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The comments by Simmel at the bottom of p. 76 were in this respect
already less open to misconstruction than Rickert’s “values’ could be.??

The Simmel reference is probably the following:

There are degrees of subjectivity in cognition—and any such degree of
subjectivity is at the same time a degree of objectivity, corresponding
conversely to the former —but these should not be interpreted as if the
idea in question exhibits a conjunction of a certain subjective with an
objective element; on the contrary, the idea is quite unitary, and it is
only the subsequent judgement that places it between the categories
subjective and objective, either of which it satisfies to some degree. 23

Not only does Weber’s approval of this passage show us, once again,
that the term ‘value” was in his view quite dispensable in discussions
of the logic of history; but we find an interesting parallel beween
Simmel’s idea of the complementarity of subjective and objective ele-
ments and Weber’s insistence in the Nervi fragment, against Rickert’s
stricthess of demarcation between ‘historical and other ‘individuals’,
on the necessary fluidity and gradation between the two groups,
linked to the degree of interest which they carry for the public.

On Rickert’s use of the term ‘value’ as philosophical shorthand for
‘that which is worth knowing’, Weber has another interesting note from
the Nervi days, with the heading ‘New sciences”:

Objects enter the realm of that which is worth knowing when they
become problems, when new questions arise. When we realize that there is
something that we don’t know... Economy was already in antiquity
‘related to values’. But not seen as a problem.?

This passage, which is in many ways a parallel to the famous state-
ment which Wilhelm Hennis? claims that every true Weberian should
be able to quote by heart (‘When a new problem is investigated with

22. ‘Die Bemerkungen Simmels a.a.0. S. 76 unten waren hier bereits weniger
misverstdndlich als Rickerts ‘Werthe' es sein konnten.

23. ‘Es giebt Grade der Subjektivit des Erkennens—und jeder Grad derselben
ist zugleich ein solcher der Objektivit, der jenem umgekehrt entspricht—aber
diese sind offenbar nicht so zu verstehen, dass der fragliche Gedanke eine Anein-
anderfiigung eines gewissen subjektiven und eines objektiven Bestandteiles
darstellte; sondern er ist ganz einheitlich und erst die nachtrigliche Beurteilung
stellt ihn zwischen den Kategorien subjektiv und objektiv, deren jeder er in irgend
welchem Masse gentigt'.

24. ‘Gegenstédnde treten in das Reich des Wissenswerthen ein dadurch, dass sie
Probleme werden, neue Fragen entstehen. Dadurch dass wir erkennen, dass wir etwas
nicht wissen. Auch ‘Werthbezogen’ war das 6konomische auch [sic] im Altertum.
Aber nicht als Problem erfasst’.

25. Hennis 1996: 14 n. 32.
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new methods, and this leads to the discovery of truths which open up
new important points of view, a new ‘science’ is created’?), may at
first seem at variance with the argument of the Nervi fragment, since
it postulates that economy in antiquity could be ‘related to values’
without (yet) being ‘worth knowing about’ —i.e. becoming the object
of historical writing. But we should note that the term ‘related to
values’, as used here by Weber, is not qualified as theoretical value
relation. It therefore makes more sense, in my view, to see this note as
an expansion on Weber’s thesis from the Nervi fragment on the origin
of the values, according to which it is the historian and his public
whose ‘interest’ determines the selection of historical material. Econ-
omy was an obvious and important part of ancient culture—the
Greeks and Romans cared about it and wrote practical treatises on
husbandry —but this economy only becomes ‘worth knowing (or writ-
ing) about” when we have the feeling that here is something we want
to know (more) about—i.e. when we take a theoretical interest in it.”
(Weber’s note is therefore also a good demonstration of the pitfalls of
the term ‘value’ and the superiority of ‘interest’ or ‘worth knowing
about’ as terminological substitutes.)

