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Chalcraft The Lamentable Chain of Misunderstandings 75

doubtedly played a part in reinforcing attitudes, as he also accepts
that Lutheran valuing of the calling cannot be denied, and neither can
the impulse to vocation in Calvinism be gainsaid. For Fischer though
the issue is one of the origins of these ideas in religious sources. ‘But it
is not a question of the interaction of these two entities, which no-one
denies, but of the origin of the spirit of methodical conduct of life in
that period” (Fischer 1978a: 40). Fischer does not specify what he
means by methodical conduct and let slips on the same page a
generalization that Weber will exploit: ‘The spirit of methodical
conduct of life naturally also appeared in the human race and had an
effect before the appearance of Puritanism” —as Weber will say: is this
a methodological comment or a factual one? It is weak in either genre.

Fischer continues to criticize along these lines: “With the help of the
religious literature adduced, all that has been proved is the simul-
taneous presence and close linking of both factors (economic and
religious) in those writings” (Fischer 1978b: 40). Fischer then goes on
to make the points that Weber found the hardest to swallow given
their lack of appreciation of Weber’s method and their accusation that
Weber had gone beyond the evidence, in fact that Weber had not
thought of these issues at all. