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OBJECTIVITY, POLITICAL ORDER, AND
RESPONSIBILITY IN MAX WEBER’S THOUGHT

ABSTRACT: Weber's conception of politics as long been interpreted it relativistic
and “agonistic” terms. Such interpretations neglect Weber's notion of “objectivity”
as well as the complex links befieen politics as “community,” on the one hand, and
as “value sphere,” on the other. Seen against this backdrop, Berufpolitik becoines
a balancing act it which the pursuit of subjective valves is objectively constrained rot
only by the ethic of responsibility, but more gencrally by the political imperative ro
safeguard the preconditions for communal order and, in late wodemity, of liberal
Sfreedows. Without them, neither the objective “clariry” generated by science nor
the subjective political commifments based on “cear vision” would be possible.

Kevwords: fistorical  sciences; Max  Weber; political conmnnrivy;  political sphere;  pofitical

responsibility.

The relationship between science and politics 15 one of the key hubs of
Weber's thought. It is key, first of all, at the theoretical level. Weber con-
staritly strives to characterize the different internal logics of the two
spheres, exploring their mutual ties and tensions. But Weber’s focus on
this topic also reftects ethical and practical concerns. Science has disen-
chanted the world, constraining the search for meaning. Together with
bureaucratization, scientific rationalization inexorably tends to harness
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2 Critical Review

politics, causing it to accept the reality of the world as it is or to drift
toward either irresponsible radicalism or extra-worldly withdrawal. In
the wake of these trends, the fate of modemity appears to Weber as sus-
pended between a paralyzing petrification and an inconclusive “agitation™
whose cost is freedom,

It is not surprising, then, that the science-politics nexus was a central
theme in the debates about Weber that developed from the 19505

onwards {Tumer 2001). The dominant interprerations tended to acce ty‘

uate the separation of the two spheres, the strict division betsween facts and
values, characterizing Weber as a defender of a radical form of relativism
(Strauss 1953; Lukdcs [1956] 1081; Mommsen 1956 and 1983; Oppenheim
1068: Aron 1970; Bendix and Roth 1971). The non-cognitivist and sub-
jective elements that characterize Weber's discussion of politics as a voca-
tion led many authors to underestimate the ordering role played in
political action by scientific-theoretical rationality and communal/associ-
ative relations, and to focus instead (or even amplify) the disenchantment
thesis and its destabilizing effect on axiology and normativity (Turner and
Factor 1984). Science does provide man with objective knowledge,
according to this view of Weber, but it has nothing to say about the fun-
damental questions of politcs, which concern values. Within science
itself, the choice of questions and the attribution of meaning is ultimately
subjective. There cannot be a rational way to differentiate among “good”
or “bad” values or even among alternative scientific explanations. Thus,
according to Lec Stra 1053, ﬁr} Weber’s conception of politics (and
sgessity to nibilism, 1e., the idea that
bnacy endtlement as any other.”

the wake of SIT: v debates thus outlined a “Nletzschem
image” of Weber {Edcn 1084) characterized by “tragic” pluralisim—a
“desperate” liberalism, a form of political {and even epistemological)

partdy also of science) dleads b

reference ... has the same

“decisionism.”"

The echo of this image is still clearly visible (e.g., Vahland 20071;
Behneghar 2003; Heinrich 2006). Starting in the late 1680s there was,
however, a gradual change of perspective (Warren 1988; Boudon 2004;
Swedberg 2003). The positive links between the scientific and the political
spheres began to be appreciated and a more nuanced interpretation elabo-
rated—especially regarding Weber's “ethic of responsibility”™—which
acknowledged the role played by history, culture, and science in restrct-
ing and orienting value-choices {Lasstnan and Velody 1989; D’Andrea
2005). In this new interpretation, moreover, axiology and normativity
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“necessarily leads to nihilism or to the view that every preference, however evil, base. or insane.

has to be judged before the tribunal of reason to be as legitimate as any other preference.”
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Ferrera = Objectivity in Weber 3

can find in Weber's conception of politics a rational foundation, resting
on reflexivity and “thoughtfulness” (Satkunandan 2014). This newer per-
spective mainly resuleed from a more accurate reading of the two Munich
leceures, with only selective reference to other texts. In this article, [ will
take a broader view and argue for a stronger and more artculated
interpretation of the link between scientific reason and politcal choices,
an interpretation that goes beyond Weber’s discussion of the ethic of
responsibility. Considering and connecting a wider set of Weber’s writ-
ings on basic sociological concepts, on political and legal sociology, on
German politics, as well as his Wissenschaftslehre, 1 will systematically
reconstruct those arguments that support the existence of a virtuous
link between science and pelitics, ruth and values. I will show that for
Weber there is an intrinsic connection between value-free science and
value-assertive politics, a connection that significantly constrains and
grounds his alleged “decisionism.”

iy itle/ my reconstructon will emphasize a particular
(but crucial) aspect of WebeT's vision of “the political,” namely the estab-
lishment of a durable and predictable system of domination within a ter-
ritorial commuinity. The reading of Weber's political thought in terms of
tragic pluralism has emphasized the agonistic dimension of the political
sphere and has not paid adequate consideration, in my opinion, to the
second (and broader) constitutive dimension of the “political™: the cre-
ation and maintenance of a community of individuals who are mutually
“bound” (a Verband, in fact) within an order of domination (Hewrschaftliche
Ordnung) supported by a monopoly of legitimate violence. The values that
enter into the political -arena may well be conceived as warring gods (or
demons) fighting against one another. But such a war presupposes the
prior existence of a recognizable and ordered battlefield where meaning-
ful interaction may take place. The vocation politician not only has a duty
vis-3-vis his chosen “cause,” but also a “meta-duty” to keep his commu-
nity together as a cohesive and internally integrated group, and to guard
the boundaries and co-existence of the various value-spheres that com-
prise the community. Subjective as it may seem, the scope of one’s
value commitment in the political arena cannot exceed the limits
imposed by this “absolute” mandate.

As we shall see, it is mainly through rthis aspect that politics (and
especially liberal-democratic politics) is forced to deal with the scienafic
sphere. The vocation politician will not obtain from the latter sphere a
“rational demonstration” of the validity of his cause, but will find In it a
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wealth of epistemic resources that are particularly precious for carrying out
his absolute mandate. Weber’s conception of science, then, is much more
than a methodological doctrine about how to do academiic research. Itisa
broad and unique philosophical perspective on the nature and logic of
soctal and historical knowledge, a perspective that has clear and underap-
preciated implications for the purposes and practice of politics. Such
implications denve essentially from the elective affinity between objectiv-
ity and responsibility, the scarch for truth and the safeguard/of a free insti-
tutional order, in which freedom of thought and political liberties are
guaranteed and any form of “surplus violence™ is carefully avoided
(Wolin 1981; Villa 1999).

The rest of the article is divided into five sections. The first will bnefly
sketch the fundamental traits of Weber’s anthropology and social ontol-
ogy, which provide an indispensable backdrop for his view of science
and politics. The next two sections will reconstruct the internal logic of
the scientific and the political spheres, highlighting the sequence of
choices (their objects and their possible motivations) facing individuals
acting in each of them. The fourth section contains my central argument
and will discuss the connection between truth, responsibility, and a
liberal-democratic order, the mechanisms that feed it, and, more gener-
ally, the positive reinforcement that science and (liberal-democranc) poli-
tics can provide to each other. The final section will swmmarize the
paper’s reconstructive trajectory and its non-subjecavist, cognitivist, and
coherentist reinterpretation of Weber’s political theory.”

1. WEBER'’S SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY

Weber's work was largely inspired by the neo-Kantian criticism of the so-
called Baden /Séhool. This philosophical movement developed in
southern German universities in the second half of the nineteenth
century as a reaction against Hegelian idealism, Marxian matenalism,
and the radical naturalism of early positivism. The main goal of the
Baden scholars was to revive the Kantian tradition, which saw philosophy
as a critical reflection on knowledge—in particular, on the conditions that
can ground the validity of science.

The founder of the Baden school, Wilhelmm Windelband, introduced
the separation between nomothetic and idiographic sciences. The
objects of the former are natural phenomena; their goal is to unveil
general and necessary laws. The latter deal with historical and social
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phenomena; their goal is to bring to light the significance of individual
and unrepeatable events by relating them to “values.” The nature of
values was the focus of Heinrich Rickert. For him, values come in difter-
ent clusters: logical, ethical, aesthetic, mystical, religious, erotic. Although
143 their “mode of realization” changes across cultures, for Rickert the intnn-
sic fundaments of each value (essentially truth, morality, beauty, personal
sanictity, impersonal sanctity, and happiness) are universal, etemal, unre-
lated to historical contingencies, and independent from huiman judgment. y / Sv[o 7
Eunfequently, the meaning of values became an important object of dis- b
150 cusston and dispute within the Baden school. In Berlin, Wilhelm Dilthey s e
developed Windelband’s and Rickert’s ideas about historical knowledge 5 7
by introducing the notion of Verstehen (understanding) as the foundation "({a /.
of valid knowledge in the “spiritual” domain. The basis of Vestehen is
Erfebf::'s?—“lived experientce,” or the intemal reproduction within the
153 observing subject of the experiences of external social agents. Er.’ebm'_f f
grounds validity because it deliberately reconstructs a unity between
subject (the historian) and object (the historical subject as observed by
the historian). S 7’“(&40-?"9“
The Baden d?bx#and, more generally, the neo-Kantian perspectiv
160 permeated Weber's thinking from its very beginning. We cannot experi-
ence the external world directly, he always believed, but only through the
mediation of our thought. Reality has an essence of its own +atfis inaccess- f' / flm\l'
ible to us in its entirety and ultimate structure. This is true in particular for
history (Weber’s main interest). In the absence of intellectual elaboration,
165 history is nothing but “a vast chaotic stream of events that flows away
through time” (Weber 1049, 171). Given this nec-Kantian metaphysical
backdrop, no “objective” sense can be attributed to the world, which is
thus ethically imational. Mind-reality, thought-experience, ethics-world
dualism sssahee-mese typically constitutes the human condition, generanng f
170 pur incessant compulsion to rationally understand the surrounding environ-
ment-asﬁoreign to us, to order expeniential signals, to identify “mouves” for }' / 'rLlArF 1¢
our actons and “sense” for our mdividual and collective existence (Koch
1094). Temponally and spatially situated action is moved by two fundamen-
tal drives, the practical drive to orient oneself amidst a multiplicity of exter-
075 nal entities and to manipulate them in order to achieve one's aims; and a
spiritial drive to confer meaning and value upon the external world and
our relationships with other human beings.
What, then, is worth knowing, doing, hoping for? The problem of
meaning (Sinsiproblem), Weber believed, is always addressed within a
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given culture, constituted by “a finite segment of the meaningful infinicy
of the world process, a segment to which human beings confer meaning and
significance” (Weber 1049, 81, emphasis his). Weber’s main focus was on
Western civilization and its long-term development, especially after the

180 consolidation of Christianity. Christian ethics was the primitive “value- A
sphere” 11 Europe rit encompassed all types and dimensions of human 9 5
activity, subordinating them to its own deep and demanding religious
axiology. In the modem period, however, individual orientations began
to be shaped by a multiplicity of distinct norms and operating principles.

183 Weber speaks of “value spheres,” each autonamous in the sense of being
characterized by its own logic and evolutionary dynamics (Eigengesetziich- M
keit or Entwicklungsgesetzlichkeit)—the econoimic, political, aesthetic, erofic )
and scientific spheres (Weber 1046b, 323-57; Weber 2004, 220-41). The
type of autonomy, however, varies from sphere to sphere (Brubaker 1984;

190 QOakes 2003).

Like the economy, politics has no univocal axiology as a sphere
However, in the economy, actions typically are instrumentally rar.iom]?: /9’ Q
“gnds” are chosen based on contextual and often extemporary preferences “f7-
of tastes in a purely consequentialist logic: their content may change at any

105 time during the means-to-end calculative chain. In politics, actions serve
“causes” based on deep personal commitments and normative engage-
ment. And every choice of a given value is at the same time a choice
against other values. Admiwedly, if politicians act responsibly (see
below), they temper and adjust their actions in the light of their expected

200 consequences. But they compromise only in certain situations, when
there are risks of violeuce and disruption. Politics is thus inextricably
linked to ethics. Given that objective values cannot be grounded in his-
torical reality, this link is inherently unstable and problematic. The
epoch of scientific disenchantment has brought about value “polytheism,”

103 such that the ethical choices of politicians are made “without either God
or prophets.”

For its part, the scientific sphere has, like the aesthetic and erotic, a dis-
tinctive axiology. But the overarching value of science has a “negaave”
nature: it consists in the neutralization of individual positive axiologies

210 and the search for “objectivity.” Those who engage in intellectual
work should not, as scientists, judge, but only describe, understand, and
explain. Between politics and science there is, in other words, a relanon-
ship of almost mirror symumetry, which places them on the opposite edges
of that process of rationalization and differentiation between life orders
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that began with modernity. Politics is the sphere where actions are moved
—cvim fra ¢f studio—by evalnative passions, by commitments to subjective
“causes” that are pursued because they are thought to have intrinsic value.
1t is not a matter of preferences and tastes that can be compared and traded
according to some shared metric (e.g., prices). Success is not mere “want
satisfaction” but the achievement of those {and only those} substantive
values that motivate the acdon in the first place. By contrast, science is
the sphere of dispassionate work, conducted sine fra et studio. It is the
realm of theoretical reason, of objective factual judgments; it is successful
to the extent that it reaches universally significant results.

What connection can there be berween two spheres so distant from
each other, guided by criteria so different? The answer may be sought
by revisiting and recombining various arguments of Weber's thought,
examining first the internal logic of each sphere.

[I. THE SCIENTIFIC SPHERE, OBJECTIVITY, AND “CLARITY™

Doing science presupposes a meta-value choice, the commitment to
value-freedom, Wertfreifieit (Gerth and Mills 1946, 1-47, 49-112; Weber
1949, 25-156). The “postulate” of value-freedom is particularly crucial
inn the case of historical knowledge. the object of which is inherently
imbued with values and the primary objective of which is understanding
of the meaning of actions, that is, the cultural significance of the phenomn-
ena under investigation {Hennis 1994).

At this juncture, Weber's departures from neo-Kantianism need to be
emphasized (Qakes 1988; Rossi 1971). From Dilthey, Weber accepts the
dichotomy between nawral and spintual sciences and the concept of
understanding (Verstchen). But he criricizes the Erlebnis and maintains
that there is in fact a strong link between understanding and explanation.’
From Windelband, Weber draws the contrast between the nomothetic
and idiographic approaches and agrees that historical knowledge should
strive to grasp the meaning of phenomena m their individuality; but he
contends that the explanatory aim of historical understanding must be
achieved through nomothetic knowledge. Finally, from Rickert Weber
takes the concept of value-reference (Wentbezichung), which orents
both the selection of the objects of investigation and their understanding,
but he distances himself from Rickert's metaphysical conception of values
as eternal and universal entities, assigning to them instead 2 mere norma-
tive transcendence, an operational validity, irrespective of their substantive
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content (Bruun 2001; Qakes 1088). Any state of affairs, segment of reality,
or practical orientarion becomes a “value” to the extent that it directs con-
crete mdividual actions.

Weber justifies this syncretistic position not only theoretically but in
terms of historical evolution. The gradual intellectualization and ratonal-
ization of knowledge has created a sphere of action in which the only
directive criterion (and therefore value) is the use of reason as a tool to
understand and manipulate the world. In a first {millennial) stage of devel-
opment, it was thought that reason could be the path to knowiedge of
“true” reality, beauty, nature, God, and happiness (Weber 1946¢, 143):
a bridge berween the apparent/questionable and the transcendent/
certain. “Present” science has, however, taken a new step, leading
toward disenchantment. After taking this step, it is apparent that reason
can offer a foundartion for the methods (and thus results) of science, but
not for its starting points nor, more generally, for its value as an auton-
omous sphere.

Values come into play ip the initial moment of interest in a subject of
research. It is crucial that rescarchers be completely free of external con-
straints in their initial choices; full intellectual autonomy isfa necessary
condition for any form of scientific knowledge. The Werbezictunyg is
the fruit of imspiration and creative intuition, which generates,
however, an act of an essendally theoretical nature, the attribution of cul-
tural significance to one’s research subject. Devoid of any lLink with a
metaphysics of values (as in Rickert), the Weberian notion of Wertbezic-
hung has been often accused of “decisionism™ (the same accusation made
against h-i!itheory of politics). The absence of objective criteria for choice
would, it is feared, lead to a relativist and constructivist gnoseclogical per-
spective (e.g. Aron 1970) .EXS Jiirgen Kocka (1973) has cogently argued,
however, for Weber, a number of elements {admittedly not spelled out
in a systematic way) do constrain initial research choices. In the fust
place, the social reality being studied has an independent existence “out
there.” True, it is a “heterogeneous continuum” which cannot itself
dictate what is Wissenswert, i.e., worthy of being known. But this conti-
nuum is made up of “ontic structures” (as Kocka defines them) that
limit the arbitrariness of selection—empirical facts (captured through
the concepts of ordinary language) that leave material traces {e.g., in archi-
val documents) on which we have to ground our investigations. In the
second place, we can select a criterion and accomplish an act of Wertbezie-
ining only to the extent that we have some pre-scienrific comprehension

