the period
when the Warring Kingdoms competed for political power, there existed a
capitalism of moneylenders and purveyors, and under the Han dynasty,
there are said to have lived multimillionaires in mining and trade, but the
political unification in the world empire, like the unified orbis terrarum of
Imperial Rome, resulted in a regression of this capitalism. Finally, the uni-
fied empire eliminated the competition of the intellectual doctrines and
imposed a unified orthodox doctrine: Confucianism. It is noteworthy that
Weber’s evaluation of the smothering effects of the unified Chinese patri-
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monial empire is closely related to his understanding of the development
in the Roman empire.28

This unified empire — characterized mainly by its bureaucracy — pre-
vented, according to Weber, all industrial capitalist development. It is a
patrimonial bureaucracy we are dealing with here, to be distinguished
from modern bureaucracy. While modern bureaucracy means the purpo-
sively rational organization with a staff of specialized officials trained in
the law who apply the law and the decrees without respect of persons, pat-
rimonial-bureaucratic organization does not distinguish between office
and person, between legal procedure and administrative procedure, be-
tween formal law and material justice. In China, incidentally, the relation-
ship of the official to the patrimonial and caesaro-papistic emperor was
one of personal subjection.?’

28 Weber’s «Agrarverhdltnisse im Altertum» of 1909 in Handwdrterbuch der
Staatswissenschaften (Agrarian Sociology of Ancient Civilizations - SAC) is im-
portant for the understanding of his essay on China, for the study of the social con-
ditions of the Roman empire first called his attention to the smothering effects of a
large bureaucracy for capitalism. Certainly, in ancient Rome there was no modern
capitalism, but only tax farming, slave labour and political capitalism, but while
republican Rome had favoured these kinds of capitalism, the increasing bureaucra-
cy during the Monarchy obstructed all sources of profit, according to him.

29 G. Hamilton in «Patriarchalism in Imperial China and Western Europe» (Theory
and Society vol 13, no.3 (1984), p. 393 sqq.) has argued that Weber generated
some of his concepts, such as patrimonialism and charisma, from an analysis of
Western history. For instance, patriarchalism is based on the patria potestas in Ro-
man law, the fathers’s authority over the household which demands piety toward
tradition and to the master (ES: 1008) who can exercise personal discretion. State
justice stopped at the threshold of the household. Patrimonialism, according to
Weber, is a variety of patriarchalism and refers to the ruler’s authority over the
state. In China, on the other hand, there is xiao, filial piety or rather faithfulness to
the duties of one’s position in life: not only the duties toward one’s father but to-
wards all persons to whom one is related. It implies a denial of individual desires
and, as Hamilton writes, a negation of personal magic which Weber calls charis-
ma. Not personal loyalty towards one’s father or relatives or to the emperor is re-
quired, but loyalty to one’s rdle. Patria potestas and xiao cannot be equated as the
first is related to power and the second to an order created by a relationship of
roles, and therefore the concepts of patriarchalism and patrimonialism are inade-
quate for the analysis of China, according to Hamilton, as they are not useful in
developing a genuine understanding of Chinese history (ibid. 419).

Although this seems to be a serious challenge to Weber’s use of terminology, it
must nevertheless not be forgotten that a «genuine» or «true» understanding of
China or of anything else was not in Weber’s intentions. In fact, he considered this
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Appointment to office in the bureaucracy was generally reserved to the
literati-class whose members had qualified themselves in the official ex-
aminations. Such positions were treated as non-hereditary prebends, of-
fered on the basis of individual qualifications.

The officialdom as a whole had good reasons for the traditionalism
which characterized it. While it is true that their prebends were not indi-
vidually appropriated, they were, nevertheless, appropriated by the whole
stratum of removable literati. Therefore, the literati opposed collectively
all interventions which conflicted with their interests. They were able to
prevent the refeudalisation of the administration by the nobility as well as
the introduction of oriental sultanism by the imperial eunuchs; they were
in a position to thwart the creation of an expert officialdom in the 11 cen-
tury because it would have threatened their prebendary interests.

