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The Religious Origins of World Mastery Individualism and Civic Sphere
Ideals
American ascetic Protestantism —the Calvinist, Pietist, Methodist,
Baptist, Quaker, and Mennonite churches—called forth an intense,
task-oriented individualism. These believers were expected to keep an
especially vigilant ‘watchfulness’ over all creaturely impulses, for the
corrupting enticements of worldly pleasure were abjured to an
unusual degree; however, an exclusive reliance upon the believer’'s
own inner resources was also expected. The sacraments or other
rituals could not assist the devout, even though ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
became understood in rigidly moral terms. Nor could a clergy pro-
vide assurance regarding salvation. Standing alone before a wrathful,
omnipotent and vengeful Old Testament God and responsible solely
to him, the devout had to rely exclusively upon themselves to create
‘evidence’ of their predestined status and thereby to ameliorate
anxiety regarding the most important question: ‘Am I among the
saved’? (Weber 1930: 104-105/94, 123/122; 1968a: 1198-1200/717-19).

Yet the injunction of asceticism —to focus the individual’s energies,
through heroic discipline, on behalf of a taming of the creaturely
impulses —was only one demand placed upon ascetic Protestants. In
addition, the faithful were expected to ‘master’ worldly evil by under-
taking the creation on earth of the Kingdom of God. Because neither
tolerance of nor separation from evil could be allowed, a religious
obligation of world mastery became an imperative to the devout: to
act in accord with God’s commandments and against worldly evil,
even against secular authority and popular opinion if necessary.
Hence, these believers never practiced an individualism inclined
toward compromise, caution, and contemplation; instead, a steadfast,
‘world-oriented’ individualism was cultivated that endowed early
Americans with resoluteness and a robust optimism regarding their
capacity to confront traditions. The alteration of society as a whole —
the creation of the Kingdom of God — constituted its aim (Weber 1930:
108-109/99-101, 223 n. 27/96 n. 3; 1946¢: 321/234-35; 1985: 10-11/392-
94; 1968a: 1207-09/724-26).12 Thus, the improvement of the commu-
nity became viewed by ascetic Protestants as part and parcel of one’s
religious obligation and as a service to God.

This occurred in another manner as well. As noted, the devout were
alone responsible for seeking alleviation of the excruciating anxiety

12. On the elective affinity of this set of values even today —now fully secu-
larized —with an American foreign policy in part anchored in a missionary con-
sciousness, see Kalberg 1991.
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that accompanied uncertainty regarding the central question for
believers: their personal salvation status. Yet Calvinists in particular
could convince themselves, through their actions (‘Bewdhrung’), of
their status among the saved. Weber emphasizes a particular mech-
anism for doing so: if worldly success —defined as material prosper-
ity —is attained, the faithful can conclude that an omniscient and
omnipotent God has bestowed his favor. And this Deity, of course,
would offer such a ‘sign’ only to the predestined. Unusually strong
‘psychological premiums’ became awarded in this manner to meth-
odical work; only through systematic labor might material prosperity
be attained (Weber 1930: 172/192; 1968a: 572-73/346-47, 1197-200/
717-19, 1203-210/721-26).13

Remarkably, even though ultimately motivated by the search to
clarify the individual’s salvation status, precisely this intensification of
work had the effect of accentuating the commitment of believers to a
community. For, although left alone by ascetic Protestant doctrine to
create ‘evidences’ of their membership among the saved, the meth-
odical work of the devout in a calling (‘Beruf’)—the means of doing
so—never served only the individual. Instead, God’s glory required
the faithful to labor on His behalf and to create the humane earthly
Kingdom in His honor. Hence, labor became methodical, yet also
oriented in part away from the egocentric individual’s interests and
toward far broader tasks. This Mission constituted a religious obliga-
tion. In this way, work tied believers into a community and took place
for a purpose larger than utilitarian calculations aimed at accumulat-
ing material goods. A clear dualism is apparent: a world mastery
individualism focussed upon individual rights and the capacity of
individuals to shape and re-shape their personal destinies, yet an
equally strong thrust toward engagement in a community and its
improvement.