’hws'
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of our objects of observation. Weber refers to this stage as a “moment of
contemplation,” during which the range of potential value-relations is
briefly considered. In this mement we “objectify’”” social realiry through
a kind of nonscientific knowledge that rests on a host of cognitive com-
petences. We contemplate the historical world as a source of empirical
information {endowed with “a fundament in reality”) with a view to
identifying one pardcular and unilateral “accentuation” (whose funda-
ment s a value) among the many but not unlimited possibilities. Finally,
there is the fact that the social scientist is herself a Kultunmensch, an individ-
ual operating in a given culural context that, to some extent, pre-defines
the menu of potential viewpoints. Cultural embeddedness pushes the
social scientist towards a selection that speaks to prevailing cultural per-
spectives and their practical concems, if only with a view to challenging
themn and outlining new value perspectives. Thus, for example. a “scien-
tific genius” is able, for Weber, to refer her investigation to new value-
ideas that may determine the “conception’ of an entire historical epoch.
Once the field and the dircction of research have been chosen, the
investigarion must cross the boundaries between the reason-based, non-
arbitrary subjectivity of Wertbeziehnung and the objectivity of factual judg-
ments, Objectivity is based on two components (Weber 1049, 40-112;
2004, 359-404). First is empirical soundness, i.e., the comespondence
between the content of judgments and the factual knowledge at our dis-
posal {the “fundament in reality,” t.e, the link with ontic structures).
Second is the formal comrectness (the logical structure) of causal imputa-
dons, as well as their link with the available nomological knowledge.
To briefly expand on Weber's concepton of objectivity {cf. Ringer
1997, Kalberg 1004, Burger 1976, and Tumer and Factor 1981), a
correct explanatory argument must be based on the construction of his-
torical facts in the form of ideal types (such as the concept of “capitalism™)
that serve as “means of understanding.” The explanation proper implies
four distinct steps: (1) identifying, for a given historical situation, the
field of “possibilities of development”; (2) singling out the decision or
action that has brought about only one of the available possibilities; {3)
ascertaining the conditions that made possible that particular develop-
ment; (4} clarifying the cultural meaning offlﬁ{development by compar-
ing it to the other options that were possible. The causal imputation (step
3) takes place through counterfactual analysis, namely the construction of
“fantastic” frames m which cne or more elements of the prior constella-
tion are analytically eliminated. Would phenomenon “y” (say, the birth of

ﬁ/mc



320

33e

333

KE

345

350

10 Cntical Review

capitalism) have been possible if it had not been preceded by phenom-
enon “x” (say, the spread of the Calvinist ethic based on inner-worldly
asceticism)? One identifies the antecedents that have operated as “ade-
quate” causes and not just accidental co-occurrences by resorting to the
“rules of the experience,” i.e., typical forms and modes of relationship
berween phenomena that we draw from the “whole body our nomolo-
gical empirical knowledge” (Weber 1949, 175).*

Weber partly drew the notion of “ideal types” as heunsac devices from
economic theory. In his writngs on economics, Weber said that the
fiction of Homo economicys can be very useful for certain purposes, but
that “the explanatory metheds of pure ccononics are as tempting as
they are misleading” (Weber 1978, 115). In the attempt to imitate the
exact natural sciences, pure economic theory pretends to deduce quanti-
tatively determined real-world outcomes from abstract premises by means
of formal procedures. Yet even if an occasional correspondence may be
found, the economist can never be certain whether he is using a scienti-
fically fecund conceptual elaboration or is merely playing a game, as the
real world may depart significantly from the fiction.

Even when proceeding from historical facts, hoivever, the objectvity
of science has a methodological, not essentialist nature. One and the same
aspect of reality can be understood on the basis of a {not-unlimited) plur-
ality of interpretive possibilities connected to initial value-choices. Thus,
social-historical knowledge can never lead “to a closed system of concepts
in which reality is synthetized in some sort of permanently and universally
valid classification and from which it can again be deduced” {1049, 84).
The Homo economicus fiction must be treated as a unilateral accentuation
of certain aspects of a much more complex reality, an ideal type in the
service of empirical research, not a formal “utopia” from which to
derive general laws. Being based, ar its starting pomnt, on a value choice
and operating through unilateral accentuations, scientific research never
ends; “the stream of events” moves ceaselesty toward etemmity. The
ambit of what acquires meaning (and therefore Wissenswertheif) cannot
but remain eternally fluid.

But “if this is so, what then does science actually and positively contrib-
ure to practical and personal life?” Weber asks (1946¢, 150). This is not a
rhetorical question, as it is intimately linked with the Sinnproblen. If
modem science has lost its foundational role in establishing what has
value, what makes it worthy to be chosen as a profession (Bertif), a
calling capable of providing meaning to existence? There is no univocal
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answer to this question, which is extra-scientific. Those who choose
science accept ;e-obtyx{o an “imperative’’: they commit themselves to
producing knowledge that has a claim to validity since it complies with
the standards of thought and the criteria of objectivity. The cruth of this
knowledge is limited, always relative to the assumption of certain vahues
as points of reference for isolating a segment of the world and then
explaining it. It is nevertheless a universally valid truth within those
limits.® And the truths of science allow us to take evaluative standpoints
based on the fullest possible awareness of all the empincal elements sur-
rounding a given problem; they position us to make choices about com-
peting values and the means to achieve them. In other words, science is
relevant for choosing how to live. Unlike scientific truth, the refevasnce
of science is not universal. But rejecting it or setting it aside means ignor-
ing the intellect, giving up any form of cognitive awareness of the ultimate
meaning (Sinn) of our life experience and thus surrendering ro the abyss of
the irrational {(ibid., 122). '

It should be noted that, m addition to a commitment to objectivity, for
Weber scientists must make a commitment to intelectual integrity (intef-
lektuelle Rechrschaffenheif). This second directive criterion relates primarily
to the pedagogical function, in a broad sense, of science (Wellen 2001),
The duty of the intellectual is to challenge through critical thinking the
assumptions that underlie action in other spheres of life. As in the case
of autonomy, the exercise and defense of integrity requires that scientific
work be carried out in appropriate avenas, free from external interference
with freedom of thought. 1t requires, in more abstract terms, the deploy-
ment of coercive power to uphold the institutional preconditions for
genuine and productive intellectual work.

As outlined so far, the logic that guides science appears to be clearly
different from that of politics, particularly when the latter is considered
merely i its agonistic dimension. However, Weber builds some sturdy
bridges thar put science in a direct relationship with politics, and this
“branching out” of the scientific sphere marks a novelty in Weber's con-
ception, from 2 politico-philosophical point of view.

As mentoned, objective knowledge is not only true, it is also useful
“for practical and personal life,” The relevance of science reaches its
maximum for those who make political decisions, whem it supports in
rebutting nonobjective factual beliefs, unmasking value judgments dis-
guised as factual judgments, resolving moral disagreements that arise
from false empirical premises or logically incorrect reasoning, and,

/¢ gbeag.'mca.
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ultimately, in onienting ethical choices themselves. For Weber the “good”
that connects the scientific with the political sphere is “clarity,” 1.¢. the
clanification of value contents, of the possibilities {(or impossibility) of
their mutnal conciliation and combination, and of the compatibaity
between ends and means through causal analysis. This contribution 1
crucial mainly because, by promoting a sense of responsibility, it virtu-
ously conditions the behavior of political actors.

III. THE SPHERE OF POLITICS:
POWER, VIOLENCE, AND DEMOCRACY

Territory, “occupiers” who pursue divergent objectives, instruments of
violence: it is from these “ontic™ materials that Weber develops his con-
ception of politics. It is based on two fundamental concepts, the political
community ;%Ifrf.cche Gemeinschaff) and the political value-sphere (Poli-
tische Wenspliire). The relationship becween these two concepts is not
spelled out explicitly, nor is it fully exploited as a unifying foundation
of -hisZpolitical theory.® For the purposes of this article, then, we need
to reconstruct this relationship by highlighting four distinct analytical
movements or steps in Weber's reasoning,

The Political

The first step concerns Weber’s general theory. What is the political
dimenston of social/communal relatonships?

As is well known, for Weber what characterizes the “political™ is vio-
lence as a means, i.e., the exercise or threat of coercion, which can
produce restrictions on' physical freedom and even the “destruction of
life” {1978, 003). There is political community only to the extent that
coercive resources are centralized in a given power structure that can
impose on the members of the temitorial community *obligations
which many of them fulfill only because they are aware of the probabilicy
of physical coercion backing up such obligations™ {(ibid.).

The specific connotation of the adjective political should not lead us,
however, to neglect the broader meaning of the noun. Commusnity, too,
is a cormerstone concept in Weber's work, “omnipresent but frequently
misunderstood™ {Grossein 1906, 119). [t typically connotes a group
whose members share the subjective feeling of “belonging together,” pri-
marily (but not exclusively) based on affectnal and/or tradional

e
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orientations. This feeling is the result of a self-reinforcing process that
Weber (1978, 40} calls Vergemeinschaftung, involving the consolidation of
cultural, emotional, ethical, and solidaristic bonds. In historical perspec-
tive, the culmination of this process is the birth of “nations,” 1.e. commu-
nities that attribute to their shared identity and “patrimmony” a specific
prestige and even universal “mission” (ibid., 921-26). Thus. at a general
and abstract level, Weber conceives of politics as a two-pronged activity
that has to do not only with coercive rule but also with communal
bonding. Ruling and bonding are like two sides of the same coin,
linked by a relationship that Weber calls Legitimitatsverstdndnis, a shared
understanding that the rulers will safeguard the community and that the
ruled will comply with “political” conunands (ibid., 903-4).

Nationalism and the Nation-State

Weber's second step contextualizes the general concept of commmunity by
focusing in particular on the evolution and charactenstics of the political
and territorial order in modern Europe. With the emergence of the
bureaucratic state, the political community assumes its most refined
form. The state becomes an increasingly specialized enterprise (Berrieb)
as well as the ultimate source of the legitimacy of physical violence.
The rules for the application of the latter undergo a progressive rational-
ization, culminating in the formation of legal systems based on codified
norms and legal-rational administrative apparatuses. The rationalization
process has a double face: it tends to produce a growing schematization
of individual behaviors codified by law; at the same time, it upholds
new individual margins of maneuver (Spiefriume) and protects freedom,
undemstood as self-determination (Palonen 1999). Without this second
face, the differentiation between autonomious value-spheres could not
have taken place. In particular, scientific progress would have been
impossible, since it typically rests, as we have seen, on freedom of
thought and conscience—*“the most basic Right of Man, because it com-
prises all ethically conditioned actions and guarantees freedom from com-
pulsion, particularly the power of the state” (Weber 1968, 1209).
Bureaucratization ran parallel to marketization. The original takeoff of
market capitalism was guided by the novel substandive/ethical rationalicy
rooted in the Protestant ethic. But with the passing of time, market
expansion progressed under the lead of practical rationality alone, sup-
ported by the formal rules of the Rechisstaat. For Weber markets are
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communities—or better, associations—"of [the] interested.” meaning all
thosc who have something that they wish to trade. In instrumental
terms, markets are more efficient than state bureaucracies. They also
operate as safeguards against the latter’s propensity to restrict individual
freedom, allowing for opportunities to *‘exit from relationships of dis-
agreement” (Friedman 2000, 113). The market logic builds on
“opening”; it provides a constant incentive to transcend borders, includ-
ing the borders of the political comumunity. Butin order to survive as such,
the political community needs “closure.” It requires boundanes as prere-
quisites for bonding and binding (Ferrera 2005). It was through boundary
building, resting on coercive but also on symbolic power, that states were
built in modern Europe. As Julian Benda ([1928] 2007} famously put it, 1t
was not the Zoflverein that made Germany, but Fichte’s “Speech to the
German Nation.” One of the key outcomes of boundary building was
the birth of nations: communities that attribute to therr shared identiry
and cultural heritage a specific prestige and even a universal mission.

Weber made it clear that that the fundament/of national identity—
pride and prestige—#not univocal, as#rfan consist of a historically con-
tingent plurality of elements, including langunage, religion, historical and
cultural traditions, and so on. However, his political writings belie a
strong sympathy for the specific conception of nationalism developed in
Wilhelmine Germany-—the object of Fichte’s appeal. Linking this sympa-
thy with his theory of charsmatic leadership and plebiscitanan democracy,
intellectual historians such as Wolfgang Mommsen (1984) characierized
Weber as an illiberal thinker, part of the impenial tradition that attributed
to Germany a superor culture and a historical mission, paving the way to
National Socialism. More recent scholarship, however, has challenged this
interpretation, showing that Weber's nationalism was eatirely devoid of
the ethnic obsession with primordiality that pervaded German national-
ism. Even in the famous Freiburg Address of 18935, which displays an
ardent nationalism, Weber makes it clear that his concern was with the
formation of a robust ethos of public citizenship and moral personality,
especially within the bourgeoisie, in order to prepare Germany for the
challenges of 2 medern industrial society while withstanding socialist
mobilization (Kim 2002).

With the progress of the state form and its transformadon into the
nation state, the political sphere gets “objectified™ it frees itself from
extrinsic moral references and becomes an autonomous Wernsphdre. The
character of objectivity that the political sphere assumes during modernity
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has not, in my opinion, been adequately appreciated in the debate on
Weber's political theory.” By overemphasizing the agonistic and subjective
nature of Weber’s politics, this debate has neglecred the key role played by
objectificarion in establishing the preconditions for the free expression of
subjectivity. The objectification of modern politics affects both its general
and absolute purpose as *‘sphere™ (the control of coercive monopoly and
the legitimate domination over a territorial conununity become ends in
themselves) and the legalistic and rationalistic means of managing it.
The goal of maintaining orderly domination comes to obey only the
“objective” pragmatism of Staatsrdson; Weber’s reference to Machiavelli
is explicit (Weber 1946a, 123-26). The secularizaton of political power
has the goal of stabilizing its instrumental base by secunng coercive
resources. The pursuit of this geal, in tum, confers full autonomy on
two different tvpes of political conduct (Bobbio 1981): actions aimed at
concentrating and continuously holding coercive resources in order to
guarantee the survival (and prosperity) of the termtonal community, and
actions amed at making the monopoly of coercive resources legitimate
in the eves of subjects—individuals bound together by a web of commu-
nal/associational relationships—so as to obtain their dursble cbedience.

Denocracy and Individual Rights

The advent of democracy is a new phase in the objecrification of politics.
Universal suffrage promotes a gradual equalization of the condition of the
members of the community by eliminagng status bamiers linked o separ-
ate status groups (Stdndc) (Weber 1978, §7-61, 43-50). Subjects become
citizens, co-participants in state power (Tuccad 1993), holders of guaran-
teed rights to exercise freedom of choice and autonomous will
(Mommsen 1974; Kelly 2004)." Democracy strengthens objectification
in several ways. It provides individual rights and diffuses polinical power
(nghts are in fact Machtquellen. sources of power); it proceduralizes political
participation and the acquisition of “entitlements”; 1t extends legalization
from the lower (administration) to the upper powers (parliaments and
executives) (Bobbio 1981). Democracy also promotes the formation of
a new social class that lives “off” politics (not “for” politics) (Weber
1046a, 84). In the shadow of mass parties and parliamentary governments,
there is a proliferation of new officials specialized in electoral intermedia-
tion and trained in the methods of the power struggle. Weber is critical of
the pursuit of power merely for its own sake (Machtpolitik), but he
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acknowledges its legitimacy and is explicitly appreciative of parliamentary
democracy as a form of government {Mommsen 1984; Mayer 1998).

What emerges from the two analytical steps outlined so far is a compo-
site and “nested” conception of politics. The most general concepts are
Gemeinschaft (community) and Vergemeinschaftung  (communitization)
which assume a political dimension to the extent that coercive resources
are centralized within 2 dedicated power structure. In the “political com-
munity” perspective, the fundamental function played by politics is to
bind people together in stable territorial groups sharing fundamental
socio-cultural traits so as to safeguard their ordered interactions. Moder-
nity has “objectified” the performance of this unifying and stabilizing
function, first through the establishment of the rule of law and ranonal-
legal administration, and subsequently through the creation of a liberal-
democratic order. At the same tme, however, modernity has allowed
for the emergence of 2 distinctive value sphere nested within the wider
political commumity, where professional paolitical elites compete with
one another in order to lead the political community and provide it
with a sense of direction through the infusion of values. The necessary
link between the political value-sphere and the underlying community
implicitly assigns to the latter the task of managing the survival and inter-
dependencies between éhc whole spectrum of societal value-spheres. In
this sense, politics can be regarded as a sort of “meta-sphere,” not only
in functional terms, but in terms of its wery underlying guiding principles.”

By following the fil rouge of Weber's arguments about political com-
munity, communitization, and “objectivization” (Objectivierung), we
thus encounter the “positive” (integrative, pacifying) face of politics,
involving the establishment and, as much as possible, the ordered manage-
ment of communal relations as well as the maintenance of consensus and
legitimation in the presence of pluralism.

The Polytheism of Values and the Two Ethics

Weber's third analytical step consists in the examination of the relation-
ship between ethics and poligcal action. The rationalization and objecti-
fication of the political sphere -hasLmade the state more and more
inaccessible to forms of sel/ morality. But for Weber, politics in
its noblest sense is something more than just power politics or Machtpofitik.
It is a “vocation”™ born from a twofold normative choice: choosing a
“cause” to serve and choosing to transform such service into the overall

A faveny

//hw&

/— / 591,;-:‘--4#\;2



565

570

375

%0

sS85

590

RRAY

Ferrera « Objectivity in Weber 17

mission of one’s own existence, the source of one's feeling of dignity and
freedom, one’s calling {Berif).

Cleatly, Weber's reference point here 1s no longer the Bader}S’chool or
Rickert’s metaphysics of values, but rather Nietzsche's theory of nihilisim,
according to which, in late modernity, the subject is left without absohate
beliefs (God, supreme values, metaphysical goals se;ﬁs by reality) and thus
remains alone and naked in the face of nothingnes§ and void (Eden 1983;
Strong 1992)."? The authentic politician sees social reality as “an irrational
world of undeserved suffering, unpunished irjustice, and hopeless stapid-
ity” (Weber 1946a, 122). The choice of the political profession as (auth-
entic) vocation reflects a nuxed attraction to and unease with this tragic
irrationality, as well as a desire to affect it, to create meaning. The con-
quest of power is obviously important, but only as a means, a pre-con-
dition for taking in one’s hands the leading strings of historical events,
shaping their development. While the Impetus for ordinary political
action is the mere Machuistinkt, the drive for power, Bemfliche Politik has
to do mainly with the choice of values, of the cause (Sachlichkeif) in the
service of which to sabmitfcoercive power (Diggins 1996). Politics as a
vocation lies where the sublectivity of purposes begins, where the cxercise
of political power encounters axiological polythelsm (a metaphor that
Weber draws from john Stuart Mill [Weber 1940, 17]).