The administration of this patrimonial bureaucracy was not intensive at
all so that in the villages the power of the sibs was able to blossom: the
sibs supported the self-sufficiency of the households, thereby reducing the
necessity of a market. The professional organizations, merchant and craft
guilds, were in fact autonomous, but the cities had less guarantees of self-
government than the villages, and they were therefore unable to create the
legal foundations for capitalist «enterprise» which can already be found in
the commercial law of the Italian cities of the Renaissance. The character
of the patrimonial form of state which upheld a sacred tradition alongside
a realm of prerogative and favouritism impeded the development of indus-
trial capitalism, for it lacked a rational and calculable administration and
law enforcement.

The Spirit of Confucianism

In this patrimonial structure there lived the «spirit» of Confucianism. It
was acquired during the course of the literary-Confucian education and
during the preparation for the official examinations and expressed in the
conduct of life of the officials and the literati. In fact, patrimonialism was

impossible. His comparative sociology produces questions from a specific per-
spective, pointing the investigation in a particular direction within a thought-out
reseach program. The cultural sciences consist, according to him, in a constant
process of reshaping our concepts by means of which we seek to grasp reality
(CMW: 133/4).
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the form of state fundamental to the Confucian spirit. The spirit of a life-
long «pennalism» was instilled by unceasing study of the old classics
combined with grace and dignity in the sense of a ceremonially ordered
court-style, and the examinations leading to official positions tested
whether the candidates possessed the ways of thought suitable to a cul-
tured man. This education towards the ideal of a «cultured man» was in
accordance with the material and ideal interests of a literary officialdom.

The idea of (religious) salvation was completely absent from the Confu-
cian «spirit». Abhorring orgiastic and any kind of ecstatic behaviour, the
Confucian literatus desired only to be saved from the undignified bar-
barism of social rudeness to a virtuous life. His god was an unpersonal
power, no supra-mundane lord creator made ethical demands on him;
magic, although he did not doubt its existence, appeared to him without
significance for salvation, but he did not try to systematically transform
the magical popular cults.

For this Confucian «spirit» economic income represented the «little
path»; it viewed specialized professional training as a conditioning in
philistinism for, as it was said, «a cultured man is not a tool», nor is he a
means for a specified useful purpose. Thus, specialized training in any
field, be it law or economics for administrative purposes, as in modern
Western societies, was not the desired outcome of the Chinese education
process. Rather, the examinations tested whether or not the candidate’s
mind was thoroughly steeped in literature and whether or not he possessed
the ways of thought suitable to a cultured man (RC: 121). One could not
achieve anything in the world, not even in the most influential position,
without the virtue derived from this kind of education — nor, it is true,
without influential position. And therefore the Confucian literatus coveted
such a position, not profit.

Heterodoxies
Weber then asks whether perhaps the non-classical popular religion, par-

ticularly Taoism, a heterodoxy which was not rejected by Confucianists3?,
has been the source of a differently oriented methodical way of life. Again

30 As opposed to sects which are in an inner conflict with the socio-political system,
heterodoxies are not directly connected with it because of exterior circumstances,
but do not reject it in principle. Heterodoxies can sometimes turn into congrega-
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he uses a comparison with classical antiquity. While in ancient Greece the
cult of the Homeric gods was recognized as an official institution and the
teaching of the philosophers an optional private matter, quite the opposite
relationship between popular cult and philosophical teaching was found in
China: here the Confucian teachings had been canonized by a caesaro-pa-
pistic regime while the popular cults were suspiciously tolerated and
viewed as a private affair. On the other hand, there existed officially unau-
thorized cults, often of a soteriological kind, in the Roman Empire; but
while here the development led to an alliance between one of these soteri-
ological communities, i.e. Christendom, and the state, Chinese history fol-
lowed a different course.

While it seemed for a time as if Buddhism in China might play a role
similar to Christianity’s role in the West, the interests of the Confucian bu-
reaucracy prevented such a development. The Chinese adoption of Bud-
dhism, the effect which it had on the conduct of life and the kind of indi-
vidualism which was introduced by it, will be touched upon in the section
on Hinduism and Buddhism.