Furthermore, a delineated organization crystallized as the ‘social
carrier’ ("Tréager’) for the psychological rewards placed upon commu-
nity participation by ascetic, ‘this-worldly’ Protestantism: the congre-
gation. Because a family of trust and helpfulness existed in this organi-
zation, it served as a viable and natural ‘training ground’ for group
participation skills. Here, in a secure milieu of fellow believers, the
rules of ‘self-government’ and a notion of service to the group could
be taught. A push toward civic activism, yet also toward a goal-
oriented individualism, crystallized from this religious experience

13. Only aspects of Weber’s extremely complex analysis can be noted here. See
Kalberg 1996: 57-64; 2000a.
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and left a broad imprint upon colonial America and the early United
States (see Weber 1946¢, 1985).

Owing to the centrality of work and the religious significance of
successful trade and profit, and the ascetic’s strict vow to respect
God’s commandments, trust, truthful advice, and the ethic of fair play
became constituted as firm ideals even for commercial relationships.
Once established in this domain, these ideals carried over, although to
a varying extent as a consequence of regional differences, into the
political sphere and erected strong ideals of truthfulness, social trust,
good will, and fair play for public life generally. Occurring long
before the onset of industrialism in the mid-nineteeenth century, a
strong penetration of the public realm by these ideals took place. A
civic sphere of ‘public ethics’ came into existence and elected officials
were expected to abide by its high standards.*

Strong civic ideals appeared in the political cultures of nations,
according to Weber, only rarely; they cannot be understood as simply
evolutionary concomitants of industrialization (see Parsons 1966, 1971;
Kalberg 1993, 1997).1> Moreover, their juxtaposition with a world-
mastery individualism was, he believed, extremely unusual. Indeed,
on the basis of a common foundation in ascetic Protestantism, civic
values were reciprocally intertwined with this activist individualism.
As it became substantial and broad in scope, the civic realm became
empowered to direct individualism, pulling it away, as asceticism
became weaker and failed to do so, from an exclusive focus upon an
egocentric striving for material prosperity and toward the improve-
ment of community standards. Civic ideals also prevented this indi-
vidualism from readily following a course of decline into merely
instrumental, self-oriented calculations of interests and advantage. On
the other hand, because it endowed persons with the strength and
self-confidence to act ‘in the world” and to defend —in moral terms if
necessary — values, principles, and rights, even against great obstacles,
activist individualism in the colonial era and early United States
repeatedly rejuvenated public ethics. Indeed, this ‘world-oriented’

14. Wherever such a civic sphere becomes well-developed, the violation of
its values by elected officials will be noted. In egregious cases (e.g. Watergate,
Monicagate) the public will react strongly. For an expanded version of the argu-
ment presented in the last few paragraphs, see Kalberg 1997: 212-16.

15. Hence, the position taken here is fully analogous to Weber’s argument in
The Protestant Ethic: the origin of an ‘economic ethic’ (the spirit of capitalism) can-
not be explained by reference to an ‘economic form’ (a modern capitalist econ-
omy). See Weber 1930: 64-67/49-52, 75-78/60-62. The particular social context of
each case must be attended to.
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individualism might be said to be a social-cultural necessity if a viable
notion of the individual’s right to oppose authority and power is to
exist in a sociologically significant manner (Weber 1968a: 1204-11/
721-26; 1988: 438-49).1° In turn, owing to the high demands civic
ideals placed upon persons to reform communities —to act—on behalf
of ethical values, world mastery individualism was perpetually in-
vigorated. A mutually sustaining dynamic congealed (Kalberg 1997:
209-16).

Weber saw that a quite unusual dualism, when viewed from a com-
parative perspective, characterized this political culture. Moreover, it
broke assunder the iron cage dichotomy in which a public sphere
pervaded by technical, administrative, and market constraints, devoid
of civic ideals, and dominated by raw power and calculations of inter-
ests unbounded by values, called forth its polar opposite: an apoliti-
cal, deeply private refuge in which intimate relations of warmth and
compassion were cultivated. In the colonial era and early United
States, on the contrary, civic ideals of honesty, fair play, social trust,
good will, and equality of treatment—an ethos — penetrated the public
domain and directed an activist individualism away from sheer
interest-oriented pursuits, power-seeking machinations, egocentrism,
and indulgence in the unlimited temptations of daily life.

Of course, Weber knew well that corruption and a ‘spoils system’
remained widespread in the America of the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth century, and that power and crass calculation frequently
prevailed over public ethics. Indeed, he sees ethical action in reference
to a public ethos as the exception and the corrupt politics of city
machines as unusually widespread (Weber 1946a: 108-10/538-40;
1968b: 1401/331; 1978: 281-82/63). Nonetheless, because deeply
rooted in American religious history, civic virtues remained to him of
significant sociological impact, even if now mainly as legacies. Quite
different parameters and dichotomies characterized the iron cage
model, as well as those political cultures in which civil servant func-
tionaries, the state’s laws, and closed political parties largely encom-
pass—even monopolize—all understandings of the civic domain.”
The unusual pendulum movement placed into motion by the

16. Thus, Weber found this aspect of the American political culture to have
specific religious roots—all of which he found to be lacking in Germany. The work
of Jellinek stimulated his early interest in this theme. See Jellinek 1901; Roth 1971;
Mommsen 1974b: 76.

17. As in the case of Germany (Weber 1946a: 103/533, 111-14/541-45; 1968b;
1994).



190 Max Weber Studies

uniquely American dualism—a broadened civic sphere penetrated by
ethical values interweaving intimately with a world-mastery indi-
vidualism —in large part accounted, Weber argued, for the dynamism
and restlessness characteristic of the American political culture.

Applying Weber’s Analysis: American Political Culture Today

Although Weber adequately charted the American political culture’s
classic dualism, he failed to identify the manner in which it would
become weakened. It appeared likely to him that large-scale bureau-
cratization would eventually accompany industrialization in the
United States, as it had in Europe, and thus an enhancement of the
power and prestige of civil servants and managers would likely
occur. As functionaries in possession of specialized knowledge and
capable of concentrating power in large organizations intruded into
domains of policy-making appropriately ones of open political debate
and conflict between parties, the few remaining legacies of public
sphere ideals would, Weber feared, disappear. Massive ‘ossification’
would then proceed and a closed, rigid, and inward-looking society
devoid of noble ideals, pluralistic and competing values, and ethical
action would come into being. The civil servant ‘type of person’
("Menschentyp’) —risk-averse, cautious, and petty —would become the
dominant figure (Weber: 1946a: 88/516-17; 1968a: 971/560; 1968b:
1398/327-28, 1400-405/329-36; 1978: 281-82/61-62; Mommsen 1974b:
86-89, 92; Roth 1985).

As social commentators in the United States in recent years have
lamented, a ‘loss of the civic’ and a weakening of public ethics
appears to have taken place (see Etzioni 1997, 1998; Bellah ef al. 1985;
Putnam 1995; Selznick 1994). However, this transformation has oc-
curred for reasons Weber never identified. Up to the immediate
present, American political history has repeatedly been marked by
waves of populist protest against bureaucratization —of both the state
and political parties—and a cohesive caste of prestigeful functionaries
has not crystallized.!® Instead, civic values have weakened more as a
consequence of a ubiquitous, intense consumer culture and an

18. Both Roth and Mommsen have argued that Weber’s prediction—the USA
would follow the European path toward ever greater bureaucratization —has been
proven erroneous. Roth offers an extended analysis (Roth 1985: 224-28; 1987: 15-57;
Mommsen 1974b: 89). The continuous discussion in the German press over the last
twenty years on the ‘disappearance of the entrepreneurial spirit’ in Germany, and
the lack of such a discussion in the American press, might offer a suitable point of
departure for the empirical investigation of this theme.
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extraordinarily vibrant entertainment culture. Both are highly attrac-
tive domains that oppose, and compete with, the ideals of the civic
sphere.

The American world-mastery individualism appears directed less
and less to both self-oriented material prosperity and a constellation
of civic values, and more and more to both self-oriented material
prosperity and the consumer-entertainment cultures. An intensity
unrivalled in other post-industrial nations is apparent. Originally
thoroughly interwoven with and invigorated by the civic realm,
activist individualism has become severed from this guiding force to a
significant degree and is now systematically courted and cultivated
by Madison Avenue executives with social science degrees. Civic
ideals have been rendered more narrow in scope by a ‘public sphere’
now penetrated widely by the consumer and entertainment indus-
tries. Both offer friendliness, comfort, excitation, images of romance,
and hope for the individual’s prosperity.