As in the case of Wertbeziehung, the commitment to the cause is not
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made on scientific grounds. But while the Werthezichung s a choice of &

theoretical nature, the choice of the cause is a Hertung in the genuine
sense, an ethical-practical valuation. Both choices are aimed at imparting
an order on the world, or at providing directiog But in the case of}
Wertung the subjective commitment is far greater. The Bergfpolitiker per-
forms a conscious and deliberate act of personal self-consecration to a
given axiology and to the relationship between this axiology and the
world. It is a choice that puts the entire personality at stake, giving full
expression to the intellectual autonomy and freedom of the subject
(Warren 1998). However, the exercise of such “Kandan” freedom—the
freedom to exercise theoretical and especially practical reason—has a pre-
requisite that 1s almost entrely neglecteubjectivist and “agonisnc”
interpretations of Weber; the existence of a sp‘;ce protected from external
intrusions artbeffinstitutions that keep the state apparatus under control.
Political freedom is the conditon of possibility for subjective freedom.
The capacity ef:makiﬂgkthjcal commitizents and scé\ﬂinngor their realiz-

ation ideal-typically requires a2 neucral arena—mnested in the politcal
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community—that allows for unfettered axiological and normative choice
and a peaceful and ordered confrontation -efzthese choices. Since the
liberal-democratic ovder offers the highest guarantees of political
freedom, the contemporary “vocation” politician must always bear the
practical burden of safeguarding suehvf)rder, regardless of his own substan-
tive commitments (D’Andrea 2005). Leaders with vocation miust see to 1t
that above allf national life, in its composite entirety, remains viable,
durable, sustainable, even at the expense of hig own personal causg. As
aptly noted by David Ciepley (1999), “this is no light burden. When
things go badly, it is a burden [that the vocation politician] bears for aif
of us” {Ciepley 1999, 212).

As has been noted by numerous interpreters, Weber has a strongly
elitist and plebiscitarian conception of democracy (Beetham 1985;
Cavalli 1987: Tuccari 1993; Breuer 19o8). The direct election of the
leader fosters, in fact, that “spirit” which is adequate 1o politics as a pro-
fession, by creating a space and 2 moment in which the public commum-
cation of the “canse” and its unmediated sharing with a group of followers
becomes the prime objective. Thus, for professional politicians, the nor-
mativity of the vocation has not only a private aspect {the calling) but also
a public_one, related to the terms of pursuit of the causes, the chosen
values_.?'_i\le conduct of the professional politician can follow two difterent
principles of action, to which Weber assigns the well-known labels of the
ethic of ultimate ends and the ethic of responsibility. In the first case, the
cause is an absolute goal, without any concern for the consequences. In
the second case, after choosing the end to serve, the politician takes
mto account the objectively predictable consequences of her choice,
and also accepts responsibility without blaming outcomes on the ethical
irrationality of the world.

nlike science as a vocation, politics as a vocation therefore implies an
additional choice, not only the original decision to devote oneself body
and soul to a sphere (science or politics) and, with that decision, an axio-
logical choice (the value-reference in the case of science, the justfying
cause in the case of politics), but also the choice benween the ethic of
ultimate ends and the ethic of responsibility.

Political Responstbility and Its Limits

Weber’s well-known discussion of the two ethics is the fourth and most
important step in his reasoning about the relationship between politics and
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science. Is the choice between the two another example of subjective
decisiorism, about which no objective evaluarion can be made? Are the
two In any way compatible?

Weber argues that the most politically adequate type of ethics is a
“tempered” ethic of responsibility. The ethic of ultimate ends is incom-
patible with the raison d’étre of politics as a value sphere. A consequentialist
stance 1s called for by the very “logic” of violence when deployed in poli-
tics. However, an excess of responsibility may lead to a surplus of adap-
tation to the world or, at the other extreme, to a paradoxical
inclination to use means that are too extreme.

The quintessential and defining maxim of political action is, as we have
seen, the Staatsrison, i.e., the creatton/preservation/strengthening of real-
world political communities and, subsidiarily, the infusion of values with a
view to providing a sense of direction. The ethic of ultimate ends (pure
Wertrationalitar), however, directly contradicts both parts of the maxim.
The ethos of pure intentions ignores the imperfections of the world in
which intentional actions occur, and thus refuses the laborious task of
transforming the world by means of realistic, feasible projects that inevi-
tably include instrumental {means-end) considerations. The logic of Wer-
trationafitit is that of evaluating each action in strictly moral terms through
binary judgments of conformity to the chosen principle. Because its
demands are unsuited to this imperfect world, its adepts either take
refuge in an ultra-mundane reality (a5 with Chnsnan “perfectionist™ pacif-
ism) or in attempts to overthrow reality (as with revolurionary syndical-
ism) m order to impose on it an ethically perfect order, in the
conviction that a full alignment between principles and rezlity is actually
possible. If that were true, however, transition costs would not matter,
including surplus violence and the destruction of legitimate orders.
With its incapacity to generate purposive goals from first principles, its
indifference to hard realities, and its neglect of the need to match
means to ends, the ethic of ultumate ends is not only inadequate, but
entirely unfit for politics. Weber’s critique rests here on a “value-free”
analysis of the typical forms of this ethic, m its relation with the guiding
rationale of politics as an autonomous sphere.

The supeniority of the ethic of responsibility lies it two aspects. First, it
is programmatically geared towards directly affecting this (imperfect)
world, achieving “success™ in the pursait of causes that are ethically justi-
fied {they are chosen with a view to making the world “better”}. Actions
are evaluated not based on their isolated conformity to a value, but on
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whether, all things considered—including tradeoffs and unintended con-
sequences—they achieve in practice one {or more) values. A responsible
politician uses a complex purposive strategy aiming at “success,” evalnated
in terms of the contextual and contingent unfolding of the whole strategy.
Resting on both Wert- and Ziwveck-rarionalitit, this ethical stance is fully
“adeguiate” to the logic and rationale of the polirical sphere: community
building and community steering through purposive practical strategies.
Second, the ethic of responsibility is the only one suited to the means
that are specific to that sphcrc%:e coercive resources monopolized by
every political community and made available to its leaders. Again
drawing on Machiavelli, Weber does not hesitate to justify violence

(even at the expense of deeply felt convictions against it) when the abso@

ute objective of every politician is at stake, i.e.Zthe preservation of the ter-
ritorial group.'’

However, the reladonship between politics and coercion does raise
peculiar ethical dilemmas. “Whoscever contracts with violent means,
for whatever ends—and every politician does—is exposed to its specific
consequences” (Weber 1946a, 124). The Bemufpofitiker inexorably “lets
himself in for the diabolic forces lucking in all violence” (ibid., 125-6).
For Weber, it is precisely the need to contain these powers that makes
the ethic of respensibility crucial. Adopting the ethic of responsibility 1s,
in other words, an “objective” imperative that follows from the findaimen-
tal and specific nature of political activity: keeping together and directing the
political community through the use of power supported by viclence—as
violence 1s always morally questionable {Brubaker 1984, 70).

In what way is violence “diabolic™? It may not only harm or kill; 1t may
undermine people’s dignity. To this moral danger, which, while reason-
able, is not “scientifically demonstrable,” Weber adds a factual argument
that is too often neglected. To be politically effective, the exercise of vio-
lence must be carried out through a collective organization—a party or a
movement. “He who wants to establish absoluce justice on earth by force

reqttires a following, a buman machine. ... The leaders” success is complee, be

tely dependent upon the functioning of this machine and hence not on his
own motives” (Weber 1946a, 123). This apparatus is likely to get out of
hand, and in any case it is never fully subservient to the politician’s will,
for its operation depends (sometimes exclusively) on the autonomous
choices of those who are part of the machine, ofien driven by lust for
“adventure, victory, power, booty or spoils” (ibid). This lust may lead
to unforeseen and unpredictable spirals of viclence.
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What Weber had in mind in the above passage was of course the
postwar insurrectionary movements that sprang up in Germany and
other European countries. But if we may connect this passage to the
wider context of Weber’s thought, he seems to be suggesting that any
abuse of coercion is a risk to be avoided, for essentially pofitical reasons.
Cn the one hand, “surplus” violence may jeopardize the very survival
of the community, irremediably undenmining the Legitimationsverstdndnis
between leaders and followers. On the other hand, unnecessary coercion
may harm the cause for which it is undertaken, which “can be damaged
and discredited for generations, because responsibility for consequences is
lacking” {ibid., 126). Thus, one must carefchonsider consequences in the
choice of ends and means, which interweave and cannot be considered in
isolation, as a purist wou]t}! Alongside Machtinstinkr and  Sachlichkeit
(Diggins 1996}, then, Vemntwortting—responsibility—is a2  defining
feature of the “vocation™ polidcian.”

There are, however, limits to$o¥ the ethic of responsibility. An exclu-
sive reliance on it risks an excessive adaptation to the sworld as it 1s. While
the ethic of ultimate ends is necessarily inadequate in its absolutisn and its
distance from the world, the ethic of responsibility can be excessively close
to the world. On the one hand, this may result in a failure to achieve any-
thing of value. On the other, it may push a politician towards the accep-
tance of means thar are too ethically extreme (e.g., torture till death) when
the goal is preventing an evil that is considered even more extreme (e.g., a
terrorist attack, to take a contemporary example). While it is certainly
true, for Weber, that “success” {Exfelg) is what ultimately matters in poli-
tics, the ethic of responsibility must be tempered by some measure of the
other ethic lest it degenerate into passive realism or unprincipled
“Machiavellism.”

The leaders of the democratic state are inevitably forced to suppress
illegitimate viclence with legitimate coercion. But their “maxim”™ must
be to resolve existing tensions (the conflicts among values) in an “objec-
tive” manner, by bringing them within the frame of legal-rational
decision-making procedures and democraric compronuses between the
parties. “Against putsch, sabotages and similar politically stenile outbreaks
which occur in all countries,” Weber wrote in 1918 (1978, 1461), the
politician must keep his nerve and “a cold head,” crushing force with
force, but then trving to solve in a purely objective (proceduralisty way
the tensions that had manifested in subversion, especially by immediately
re-establishing the guarantees of an order based on civil hberties (ibid.}. As
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in the case of science, the objectivity of democratic politics lies in the
method. This method has not only procedural but to some extent akso
substantive validity, as it assumes equal rights and respect for each
citizen (one man, one vote) in return for their readiness to fight and sacn-
fice themselves for the sake of the community. The objectification of
politics 1s a fruit of the general process of formal rationalization, but at
the same time it institutionalizes liberal democratic values. Polytheistic
fights do not disappear, but take place within a normatdve penmeter
that has lexicographic priority over the gods and demons who inspire pol-
itical leaders. Within the boundaries of science one finds preconditions of
the pursuit of “truth,” and within the boundaries of politics, in the age of
democracy, one finds the guarantees of a Preiheitlische Ordnung, an
institutional order based on political and sdbjecnive freedom, where
value conflicts can be peacefully resolved. This depends, however, on
selecting the right kind of leaders, capable of combining passion, judg-
ment{and responsibility {Ciepley 199¢). Only a mature.politician, who
combines these qualities, can maintain a clear vision of the nsks of vio-
lence and its disruptive potential vis-3-vis the foundational bases of poli-
tics, in both its narrow (as a Wertsphdre) and broad (as Genieinschaff)
connotations.

IV. TRUTH, RESPONSIBILITY. AND THE LIBERAL ORIDER

Whether discussing science .or politics, Weber’s reasoning concludes
with a powerful call to darity. On the one hand, politics, if conducted
responsibly, requires clarity of vision in order to realize values in the
real world, resorting to force but considering its consequences for
order and freedom. On the other hand, if science is objective and cor-
rectly uses critical thinking, it is able to “illuminate,” to help politics in
discerning values, in understanding the factual situations within which
certain values can be realized. The two spheres remain independent
and irreducible to each other. But their uliumate meaning can be
traced back to a common challenge or task, which does not apply to
the economic, aesthetic, or erotic spheres. This task is that of deternun-
ing the conditions of human choice (Rossi 1971). The interdependence
between science and politics stems from the fact that one sphere deter-
mines the most favorable choice conditions for the other. As Hans
Henrik Bruun puts it, the two spheres are “closed systems, bur
contain the key to each other” (Bruun zoo7, §3).
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Ler me outline, therefore, the typical characteristics of the two spheres
and frame their interdependence within a broader system of relationships,
which alse-includes culture and history.

From Science to Politics

The contribution that the historical and social sciences provide to politics
consists of two different rypes of clarification: clarificadon of the meaning
of values (what Weber called Begriffsethik, or analytical ethics) and of cheir
empirical feasibility.

Practical-political valuations always rest on axiological principles, of
which, however, the actor may not be fully aware, or about which she
may deceive herself. Science cladfies these principles in three ways: (1)
by analyzing the relevant evaluative options In a given empirical situation;

(2) by proceeding from the particular to the general level, and thus (3)’(’ b‘f

exposing the ultimate worldviews (weltanschauungsmissige Grundpositionein)
that undetlie the chain of evaluation. It is the Grusndposition that provides
the framework of comparibility berween value-axioms and practical mfer-
ences. This type of clarification is purely logical and does not lead to any
new factual knowledge, but it performs a precious function, as it promotes
the consistency of subjective political choices and the effectiveness of
means, which must be measured against clearly conceived ends. At the
same e, it can solve conflicts based solely on mutual misunderstandings
or deceit.

The feasibility of political actions in pursuit of values does not exclu-
sively depend, however, on the mutual coherence and internal logical
cogency of the values, but also on external conditions that can be deter-
mined by the “analysis of facts™ {(ingluding abstraction and all empirically
verifiable syntheses and hypotheses) » The nomological knowledge made
available by the social sciences makes it possible to identify the actual con-
sequences potencially associated with value choices.

The first step towards this goal is the examination of the means-ends

&

relationship. According to the “rules of experience,” are there means
capable of achieving a given end? For the social scientist, analyzing the
means-ends relationship is nothing more than an exercise in causal attn-
bution. The proposition “x is the only way to achieve yv” is in fact a
simple reversal of the proposition “y always follows from x7 (Weber
1949, 45). Causal analysis rests on the epistemic ordering of “ontic

material” selected (through the Waerthezichung) out of history’s
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heterogeneous continuum. By complying with the appropriate methodo-
logical rules, social science is able to identify means-end relationships that
are “objectively,” not just subjectively, rational.™ In addition, science can
revea) unpredicted and unintended consequences of political choices. This
810 faces the actor with new challenges of evaluation and possibly with new
dilemmas of responsibility.
The truth of science cannot ground ethical-political choices. But it can
help determine their assumptions, their opportunity costs compared to
other possible choices, and the consequences arising from the interlacing
fi1g of means and ends. It is in chis sense that Weber suggests that science
works “in the service of ethical power.” It allows us to be fully aware
of what cause we are serving, how, and with ron.sequenres. This clanfi- @
cation renders Weber’s conception of science se-interesting for political
theory. Science clarifies the inevitable dilemmas, and sometimes the para- -
§20 doxes, intrinsically linked to the practical choices of politics; and it gener-
ats, 5o to speak, epistentic nonnativity, to the point that it may force us to
redefine or change ethical choices themselves. We might suggest, in other
words, that science provides politics with an “ethic of truth.”
The clarifications of science also help to virtuously balance the ethic of
825 ultimate ends and the ethic of responsibility (Schiuchter 1996). 1 said that,
for Weber, the second type of ethic is the background frame within which
the professicnal politician ought to operate. The analysis of values and the—"
empirical research on their feastbility produces objective truths that the
vocation politician can use in two ways: o temper her “responsible
$10 realism” when it would otherwise conform too closely to the world as
it is, losing the transformative momentum of the chosen cause even
when more is empirically feasible; and, conversely, to trace insurmounta-
ble limits to the pursuit of Saatsrdson and to causes that are tco “extreme,”’
i.e., ethically and/or practically disproportionate to the end (e.g., in the Tws 7 Vo
835 m.‘. violence or severemw. £ o
m(]’ﬁc ethical powers that animate science arc man fthe ethic of )
{ponsibility, but they always contain an appeal to coherence and loyalty @ ] f)
to principles. This appeal presses for the adoption of a value-onented =
rational action, capable of transforming ultimate ends into “purposes,”

840 i.e., projecting the fulfillment of ends into some expected point in the
future {if the situation necessitates this) and carefully choosing preparatory
means in accordance with a consequentialist logic. Value-orented
rational action is different from both the value-rationality of the “convic-
tion” politician and the instrumental rationality of the bureaucrat or the
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power politician {Suzuki 2003). The means rhat would allow me to
achieve my end may, given the knowledge at my disposal, as well as
my practical evaluation of the contingent situation, turn out to be too
ethically reprehensible {once clarified by scienice). In this case, the
value-orientation provides actors with 2 “sense of limit,” the capacity to
abstain from using certain means—even If conducive to “success™—
because of their ethical unacceptability. Similarly, when there are no
available means to achieve my end, [ may refusefto/merely|“adapt to
the possible.” In the latter case I will continue to aim at the impossible
{my conviction}, striving in all ways to align my practical success with
my ideal intention. “Man would not have attained the possible, unless
time and again he had reached out for the impossible™ (Weber 1946a,
128). Hence Weber's otherwise-odd declaration—given his opposition
to the ethic of ulimate ends—that

a man following the ethic of responsibility will anise at a place where he
must say, Here [ saand; I can do no other. Hete, the ethic of ultmate
ends and the ethic of responsibility are supplemenss, which only in
unison constiture a genuine man, 2 man who can have the calling for poli-
tics. (Ibid.)"*

The need for a combinarion of the two ethics is tooted in fwo symmetri-
cal factors: the practical impossibilicy/of an ethical and political stance that
is indifferent to the possibilides of their realization in this world, on the
one hand; and, on the other, awareness that only convictions formed
(oniginally) as ideals without regard to their possibility of realization can
contain the adaptive and compromising vocation of consequentialist
logic—and especially the latter’s tendency to “absolutize™ the existing
world. Weber’s position reflects here his wider view on the fearful
destiny of late modernity: a hyper-rationalized and disenchanted “petrifi-
cation” of social reality, inexorably defeating any attempt at imparting
meaning and directon to history and even suppressing the “anthropolo-
gical” preconditions for this, i.eAa human subjecovity capable.to-reﬁa% the

world as it is in the name of ethical powers.

To swmmanize, the histoncal and social sciences contnbute to illumi-
nate both the framework of logical consistency and the range of practical
feasibility of values, This contribution is indmately connected ro the
nature of the method followed by these sciences. Let us return for a
moment to Weber's logic of causal explanation. This logic aims at
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isolating, in a specific historical situation, a field of “objective” possibilities
of historical development and to trace the conditions that have guided
events tcf only one of these possibilities, by means of individual decisions
in favor of it. The field did not necessitate those decisions, but it has never-
theless exercised a form of restraint: some options (relative to e1ther means
or ends) were not available, others had no chance of success given the
balance of forces in the field. Drawing on historical and comparative
analysis, the modem social sciences have gained the ability to clanfy the
range of possibilities of value choices (highlighting the conditions that
make them not only technically but also pofitically possible}, to interpret
their meaning even on a “universal” level, and to remind the Benfpolitiker
of ﬁ[rcsponsibilities.