Among the popular religions Weber discusses mainly Taoist mysticism
which, although it minimized action, did not lead to the conclusion of the
absolute rejection of the world, for it did not reject in principle the ideal of
the educated literatus and gentleman. It is a paradox, a lack of inner conse-
quence in Lao-tse’s system,3! that he does not completely reject inner-
worldly action. As, moreover, a supra-mundane personal god was lacking,
the possibility to develop an asceticist ethic which contrasts God and crea-
ture was precluded. All religiously motivated, active antagonism to the
world was lacking, and lacking was also, finally, a vocational ethic which
could only have sprung from an asceticist ethic of laymen, originating
from a tension between God’s will and the conditions of the world. Tao-
ism did not have its own «ethos": magic, not conduct of life, was decisive
for man’s fate.

tional religion as in the case of Judaism, early Buddhist monachism or Russian
Old Believers.

31 A lack of inner consequence or an inner contradiction in religious systems (not on-
ly in Taoism, but also, for instance, in Jainism) has generally led, according to
Weber, to a reduction of intensity of innerworldly or otherworldly activity because
clear tracks for the conduct of life (as in Puritanism or Hinduism) in the pursuit of
interests were not provided.
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The toleration of magic within the Chinese conception of the world in
general and its positive cultivation by Taoism was particularly stressed by
Weber. Astrology, pharmacology, geomancy, etc. transformed the world
into a magic garden the fruits of which were enjoyed by the masses of the
people. There was no path leading from Taoism to a rational method of
life, be it inner — or other worldly, but Taoist magic necessarily became
one of the most serious obstacles to such a development.

Conclusion

The Confucian bureaucracy largely succeeded in confining sect formation
to occasional flare-ups, for the specific aspect of sectarianism that the val-
ue and worth of the personality are guaranteed and legitimated not by
blood ties or publicly authorized degree, but by being a member of and by
proving oneself in a circle of specifically qualified associates, was particu-
larly odious to the caesaro-papistic state. The formation of religious com-
munities for the laymen — a sociologically decisive fact — was lacking, and
for this reason magic has never been displaced by a great prophecy of sal-
vation.

It is of decisive importance that the patrimonial structure of state, and
the Confucian spirit which lived in it, were not opposed by strong and in-
dependent forces, that no divine or human authority entered into competi-
tion with them:

Not the power of a citizenry which has been of such a fundamental im-

portance in the Occident. The city in China lacked political autonomy:

it was not a polis in the sense of Antiquity, nor was it a «commune»
with political liberties of its own. Rather, it was the seat of a mandarin,
without privileges of self-government or a charter. A citizenry in the

Occidental sense could not develop here (RC: 13);

No estate of jurists and no formal jurisprudence, as it was developed in

Roman law, nor a doctrine of natural law, for this would have presup-

posed a tension between philosophical or religious postulates and the

«world» (RC: 148);

No ethical and asceticist religion which might have been able to shatter

the fetters of the sibs (RC: 237);
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No science in the Occidental sense, for the power of the /ogos, of
defining and reasoning, as well as a systematic and naturalist thought
failed to mature (RC: 150);32

No independent hierocracy which, as in the Occidental Middle Ages,

could have produced a tension between the sacerdotium (priesthood)

and the regnum (political authority) (RC: 142);

And finally no socially powerful prophecy and no salvation religion

conducive to an ethic of conviction and a methodical way of life and

being able to shatter the fetters of the sibs. (RC: 95).

Therefore, Weber believed, the «strong cage»’? of prebendary interests,
the cause of the ossification of the Chinese state, could only be shattered
by military conquest of the country or by a successful military or religious
revolution.