The new political culture differs from the old in yet another manner.
While the earlier dualism implied a strong civic component that held
in check a decline of task-oriented individualism into egocentrism, the
recent dualism places very different barriers against all self-orienta-
tion: a contribution to community improvement and a civic commu-
nity, let alone an overcoming of evil on behalf of God’s greater glory,
now seems eviscerated as a force capable of pulling and directing
activist individualism; rather, both subtle and overt pressures to
conform to ‘the fashionable’, ‘the hot’, and ‘the trendy’ do so. Whereas
the earlier individualism/civic dualism invoked a mutually sustain-
ing dynamism that invigorated both individualism and civic compo-
nents across a society-wide spectrum, the individualism/consumer-
entertainment dualism pursues a different agenda: rather than in the
end erecting obstacles against the individual’s exclusive orientation to
material prosperity, the consumer-entertainment cultures are closely
aligned with this orientation. While perhaps not immediately appar-
ent, the long-term outcome is clear: a weakened individualism and
civic sphere, as well as societal dynamism and openness, and an
unequivocal drift toward greater social conformism.

Although Weber only vaguely foresaw this metamorphosis (Weber
1930: 181-82/203-204), he would not have been fully surprised at this
paradoxical turn in which a single factor originating from an orien-
tation to transcendent commandments and religious values—a self-
reliant and world-mastery individualism—in a later historical epoch
subverted its indispensable sustaining counterpart: substantial and
demarcated civic sphere ideals. He had discovered such ironic twists
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and unforeseen consequences of this order of historical magnitude
throughout the histories of the East and West.!” They stand at the
very foundation of his comparative-historical sociology.

However, this depiction of the new American political culture,
which assumes the near disappearance of civic ideals, stands opposed
to a further basic axiom at the center of Weber’s empirical sociology —
one which casts a different light upon this monumental transforma-
tion. He argued repeatedly and vehemently that significant develop-
ments, once firmly anchored sociologically, do not precipitously fade
from a nation’s social landscape, and surely not as a consequence of
short-term challenges.’ Firmly rooted legacies from the past remain
viable, especially if a societal shift occurs that calls to the fore new
groupings and organizations to serve as the ‘social carriers’ of these
action-orientations rooted in the past.?) Even if dormant for longer
periods, legacies live on, awaiting only altered contextual constella-
tions to become strongly influential once again. Past and present are,
to Weber, intimately intertwined.?

Cognizance of this major tenet in Weber’s sociology forces revision
of the above analysis; the individualism/consumer-entertainment
dualism must be acknowledged as incompletely capturing the new
American political culture. Rather, a triumvirate of forces now pre-
vails: world mastery individualism, the consumer-entertainment
industries, and civic sphere ideals. Though threatened, these ideals
live on owing to their deep rootedness in long-term, religion-based
patterns of action.”> Sometimes, amidst the cascading fluctuations of
the present, these three realms retain delimited boundaries and, in
varying degrees, oppose one another; at others each becomes, in
varying degrees, interpenetrated by and interwoven with the others.

19. The most prominent example is from The Protestant Ethic: anchored in reli-
gious values, the Calvinist's methodical organization of life (‘Lebensfiihrung’) cre-
ated riches that ultimately undermined just these religious values. One way in
which Weber documents unforeseen consequences is by reference to the ‘rou-
tinization of charisma’, which reappears throughout his comparative writings.

20. See the list above (p. [182]) of values originating out of ascetic Protestant-
ism that remain prominent in American society even today (see also Kalberg 1997).

21. The successful shift from churches and sects (‘the Protestant ethic’) as car-
rier organizations to civic and voluntary associations (‘the spirit of capitalism’) as
carriers stands as a central component in Weber’s ‘Protestant ethic thesis’ (Kalberg
1996: 62-64). On social carriers, see Kalberg 1994: 58-62.

22. 1 have repeatedly discussed the manner in which this occurs in Weber's
sociology. See Kalberg 1994: 158-68, 187-89; 1997: 212-16; 1998: 232-35; 1999: 233-36.

23. Indeed, the classic American dualism is, in those more religion-oriented
regions of the nation (e.¢. the Midwest), overtly sustained to this dav.
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Sometimes these domains ceaselessly compete with one another; at
others they fall into firm alignments; at still other times a single
domain appears dominant.?*

Hence, a tripolar constellation now defines and pushes the pen-
dulum of the American political culture. Although thoroughly sev-
ered from the old dualism, this new configuration is also unique and
unlike that of any other post-industrial nation. It continues to stand as
well in stark contrast to the iron cage model. Nearly one hundred
years later, fundamental aspects of Max Weber’s sociology have
assisted the identification of its content, parameters, tensions, and
internal dynamics.?
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