As for the question of reality and metaphysics, we find another note
from Nervi to bolster the point of view of the fragment; and this time
it puts Rickert into a somewhat embarrassing proximity to Roscher,
whose naive emanationism Weber dismembers in the first of the
‘Roscher und Knies’ essays. At the end of a note on Roscher, Weber
writes:

While the consistent philosophical proponents of [Roscher’s] emana-
tionist ethics are by necessity forced into metaphysical constructions,
and at least to make the assumption that the value of the ideal to which
the individual must submit is an absolute one — this is now?® also Rick-
ert's position—others, among them most historians, usually ignore
these metaphysical consequences.?

26. Weber 1968: 166.

27. The discussion by Oakes (1988: 32), although it has Rickertian overtones,
basically seems to run parallel to this interpretation.

28. The ‘now’ is an insertion, which interestingly points to a reflection on
Weber’s part that this implication only became apparent in Grenzen.

29. ‘Wiahrend die consequenten philosophischen Vertreter dieser emanatist-
ischen Ethik unweigerlich zu bestimmten metaphysischen Aufstellungen,
mindestens zur Annahme der Absolutheit des Werthes jener Idealitdt in welche der
Einzelne eingegliedert werden soll, gedriangt werden—so jetzt Rickert—{sic.],
pflegen andre, darunter die meisten Historiker, diese metaphysische Consequenz
Zu ignorieren’.
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Rickert is at least given full marks for the intellectual rigour which
Roscher, for instance, lacks; but, as in the Nervi fragment, Weber
makes no move to embrace the results of Rickert’s rigorous analysis;
and it certainly sounds as if he is more on the side of those historians
who ignore the philosophy and get on with the job.3

If there were no other relevant references, it might seem legitimate
to form the provisional conclusion from the primary sources that
Weber interprets the basic doctrine of theoretical value relation as
being an ingenious philosophical argument, which solves a basic
philosophical problem, but which, from the point of view of the
practising historian, simply covers the fact that reality may be viewed
under many different points of view, defined by the various interests
of the historian and of his public—in fact something akin to a
‘modern’ aspect theory of the social sciences.

But this would be too simple, and in a sense miss the main point.
Weber has other concerns, and again his own direct comments on
Rickert and ‘value relation” are our main sources, in particular a series
of letters to Friedrich Gottl from the spring of 1906.3! The central
argument in this respect is that advanced in the letter of 29 March
1906, in which he writes:

Moreover, I do not admit that ‘value’ stands on the same level as ‘inter-
est’ or ‘significance’... Under all circumstances, ‘valuation’ ['Werthen’]
takes us into another world (that of the ‘subject taking a stand’, as
Miinsterberg describes it).32

On the face of it, we have here a direct contradiction of the view in the
Nervi fragment according to which ‘interest’ was terminologically
preferable to ‘value’ (and could indeed with advantage be substituted
for it), and commentators who have confronted the two texts® have
seen this as something of a paradox. However, the contradiction is
more apparent than real when one looks closely at the passages in
question.

In the Nervi fragment Weber deals with the question of the best
terminology for describing the selection of elements for a work of
‘history” (as opposed to natural science). In this respect, he registers a

30. The same point is made in Weber 1968: 254 and recurs in Weber’s writings
as late as 1917 (Weber 1968: 511).

31. That is, at the same time as the publication of Kritische Studien, which was
meant by Weber, among other things, as a demonstration of how ‘value relation’
could work in practice.

32. Weber 1990: 64-65.

33. Bruun 1972: 119-20; Jacobsen 1999: 113-14.
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distinct preference for ‘interest’ rather than ‘value’, and ties this in
with reflections on the gradations of public interest in various
‘historical” accounts. In this sense also, ‘value’ (‘Werth") does not mean
more than ‘worth knowing about’ (‘wissenswerth’). What Weber is
stressing in his letter to Gottl of 29 March is something else: He is
speaking about ‘values’ as a basis for active valuation (‘Werthen’),
and valuation is something that involves taking an active stand, and
therefore has its home on a different level, logically speaking, from that
of theoretical judgments of ‘interest’ or ‘significance’ (or any of the
other adjectives that Rickert threw out on p. 368 of Grenzen).