Such strong and independent forces did exist in the Occident and pro-
duced revolutions of major importance for the destiny of Western culture:
the development of independent cities in Italy in the 12t and 13t% cen-
turies, the Netherland revolution in the 16 century, the «glorious revolu-
tion» and bill of rights in the 17" century, and finally the American and
French revolutions of the 18% century. They did not, however, exist in

32 N. Sivin («Chinesische Wissenschaft. Ein Vergleich der Ansdtze von Max Weber
und Joseph Needham.» in: Wolfgang Schluchter (ed.) Max Webers Studie iiber
Konfuzianismus und Taoismus, Frankfurt a. M. 1983) wrote, with regard to the sci-
ences in China, that contrary to the picture that Weber drew of them the sciences
were sophisticated enough for us to be able to evaluate them at the same level as
their contemporary European counterparts until the seventeenth century (Sivin:
354). However, the level of scientific achievements and sophistication in China, to
which the monumental work of J. Needham draws attention, was not Weber’s ma-
jor concern when he wrote about Chinese sciences. He rather wanted to draw at-
tention to the fact that the Chinese sciences were not systematic and were not an
independent force which could compete with the bureaucratic attitude towards life
(RC: 151). And this interpretation seems to be accepted by Sivin when he writes
that the Chinese sciences were not integrated by anything corresponding to the sci-
entia of the West, that there was no science in China but only sciences. It should
be added that the continued existence of magic, although it was devalued by the
higher strata, may have had some influence on Chinese scientific development.
Magic does not include the awareness that its concepts or actions may be erro-
neous or falsified or submitted to critique as it is expected in the West. Vide: R.
Horton «African Traditional Thought and Western Science» in: Rationality, Ox-
ford: Blackwell 1979 pp. 131-171.

33 The use of the expression «strong cage of prebendary interests» (RC: 61) seems
like a weak echo of the «iron cage» (PE: 123) of modern Western civilization.
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China, and, therefore, no elements of the specifically modern rationalism
were standing in competition with the patrimonial bureaucracy.

The Result: Puritanism versus Confucianism

In a chapter entitled Result Weber compares the rationalism of Confucian-
ism with that of Protestantism. To judge the level of rationalization of a
religion, he says, there are two interrelated yardsticks. One is the degree to
which the religion has discarded magic, the other is the degree to which it
has systematized the relationship between God and the world and there-
with man’s ethical relationship to the world (theodicy or, in Asia, cosmo-
dicy).

China did not divest itself of magic for the Confucian ethic never pene-
trated the masses; it was in fact one of the basic tendencies of Confucian-
ism to preserve this magic garden, while, on the other hand, a complete
disenchantment of the world was carried through by Protestantism. With
regard to the systematization of religion, Weber mentioned that naive
stand of Confucianism towards things of this world, as opposed to Protes-
tantism’s grandiose tension towards the world.

It is the fate of every religion which upholds ethical imperatives, to find
itself at some point in a state of tension with the irrationalities of the
world. At what points these tensions will set in, will depend on the respec-
tive salvational goals and on the paths or means of salvation, and the de-
gree of religious devaluation of the world is not identical with the degree
of its rejection in actual practice, for the world may be rejected as salva-
tional goal but at the same time accepted as means of salvation.

Confucianism reduced the religious devaluation of the world as well as
its practical rejection to an absolute minimum: all tensions between the
imperatives of a supra-mundane God and a creatural world were absent34.

34 Thomas Metzger in Escape from Predicament, Neo-Confucianism and China’s
Evolving Political Culture 1977 considered the denial of the existence of any tran-
scendental tension to be a major error in Weber’s interpretation of China. Particu-
larly the Neo-Confucian tradition which was not treated by Weber in any detail,
contained, as Metzger tried to show, the awareness of tension between the cosmic
ideal and the worldly reality (a tendency towards transcendence of the status quo),
as well as the realization that all attempts of the Confucian sage in his search for
perfection and to overcome that tension are inadequate. By having demonstrated
that there was «tension» in Neo-Confucianism, Metzger believed that he had also
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This ethic of unconditional affirmation of and adjustment to the world pre-
supposed the continued existence of magical religion while, at the same
time, every form of salvation religion and of congregational religion was
eliminated and every prophecy of a supra-mundane God who raises ethical
demands, was absent.

A true prophecy, says Weber, creates and systematically orients con-
duct toward one internal measure of value. Confucianism, however,
favoured adjustment to the conditions of the world, it did not require a
systematic unity of conduct which in the Westerner’s mind is associated
with the idea of personality (RC: 235), but rather a combination of useful
particular traits: not an inner- but an outer-directed personality.