From Politics to Science

Conversely, polides helps to determine the optimal conditions of scientific
choice in at least three ways: by upholding a Gemeinschaft within which
Kufturmenschen can interact; by guaranteeing freedom of thought and
the existence of a forum of debate among scholars, facilitating the for-
mation of intersubjective consensus through ratonal demonstration
(Portis 1980); and by producing relevant facts and meanings through
those incessant struggles that cypically characterize politics as a value
sphere.

The absolute purpose of the political sphere is the (responsible) realiz-
ation of values within the terntonal community. In pursuing this aim,
politics creates two major and irreversible “field enlargements,” both
very important for the social sciences. First, it “makes history,” it
expands the range of objective historical possibilities. The political actor
gives rise to a new reality (Wirklichkeif} and at the same time expands
the sudety pool of possibilities (Maglichkeiten) (Poggi 2004). not only for
herself, but for the whole community of reference and even for universal
history. As emblematically demonstrated by the birth of Western capital-
ism, such new possibilities have to do with both facts and values. On the
one hand, they move forward the practical honizon of life chances; on the
other hand, they enrich the range of standpoints endowed with meaning
(i.e., value) that can be taken in the face of a given phenomenon (Weber
1049, 2-23). The generation of such new possibilities allows for a constant
widening and deepening of our nomological knowledge, whose first step
is the epistemic ordering of the historical continuum. The second field
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enlargement concems the Werthezichung. Politics does not only produce
facts, but also meanings. The axiological innovations brought about by
politics incessantly articulate and enrich the menu of cultural viewpoints
from which the social scientist can choose in order to (re-)interpret
history. Thus, the “light of the great cultural problems moves on,” and
when this happens “science too prepares to change its standpoint and its
analytical apparatus, and to view the stream of events from the height
of thought” {ibid., 112). The cultural sphere {¢.g./"modern culture™ or
“Western culture”) provides science and politics with the intellectual
insights that prompt their internal movements. Science and polities, in
their turm, constantly feed the Kultir with new elements to be brought
under the scope of “meaning” and “significance™ (Scaff 1989).

I have emphasized that Weberian epistemology portrays the social
sciences as clarifying the coherence and feasibility of values. The con-
ception of the political actor as a creator of mew possibilities and
chances and as *ferryman” of objective possibilities effecruated in
reality provides Webenan epistemology with an ontological basis.
Working within the lints of a concrete historical situation, which con-
strains but does not compel her, the politician decides. Her decision 15
epistemologically intelligible in an “adequate™ (though never exhaus-
tive) form only by assuming her freedom of maneuver in facing the
range of objective possibilities, as well as the contingency and axiological
rationality of her choice. In addition to the thought-experience dualism
and the inevitability of value pluralism (Koch 1994), freedom as contin-
gent choice in concrete historical situations must also be considered an
ontological trait of the human condition (Palonen 1999). To a certan
extent, the politician who makes ethically conditioned, freefand contin-
gent choices can be seen as the Weberian counterpart of Kant’s noume-
nal self (Slammon 2008). But while the latter is 2 transcendental subject
who belongs to the intelligible world under self-determined laws which,
independent of nature, are not empirical buc founded on reason,
Weber's politician is immersed in a historical context that cannot be
transcended, but only transformed, acting on a self-imposed ethic of
responsibility founded, again, on reason and underpinned by scientific
knowledge. It should be added that the ethic of responsibility serves
as a particularly powerful stimulus o both “ontic” and axiological inno-
vation. As Karl Jaspers (1989) noted, the professional politician is like a
tightrope walker, incessantly forced to seek new solutions m the open
arena of possibilines.
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The other impertant contribution that politics (or more precisely a
liberal order) makes to science is the protection of freedom of thought,
without which there can be no authentic search for truth. Only a
genuine Feiheitliche Ordmung provides the political and insatutional guaran-
tees that make knowledge possible. Under the protective wings of a Freihei-
thischie Ordnitg, science produces truths that enable the pobtician to develop
clear vision in making subjective choices; the internal logic of the {tem-
pered) ethic of responsibility, in tum, produces a constant demand for
knowledge of causal connections between phenomena, of instrumental
options and their costs and benefits, and so on. The reciprocity between
freedom and responsibility is not the product of oceasional and veluntaristic
dynamics, but a systematic interdependence on which the very conditions
of possibility of both science and politics ultimately depend.

Love, Politics, and the Iron Cage

Insofar as the liberal-democratic order protects science, safeguards a space
in which “mature men” can exercise free choice in relarion to values, and
facilitates the “objective” resolution of conflict, then this order could well
serve as a corrective to the “Iron cage” of modernity. However, Weber
did not make this interpretaave step, preoccupied as he was with the
grip of instrumental and foimal rationalization. The gradual closing of
the iron cage would contmcizthe margins of maneuver act-eabyfor poli-
tics and ethical choices the aesthetic and erotic spheres. Weber
wrote intense pages on love as a hwman experience devoid of extemnal
constraints, allowing for a transgressive relapse into primal forms of subjec-
tive fulfillment. He even compared the mtensity of love to a mystical
experience in which it becomes possible to know “life itself” (Weber
1948, 347), to open the gate “onto the most irrational and hence most
real center of life in contrast to the mechanism of rationalization” (ibid.,
345). Some have argued, correctly in my view, that the sirong passions
and internal energy of the erotic sphere might have themselves been con-
sidered as a possible counterforce against the disciplinary machine of mod-
ernity and its unbearably impersonal “steel encasement”™ (Whimster 1995).
The antidotal potential of the erotic sphere was later highlighted by Fou-
cault (1987), who saw precisely in the self-willed balancing out of pleasure
and continence the essence of freedom and self-realizadon, as well as the
most effective tool for the subject’s emancipation from the external
imperatives of rationalization.
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Baudrillard (1990} arguca/that this comforting scenano can
be self-defeating, as revealed by the gro{:.fiﬂg removat of sexual experience
from the private realm and its subordination to the economic sphere
through the commodification of the human body. P(érhaps the reason
Weber did not consider the erotic sphere as the ultimate counterforce
to the iron cage is its inherent privateness. The completely inward
nature of the erotic experience 3s ill suited for weaving 2 larger project
of societal reconstruction. To the extent that they will not be annihilated,
the “last men” will thus have to fight petrification acting in public, within
what remains of the political sphere, inventing novel ethical prophecies or
reviving old and noble thoughts and ideals, In this battle, the freedom of
thought guaranteed by a liberal order may be essential.

V. THE NON-RELATIVISTIC WEBER

“Weberology” has been dominated by relativist interpretations of
Weber’s political thought and even its epistemology. The intérweaving
and mutual complementarity of politics and science is thus depicted as &
tragic and desperate embrace, as Aron (1970} famously had it. Unable
to re-establish axiology in a world without God and prophets, the intel-
lectualization and disenchantment connected to the progress of science
condemn practical action to Wmnidst-}_the imationality of the world
on the basis of extra-rational choices.

This article has proposed a different interpretation. Far from leading to
tragic and desperate outcomes, the science-politics nexus can operate as a
safeguard of scientific knowledge and freedom of thought, and recipro-
cally of clear-eyed political action. There is no doubt that Weber force-
fully laid bare the risks and paradoxes inherent in this process. But he
did not predict its collapse or reject its ideals (Bianco 1997).

My interpretation has rested on three main argumentative lines. The
first has been the recovery of Weber's general theory of the “political
community,” a broader concept than that of the “political value
sphere” on which the subjectivist interpretations have restrictively
focused. By revisiting the former concept and linking it systematically
with the latter, [ have attempted to highlight both the logical primacy
of community and legitimate order over tragic conflicts among values,
and the objective constraints that the monopoly of violence and its con-
crete use typically exercise on political choice and action, orienting it
toward responsibihity.
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As previously noted, recent interpretations have distanced themselves
from radically subjectivist views of Weber, acknowledging the role
plaved by cultural elements in disciplining the modes and contents of
polytheistic bactle, above all in the arenas “objectified” by liberal-demo-
cratic institutions. Moreover, the existence of a poh't.'ical conumunity pro-
vides cognitive criteria and institutional filters to differentiate between
culturally significant values and mere idiosyncratic preferences. Of
perhaps greater importance is the fact that, in politics, axiological subjec-
tivism is not only indirectly conditioned by extemal circumstances, but is
mherently constrained by the absolute goal, the guiding principle of this
value-sphere: the preservation of the political community through legit-
imate domination. The vocation politician is indeed mouvated by an
internally and freely chosen cause, but he must always comply with the
meta-duty of Staatsrdson and must seek to know the consequences of
his action by rationally considering the objective facts relevant to the
pursuit of his basic imperative, always avoiding “surplus violence.”