Indeed, with this reading in mind, the 29 March letter to Gottl turns
from a paradox into a further confirmation of the view central to the
Nervi fragment: in both texts, Weber is insisting that, since the
concept of value belongs to the realm of active valuation, it is
dangerous to use the term ‘value’ in the ‘logical’ designation of the
process of theoretical, historical concept formation. To use a homely
simile: if the elements of reality to be selected are like sheep on the
wide Scottish fells, then Rickert describes the sheepdogs as ‘wolf-
hounds” because they are domesticated descendants of wolves, retain-
ing something both of their genetically savage past and of their peace-
ful domestic present. Weber prefers to call a dog a dog, and a wolf a
wolf, irrespective of genetics. This is first of all to avoid any misun-
derstanding that Rickert is letting actual wolves close to the poor
sheep—in philosophical terms, to avoid any confusion of value judg-
ments with theoretical value relation, i.e. precisely the error for which
he castigates a large number of colleagues in his early methodological
essays; but also because he has too much regard for the wild and non-
domesticated character of wolves—again, speaking in logical terms,
because he wants to make sure that the value sphere retains its special
character as distinct from that of science.3*

4. Valuation and value relation: the ideal type

These two central concerns of Weber’s —the clear distinction between
valuation and value relation, and the preservation of the essence of
the value sphere—come out again in a couple of his early letters to
Rickert. And these letters are particularly important because they deal
with Weber’s concept of the ideal type.

34. Jacobsen (1999: 113-14), in his discussion of the relationship between the
Nervi fragment and the letter to Gottl, also points to the importance to Weber of
values in their non-domesticated form.
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Weber explicitly stated at the beginning of the early methodological
essays on ‘Roscher und Knies’ (1903, 1905 and 1906) that one of his
aims in writing them was “to test the usefulness of [Rickert]'s ideas for
the methodology of our discipline’.>> The same phraseology is found
at the beginning of ‘Objektivitat’ ("This will not be an exercise in logic;
[what we want is] rather to make certain well-known results of
modern logic useful for us’,* with an especial reference in this regard
to Rickert), and is echoed in a letter of 17 July 1904 from Weber to
Georg von Below, in which he modestly writes: “The article ['Objek-
tivitdt'] really just contains an application of the ideas of my friend
Rickert’. But it is important to note that Weber immediately qualifies
this by adding: ‘apart from the last third of the article, [which is the
part] to which I attach most importance’.>” This last third’ is precisely
the part where Weber methodologically develops his concept of the
ideal type.

Since Weber already in his introduction to the ‘last third" of
Objektivitit, describes the ideal type as ‘a kind of concept which is
specific, and to a certain degree indispensable, to the sciences of
human culture’,?® its relationship to Rickert’s view of historical con-
cept formation is obviously crucial. Rickert himself, in retrospect,
advances a slightly hazy claim to the paternity of, or at least the basic
inspiration for, the concept of the ideal type, and couples this with the
statement that what really became most important for Weber in his
[Rickert]’s thought was ‘the distinction between practical valuation
and theoretical value relation, on which the essence of history as a
value-free science is based’.* As for Weber, we have seen in his letter
to von Below that he certainly felt that he went beyond a mere
application of Rickert’s ideas in his construction and discussion of the
ideal type. But we also have two letters from him to Rickert which not
only back up this view but also raise interesting questions concerning
the relationship between valuation and value relation.

The first letter, dated 14 June 1904, contains the following sentences:

35. Weber 1968: 7 n. 1.

36. Weber 1968: 146 n 1.

37. ‘Ausser dem mir allerdings wichtigsten letzten Drittel enthilt der Aufsatz
ja eigentlich nur eine Anwendung der Gedanken meines Freundes Rickert’.

38. Weber 1968: 189-90. The reference to ‘cultural science’ can for our purposes
be read as equivalent to the term ‘history’ as used above. For the complications of
the proper understanding of the concept as used by Weber and Rickert, cf. Bruun
1972:121-31.