The duties of a Confucian always stressed the piety toward concrete
people, never toward a sacred cause or an idea. They tied him to his sib
members, not to functional tasks or enterprises. In contrast, the ethical re-
ligions like Protestantism shattered the fetters of the sib and established
communities founded solely on their common ethical way of life.

As opposed to the adjustment to the world of Confucianism there is, ac-
cording to Weber, the rejection of the world of Puritanism, a rejection
which did not lead to a flight from the world but rather to rationalization
of the world. The world was rejected by the Puritans as a goal of salvation
but it was a means of proving one’s self in successful enterprise.

While, on the whole, China produced different kinds of capitalism (po-
litically oriented capitalism etc.), it did not develop modern capitalism out
of its own sources.3> Weber reminds us that neither acquisitiveness nor

shown that there has been continuity in China between tradition and modernity be-
cause tension belongs to modernity. Weber’s interpretation, on the other hand,
would imply that there has been a complete break with the Chinese tradition since
the Communist revolution. Metzger’s standpoint seems to imply a modified
Protestant ethic thesis: the researcher tries to find tension within a religion or cul-
ture and, if he succeeds, this indicates why that culture is or was able to modernize
(although not necessarily able to produce modern capitalism from within itself).

35 This does not mean, of course, that China or the Chinese would not be able to
adopt capitalism from the outside. Weber wrote one hundred years ago that the
Chinese “in all probability would be quite capable, probably more capable than the
Japanese, of assimilating capitalism” (RC: 248), for he distinguished clearly be-
tween invention and diffusion. Gordon Redding (1993) has described the «spirit»
in successful overseas Chinese family businesses as based on paternalism, net-
working and filial piety, not on individualism. The ideas of the key actors are
clearly linked to cultural (Confucian) sources while they live within a Western-in-
fluenced economic structure with legal, financial and commercial institutions. It
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high esteem for wealth nor utilitarian rationalism have any connection as
yet with modern capitalism. Rationalism was embodied in the Confucian
as well as in the Protestant «spirit». But while Confucian rationalism
meant rational adjustment to the world, Protestant rationalism meant ratio-
nal mastery of the world.

In comparison with the Occident, there were many conditions which
externally favoured the origin of capitalism in China. On the other hand,
many circumstances which hindered capitalism in China, similarly existed
in the Occident. Therefore, according to Weber, we have to conclude that
the mentality, i.e. the «Confucian spirit» had effects strongly counteractive
to capitalist development.

3. Intermediate Reflection: Religious Rejections of the World and their
Levels and Directions

Basic Literature

«Religious Rejections of the World and their Directions» in From Max Weber (trans-
lated and edited by H.H. Gerth & C.Wright Mills) Oxford & New York: Galaxy
1958, pp. 323-354

«Zwischenbetrachtung» in Max Weber Gesammelte Aufiitze zur Religionssoziologie 1,
Tiibingen: Mohr (Siebeck) 1920 pp. 536-573

India which will be considered next, is, in contrast to China, the cradle of
the most world-denying forms of religious ethics. Before turning to her re-
ligions it must first be clarified in a schematic way which are the motives
from which world-denying religious ethics have originated and in which
directions they have developed.

The constructed schematic picture will indicate conflicting life-orders
in an ideal-typical way. The theoretically constructed types of life-orders
are prepared with a rational consistency which is rarely found in reality.
To this extent, the construction will be ideal-typical in order to facilitate a
clear general view and a precise terminology. But it is also true, as Weber
insists, that rationality, in the sense of logical or teleological «consisten-
cy» of an intellectual or ethical attitude, has some kind of power over

may be asked whether the authoritarian capitalism of present-day China, lacking
an impartial bureaucracy which has no clear idea of acting sine ira et studio,
would increase its stability by revitalising the Confucian spirit.
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man3® (FMW: 324): religious interpretations of the world and ethics of re-
ligions created by intellectuals have been strongly exposed to the impera-
tive of consistency even if they integrated points of view which could not
be rationally deduced. Thus, the presentation of the otherwise multifarious
reality will be facilitated by the idealtypical construction of the internally
most consistent forms of ethical conduct that can be deduced from the giv-
en conditions.