My second argumentative line has highlighted the key role played by
clarity, not only in linking science and politics, but also in their mutual
relationship with values and ethics. Weber’s position here did indeed
rest on a metaphysical backdrop of m@pﬁé@oﬁhaos and lack of any absol-
ute sense. He nevertheless thought that the authenncally himan response
to the Sinsproblem must be an inteliect that the looks beyond ifself in order
to impart sense to the world. Though devoid of an absolute foundation,
axiological choices must be based on clear vision and supported by intel-
lectual integrity and autonomy, which define the “adequate™ posture of
the late-modern individual facing the Sinsproblesr. Axiological choices
are reflexive, make use of the cmtical intellect, and must display overall
coherence.

Weber's perspective on ethics and justification is certainly not founda-
Honalist, but I see no problem in defining it as cognitivist and coheren-
tist.”® In the vocation politician’s Wertung (but also in the scientist’s
Wenthezichung), first principles cannot be demonstrated by reason, but
thev must be chosen for “good” reasons, within a coherent normative
framework.

The third argumentative line has been the explicit inclusion of the
science-politics nexus within the problematic, and the historical frame,
characterized by the state of “present” social science, as canonized by
Dilthey and the Baden school and, in parallel, by the nse of democratic
politics in the wake of universal suffrage and representative governmernt.
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These developments provide historical context for the two Munich lec-
tures, which are so often taken as the basis of relativist interpretations of
Weber. His discussion of value polytheism takes democratic politics for
granted, as his discussion of value-reference, integrity, and the objectivity
of science take/the rule of law for granted. This frame appears and disap-
pears in the lectures, giving rise to misunderstandings about the scope and
horizon of his arguments. As can be seen from his other political writings
(Weber 1994), Weber was deeply concerned abour the possibility of
bureaucratic petrification. An equally important concern, however, was
the possibilicy—an actuality, at the time of the lectures—that democratic
politics will trigger the evil powers of violence uncontrolled. Likewise, as
can be inferred from some passages of the Wissenschaffslehre, Weber's
reflections on the role of social science were moved by the observation
that the state bureauncracy has now come to pl-sy%a huge range of functons,
mainly in the economic and social realims, in relation to which science has
a lot to say, as long as it says it in the right way. Science must not advance
univocal claims of policy prescoption, but must limit itself to clarification,
with 2 view to helping political leaders to decide with responsibility and
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based on factual knowledge. Politics and science must respond to the proQ Lad b

blematic circuimstances of possibly unbound bureaucracy and democracy;
and the most effective response consists in activating a virtuous circle
between the two spheres, in the service of truth and of the preservation
of a political order based on individual freedom.

My goal has been to systematize Weber's thinking about science and
politics by connecting various mornents and parts of his work and high-
lighting neglected concepts and theoretical links, but 1 do not deny the
Auctuations and, at times, contradictions in his thinking about these
matters. [ am also fully aware of the limits of Weber's perspective. Subjec-
tivism is, for example, a reaction to a conception of reason anchored in
nineteenth-century positivism: reason as a tool that can arrive at absolute
knowledge of the world, sub speciae aetemitatis. The pessimism that per-
vades some Weberian explorations can, in tum, be seen as a romantic
residue that partly echoes some posicions of Oswald Spengler (Rossi
1971) and is similar to the “bad mood” that characterizes the work of
other late modem authors. Bur if, by relativism, we connote a necessary
connection between values and history—such as in Spengler—or the
utter impossibility +afconnectfaxiology and rationality—as in Nietzsche
—then Weber cannot be considered a relativist, lec alone the modem
“father” of relativism (as argued by Bloom 1987). If axiological relativism
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(in a weak sense) is the thesis that values are not independent entities, eter-
nally valid in themselves and demonstrable by way of reason, but rather
normative landmarks freely (but coberently and reflectively) chosen by
actors and endowed with only operational validity, then Weber was a
weak relativist. But if we weave more tightly the thread of the political
community, on the one hand, with that of value spheres, on the other,
thereby reconstructing his nested view of the political and its relationship
with science, the metaphor of polytheism and the meaning of the many
“power words” (Wolin 1981) that punctuate his writings (fight, conflict,
struggle, domination, power, and so on) should not frighten us.

It remains true that Weber's elliptical and not always crystal-clear
language and his frequent shifts in argumentative temperament {typically
introduced by “however”) promote a pluralism of interpretations of many
of the central hubs of his thought."” And, as is always inevitable—from a
Weberian perspective—the interpretation which I have proposed in this
article is the result of one-sidedness: my unilateral accenmations. But I
hope to have been able to accentuate in a plausible and coherent way.
And, above all, sine fra et studio, as befits the work of all social scientists.

NOTES

1. For a review and discussion of such positions, cf. especially Lassmian 2006 and
2013, As pointed our by Villa 1999, Weber's alleged strong relativism has been
the object of enormous criticism from both the left (Lukdcs, Horkheimer and
Adomo, Marcuse, Habennas) and the dght (Strauss, Voegelin, Maclntyre).

2. As the volumes of the Max Weber Gesamtansgabe (MWG) published by Siebeck
Mohr are not available in English, in this article | have used the English edinons
suggested by Swedberg 2005. As to the secondary literature an Weber, this article
extensively draws (also) on the Italian Weber scholarship (especially that of Nor-
berte Bobbio and Pietro Rosst), still not adequately known in English-language
debates.

3. According to Dilthey, understanding is based on the observer's ability to identify
with the observed social object/phenomenon, “re-living” and repreducing
within berself the experience of others. Weber denies that such “re-lived experi-
ence” (Efebwis) provides a suitable starting poine for sociological undermstanding
(Ross1 1671).

4. Counterfactual analysis ensures the objectivity of causal imputation in the study of
individual historical cases and singular events. If the scientific interest is in several
cases. macTo-structures, or macro-historical processes, counterfactual analysis is
replaced by the comparative method. in the finst case, what is practiced i a socio-
logically inspired historical analysis. In the second case, what is practiced is macro-
historical sociology, of which Weber is rightly considered rthe founder (Kalberg
1994 and Ringer 1997). For Weber's rol¢ in highlighting the methodological
promises of counterfactuals and a discussion of the state of the am, see Tetlock
and Belkin 2001 and Levy 2008.
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. In a famous passage, Weber (1949, 59) states that a logically correct scientific dem-

onstration must be acknowledged as rrue “even by a Chinese,” by which bhe

means an individual who jacks “sensitivicy” to the caltural assumpuons and

value-reference of the author of that demonstration.

The role of “communiry” and “*order” in polinics is emphasized especially n

Weber's sociological writings, while conflict is the main feature of his pelitical

writings, which are oriented toward practuce and current issues. As noted by

Beetham 1985. the different analytical emphasig and argumentative purposes of

acadeniic-sociological and political writings kasfgenerated interpretative ambigu-

iry and misunderstanding. in my view, this has also hindered 2 full appreciation of
the foundations of Weber’s polincal theory.

Even ona purely terminol gical level, the literarure on Weber bas not considered

the different connotatiory thac the concept of “objectivity™ assumnes in the scien-

tific sphere, on the one hand, and in the politeal sphere, on the other.

Weber distinguished, as is known, only three pure types of legirimacy: wraditional,

charismatic, and legal-rational. Democracy is especially connected to chansmatic

tegitimacy. Elections are seen as the ebjectification of Ieader selection. It is docu-
mented that Weber had thought about the possibility of a free-standing fourth
type of “democratic” legitimacy, autonomous and separate from the other

three (Weber 1917). Cf. also Breuer 1998 and Beetham 1985,

Order is a prereguisite for social, cultural, and insticucional articulation, apd thus

for the very existence of value-spheres. The absolute (and incomymensurable}

rationale of politics is the waintenance of the internal and external configuration
of domination (Weber 1958), which is in tum a prevequisite for order.

As rightly argued by Boudon 2001, the parallel with Nietzsche has been exagger-

ated by many commentarors.

He famously justifies, for example, the armed opposition of Florence against the

Papal States to safeguard the survival of the republic (W eber 1946).

In light of the coennection between passionate Sadifichikeit and democratic Verans-

wortning vis-a-vis surplos violence, the argument according to which a leader such

as Adolf Hitler might qualify as 2 vocation politician (Somin 2000} appears entirely
offimark.

TRe two expressions “analyrical efliics” and “analysis of facts™ were wsed by

Weber in a letter o T8nnies {Baumgarten 1663, 309)

“Objectively correct”™ rationality {Richiigkeinrationalitir) characterizes those

means-ends relationships that are based on “rules of experience.” As Rossi

1571 explains, objective rationality connotes the effective adequacy, empirically

verified, of a certain means in view of a certain end. Subjective and objective

rationality may coincide, but not necessanly.

This statenient is attributed to Martin Luther. who pronounced it after he refused

to retract some of his heresies in front of the{MWorms Biet in 1521. For a detailed

discussion of this “Luther-hke momenr” see Breiner 1989, Owen and Strong

100441:11:1 especially Satkunanandan 2014,

[ employ here the language of contemporary polidical theory. For “coherentism,”
the justification of ethical propositions does not rest on realist assumpnons,
but on their being part of a cohesive and coherent system of beliefs. See
Brink 1989,

This is espectally true for the discussion offethical and policical 1ssues. As noted by
~re Weber's student (and distant cousinfPaul Honigsheim (2000, 113), the pos-
ition of his master is indeed “magtc,” but dotted with reassuring “howevers.”

}’/have.
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