39. Rickert 1929: 758.
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I am very happy about your acceptance of the idea of the ‘ideal type’. I

really feel that a category of this kind is necessary to distinguish

between ‘valuation’ and ‘value relation’.40

In the second, dated 28 April 1905, Weber writes:

"My paternal vanity is saddened by the fact that you have terminologi-
cal doubts concerning the ideal type... You really should accept the
terminology which in my view is natural, [to designate] the intermediate
step—which is necessary in substance—between [the] ‘ideal’ and [the]
"generic concept’.4!

From this it should be abundantly clear who, in Weber’s view, had
fathered the concept. But more important is his insistence that an
intermediate conceptual category is necessary to distinguish properly
between valuation (‘ideal’) and the ‘generic concept’, and even, more
pointedly still, between valuation and value relation. We are led to
the conclusion that, in Weber’s eyes, Rickert’s carefully crafted philo-
sophical progression from practical valuation to theoretical value
relation, and constant affirmation of the difference between the two is
not in itself enough to safeguard the claim of history to being a value-
free science. What is needed for this purpose is a separate kind of
concept, that of the ideal type.

The point which is of central importance in this connexion can be
stated quite simply: in his whole discussion in ‘Objektivitit’ of the
construction of ideal types, Weber insists on the unreality of these
concepts. They are constructs, based on elements of reality but
nowhere to be found in reality. They are anchored in the valuational
attitudes of the scholar; but while that scholar should be clearly
conscious of the distinction in principle between the active and the
theoretical aspects of such attitudes, he can in fact feel free to let the
inspiration for his principles of construction come from the active side
of the spectrum. The unreal character of the resulting ideal type
should, in principle, act as a sufficient firewall.*? This unreality is in

40. ‘Thre Zustimmung zu dem Gedanken des ‘Idealtypus’ erfreut mich sehr. In
der That halte ich eine dhnliche Kategorie fiir notwendig, um ‘werthendes’ und
‘werthbeziehendes” Urteil scheiden zu kénnen’. The German expression ‘werth-
endes und werthbeziehendes Urteil’ strictly speaking refers to judgments of value
and value relation, but this is standard neo-Kantian terminology for what we
would call ‘valuation” and “value relation’ (cf. Oakes 1988: 58).

41. ‘Dass Sie sprachliche Bedenken beziiglich des ‘Idealtypus’ haben, betriibt
meine véterliche Eitelkeit... Entschliessen Sie Sich doch, hier auch zwischen ‘Ideal’
und ‘Gattungs-Typus’ diese Zwischenstufe, die sachlich doch gefordert ist, auch
sprachlich so zu begreifen, wie es m.E. natiirlich ist’.

42. This idea is further developed in the two ‘Knies’ essays (1905 and 1906)



156 Max Weber Studies

turn tied not only to the principle of construction as such, but also to
the logically necessary shift over time in the values on the basis of
which historical concepts are formed. Cultures necessarily change,
and this means that what is viewed as ‘culturally significant’, both by
the public and by the historian, will also change. There will be new
points of view, based on new ‘cultural interests’, and consequently
new concepts will be needed. In view of this essential cultural change-
ability historical concepts must, in Weber's view, be sharply defined,
since they cannot hope to embrace all relevant aspects. The kind of
concept which will give the analysis the necessary clarity, Weber
insists, must in fact be an ideal type, whose unreality and one-sided-
ness will not only guarantee its sharpness, but should also preserve it
from the danger of hypostatization. Such ideal type concepts will by
necessity be temporary; but by this very token, they will lend the
historical disciplines youthfulness.*!

With this, Weber has in fact sketched out in the round his solution
to the problems tackled in the Nervi fragment: as for terminology, we
are now no longer speaking of ‘value relation’, but of “ideal type’;*
thus the term ‘value’ in the sense of ‘worth knowing about’ is no longer
of much relevance. As for the origin of the values used as a basis for the
construction of the ideal types, they have their clear basis in the
historian’s imagination and the interests of his contemporary public;
but all manner of links to the values and ideas of the people who form
the subject matter of the ideal types can be imagined. Finally, the
question of the relationship between reality and metaphysics has been
solved by elision: since the concept is basically unreal there is no point
in searching for possible metaphysical links, even less so since the
value standpoints of the historian who constructs it will necessarily
change with time.