Above all, these lines are intended as a contribution to a typology and
sociology of rationalism. The argument proceeds from the most rational
forms reality can assume, and then asks to what extent certain rational
conclusions, pertaining to the conduct of life, were drawn or why they
were not drawn.

Weber returns to the conception of a supra-mundane God (as in the /n-
troduction) and notes that this conception, in spite of its affinity to emis-
sary prophecy, did not operate alone in the production of an ascetic reli-
gious ethic (in opposition to a contemplative and mystical quest), but that
this was possible only in conjunction with the nature of the religious
promises and the paths of salvation which they determined. In this context,
the polar concepts «asceticism» and «mysticism” need to be clarified.

Both asceticism (action in conformity with the demands of God; the ac-
tor considers himself as God’s tool) and mysticism (the individual consid-
ers himself not as a tool but as a «vessel»37 which is in contemplative pos-
session of the divine; action in the world appears as endangering the other-
worldly religious state) are forms of world rejection. Asceticism contrasts
radically with mysticism if asceticism operates within the world and tries
to master the world (inner-worldly asceticism) and if mysticism draws the

36 This is a theme which Weber alluded to on several occasions. In the Protestant
Ethic (PE: 56) Weber had already mentioned that in order to understand the spe-
cific importance and influence of religious ideas, one has to study their most
consistent and logical forms. In the replies to his critics (AC: 113) he wrote: the
style of life of the ascetic communities in confessionally mixed regions rubbed off
on the style of life of the other denominations; an assimilation to the most consist-
ent expressions of Protestant ascetism almost always took place.

Even in the field of legal doctrine one can, according to Weber (ES: 789), discover
the power of pure logic on legal practice.

37 The poet Rainer Maria Rilke whom Weber regarded highly and about whom he
commented in 1910 in a letter to his sister Lili, calling him a mystic (MWG 11, 6:
615), wrote in 1899 in the collection of poems entitled Stundenbuch (Book of
Hours):
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full conclusion of fleeing from the world (world-fleeing mysticism). The
contrast is tempered, however, if the ascetic confines himself to overcom-
ing the creatural wickedness in his own nature and enhances his active re-
demptory accomplishments to the point of avoiding any action in the
world (world-fleeing asceticism) or if the contemplative mystic does not
draw the conclusion that he should flee from the world (inner-worldly
mysticism). But always, even when the mystic accommodates to the or-
ders of the world, he resists the temptation to take the ways of the world
seriously. Like Lao-tse, he proves himself against his action in the world
and not, like the inner-worldly ascetic, through his actions. Moreover, Ju-
daism and Islam with their transcendent god developed mysticism but
hardly any asceticism. Quite obviously, the concept of a transcendent god,
in spite of its affinity to active asceticism, did not operate alone but rather
in conjuction with other circumstances, particularly the religious promises
and the paths of salvation which they determined.

After these remarks on the polar concepts of asceticism and mysticism
Weber considers the tensions existing between religion and what he terms
the other orders of life. A methodical conduct of life which may form the
germ of either asceticism or mysticism, originally grows out of magical
preconditions. The magician has been the historical precursor of the
prophet. But while it is true that the prophets legitimized themselves
through the possession of a magical charisma, it was the substance of their
prophecy to direct their followers’ conduct of life to the pursuit of a salva-
tional good. This has been particularly so in the case of «salvation reli-
gions» that promised deliverance from suffering to their adherents. The
more inward, the more principled the essence of suffering was conceived,
the more it was important to attain a permanent state which would guaran-
tee salvation.

Such religions have lived in a permanent state of tension in relation to
the world and its orders. The tension has been the greater, the more ratio-
nal the ethic has been and the more the original ritualism was sublimated
towards a «religion of conviction». Equally, the further the rationalization

What will you do, God, if death takes me,
I am your vessel, if Time brakes me,

I am your drink, if curdling cakes me,
You 'll lose all meaning losing me.