5. Conclusion

This does not mean, of course, that the primary sources have shown
us a Weber whose dependence on Rickert concerning the basic con-

(Weber 1968: 42-145). For vivid formulations, see for instance Weber 1968: 100 n. 2,
125. These formulations also make it clear that in Weber’s eyes the ‘market’ aspect
of identifying and grading interests —what the public will ‘buy’ — (cf. above, p. 146)
counts for less than the creativeness of the historian.

43. This line of thought is forcefully developed towards the end of ‘Objek-
tivitit’ (Weber 1968: 205-14).

44. That this terminology is in many ways as doubtful as Rickert's use of
‘value’ in ‘value relation’ is another matter.
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cept of value relation is radically less pronounced than had hitherto
been supposed. But it has perhaps brought a little more light to bear
on some of the issues in this connexion which are still under dispute.
Above all, two points seem to emerge with greater clarity:

First: While it is a commonplace —in fact, considering the depth of
his comments on the work of Rickert and others, more of an over-
statement — that Weber was not a philosopher, it is certainly true that
Rickert was in no way a historian or social scientist, and not
particularly alive to the practical concerns of social science. He was
‘useful’ to Weber in furnishing the tool of value relation which helped
Weber succeed in the task of clearing the tangled undergrowth of
methodological confusion that he found when he started methodo-
logical work in the first years of the century. But this tool was basi-
cally a philosophical one, and of most immediate use in polemics.
Whenever Weber started turning towards more concrete questions of
concept formation—as he did as early as in the Nervi fragment, and
in particular in the last third of Objektivitit —what Rickert had on offer
clearly did not seem to him sufficient.

Second: Not only was Rickert’s philosophical tool of value relation
not sufficient for Weber in these concrete and constructive respects,
but it also tended to cut the wrong way by domesticating the concept
of value, both terminologically and philosophically. This domestica-
tion ran totally against the grain of Weber’s deepest convictions. To
continue with the metaphor used above: he accepted the need for
sheepdogs, but he felt much more deeply about the preservation of
wolves in their natural habitat. He may technically have kept his
philosophical bridges to Rickert, and to the domesticated values,
open, as he did in the Nervi fragment. But when, only a year later, in
Objektivitit, he insisted on the unreality of concepts and the essential
changeability of all cultural values, he was in fact going off in the
opposite direction.

German Text of the “Nervi Fragment’

‘Wenn R. sagt: so ist vielmehr zu sagen, dass an die Stelle einer
Reihe von freilich trivialen, aber durchaus verstindlichen Termini ein
hochst bedenklich schillernder, vieldeutiger und zu Missverstdndnissen
gradezu auffordernder Ausdruck gesetzt wird. Man setze doch der
Probe halber einmal an allen Stellen, wo R. von ‘Werth’ spricht, die
Ausdriicke ‘ ein. Ein grosser Teil seiner Ausfiihrungen wird
dann eine #usserlich wesentlich trivialere Firbung annehmen, aber
wenn die Phil. die ‘W-. Selbstverst’. ist (Windelband), so hat sie die
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ausdriickl. Constatierung des Selbstverst. als solchen auch in der Form
nicht zu scheuen.

So sehr man Rs Begriff ‘Werth’ in der S. gegebenen Bedeutung
schiitteln mag, es fillt nichts Anderes heraus als die Bedeutung
‘wissenswerth” u. also bedeutet die ‘Notwendigkeit’ der Beziehung auf
einen Werth nichts andres als der scheinbar recht triviale Satz: dass die
Geschichte aus der empirischen Wirklichkeit das Wissenswerthe darstellen
solle. Daraus allein ergiebt sich schon, dass R’'s wenigstens in der
Formulierung scharfe Grenzlinie zwischen ‘historischen’ Individuen (den
auf Werthe bezogenen) u. andren thatséchlich nicht nur historisch und
individuell fliissig gedacht werden muss, sondern dass vor Allem die
unendliche Abstufung des Muasses, in dem die einzelnen Wirklichkeits-
Bestandteile wissenswerth sind, nicht ignoriert werden darf.

Auf diesen, in ihrer Abstufung stets im Fluss befindlichen, Differenzen
des Interesses, welches die Einzelnen, das jeweilige Publikum des
Historikers den einzelnen Bestandteilen der empirischen Wirklichkeit
zuwenden, und nicht nur auf dem Grade der Allgemeinheit oder etwa
gar der Normgemassheit dieses Interesses ruht in der Wirklichkeit jene
Auswahl, welche dabei angesichts der Schranken unsres Aufnahme-
vermégens nach dem ‘Princip der Wirtschaftlichkeit’' —d.h. der
Befriedigung zuerst des intensivsten Interesses verfihrt. Der Grund des
Interesses aber kann ein wenn nicht gradezu umendlich, so doch
praktisch unerschopflich verschiedener sein,—auch auf dem Gebiet der
Culturerscheinungen, von dem Interesse des Briefmarken- und
Pantoffelsammlers bis zu dem hochsten, was unser Herz bewegt.Dass
jeweils angesichts Schranken unsres Aufnahmevermégens und der
Unendlichkeit der Mannigfaltigkeit der Welt nach Befriedigung der
dringlichsten Fragen das Interesse an den weiter moglichen sich
ziemlich rasch dem Nullpunkt nahert und fiir die faktisch mdgliche
wissenschaftl. Arbeit ihm praktisch durchaus gleichkommt, &ndert
daran nur in dem Sinn etwas, in welchem der Satz vom ‘Umschlagen’
der Quantitdten in Qualititen annehmbar ist. Das faktische Bestehen
allgemeinen Interesses an manchen Teilen der Wirklichkeit u. das Fehlen,
auch das faktisch allgemeine Fehlen von solchem an dem iiberwiegenden
andern Teil derselben ist als Thatsache psychologisch recht leicht zu
erkldren, ebenso wenigstens in ihren allgemeinen Ziigen die Grad-
abstufung ist [sic] der Versuch aber -Normen zu formulieren fiihrt m.E.
nicht nur in die Metaphysik, — das ist [text unfinished]. Sobald man aber
hinter den faktisch vorfindlichen jeweiligen Schranken des historischen
Interesses in ihrer faktisch vorfindlichen Abstufung noch etwas Andres,
Objektives suchen will, betritt man das Gebiet der Normen, d.h. man
sucht dann nach einem Princip, aus welchem deduziert werden konnte
nicht etwa nur wofiir iiberhaupt wir uns ein fiir allemal interessieren
sollten sondern, in welchem Gradverhiltnis unser Interesse an den
einzelnen Teilen der Wirklichkeit s. abzustufen habe. Nur dies ist ja der
ins Triviale iibersetzte Sinn jener "Werthmetaphysik” sein [sic], in der
R. ausmiindet. An dieser Stelle muss es geniigen, den Zweifel an die
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Moglichkeit einer inhaltlichen FErfassung derartiger Normen aus-
zusprechen u. nur hinzufiigen, dass ein solcher Zweifel sehr wohl auch
mit einer Auffassung vereinbar wire, welcher in der ‘absoluten Gliltig-
keit’ bestimmter ‘Werthe’ (wir wiirden sagen: ‘Interessen’) mehr als
einen blossen Grenzbegriff sieht. Die logische Moglichkeit einer
‘formalen’ Ethik zeigt jedenfalls dass in dem Begriff von Normen fiir
[word unreadable] unendliche Mannigfaltigkeit des normierten
Objektes nicht schon die Sicherheit inhaltlicher Formulierbarkeit liegt’.
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