Perhaps Weber found here the image of the mystic as a vessel or jug of God?
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and sublimation of the possession of «worldly» goods proceeded, the
stronger has the tension on the part of religion become, for this develop-
ment made conscious in the minds of the individuals the inner logic
(Eigengesetzlichkeit) of the religious and worldly spheres and the conse-
quences of these different inner logics. This is a typical result of the con-
scious endeavour towards rationality. Weber now considers a series of
these recurring tensions.

To begin with, there was the tension between salvation religion and the
traditional sib. For it was taken for granted in the prophetic religions of
salvation that brothers in the faith should, in the last analysis, be closer to
each other than to their relatives in the community into which they were
born. Shattering the magical ties and the exclusiveness of the sibs, they
created a new community characterized by a religious ethic of brotherli-
ness. The original distinction between in-group and out-group morality
was transferred to the religious community and the members were re-
quired to help the poor and the sick of the community; but, the more ratio-
nal the idea of salvation became and the more it was sublimated into an
ethic of conviction, the more the barriers of faith and even the existence of
hatred were conceived as the result of suffering and of the imperfections
of empirical reality. Therefore, the ethical demand has tended towards an
objectless acosmism3? of love, a universalist brotherliness which broke all
barriers of societal associations and often also the barriers of one’s own
religious community. The more consistently the demands of this religious
brotherliness have been carried through, the sharper they clashed with the
orders and values of the world. This clash became the wider the more the
values of the world have been rationalized according to their own inner
logic.

This became particularly obvious in the economic sphere. A rational
economy is a functional organization, depending on monetary calcula-
tions. Money is the most abstract and «impersonal» element in human life.
The modern rational capitalist economy, therefore, is not accessible to a
religious ethic of brotherliness, and the salvation religions have always
watched the impersonal economic activity with profound suspicion for, as

38 In philosophy the term «acosmistic» is used for a system of thought which denies
the existence of a cosmos outside of God or the devine. Weber uses the term to
designate mystical world rejection and generally any religiosity which rejects the
possibility to have an active and formative effect on the world and which, while
disregarding reality and social orders, obeys the rule of brotherly love.
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mentioned in Weber’s «Protestant Ethicy, deo placere non potest (it can-
not please God).

The most radical rejection of individual economic property can be
found in the world-fleeing asceticism of monks. And yet, the paradox of
all rational asceticism which often creates the very wealth it rejects, has
made monks in all ages stumble: monasteries everywhere became the very
loci of rational economic activity.

There are, according to Weber, only two consistent avenues for escap-
ing the tension between salvation religion and the economic sphere in a
principled and inward manner: the Puritan vocational ethic which re-
nounces all universal love, serves God’s incomprehensible and positive
will and accepts the depersonalization of the economic cosmos as God-
willed. In truth, this standpoint of unbrotherliness was no longer a genuine
salvation religion. The other consistent avenue is the mystic acosmism of
love, the giving to anybody who accidentally comes one’s way, the object-
less devotion to anybody, not for the person’s sake but for devotion’s
sake.

Thirdly, there developed tension between the religious ethic of brother-
liness and the political sphere. While the religion turned to a God of love
and demanded an ethic of brotherliness, the bureaucratic state proceeded
without regard to the person, sine ira et studio (without either hatred or
love) and thus conflicted with the religious demands. Moreover, every
state’s absolute end is to safeguard itself, if necessary by the appeal to
naked force, — indeed, the state is an association that claims the monopoly
of the legitimate use of force —, and accepting the responsibility for any
possible injustice,3? contrary to the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount
not to resist evil.

And as force generally breeds more force, the «reasons of statey» tend to
follow the tracks of their inner logic. The more matter-of-fact and the
more effective politics is, the less brotherly it will appear to a rationalized
ethic of brotherliness.

39 The translation of this passage in FMW: 334 is quite flawed. It suggests that there
might sometimes be injustice if the state does not intervene by force. Weber, on
the contrary, suggests that there might be injustice in any case, but that the politi-
cian, as he pursues an ethic of responsibility and not an ethic of conviction, has to
shoulder any possible injustice resulting from his actions. On the distinction be-
tween the ethic of responsibility and the ethic of conviction vide Weber’s 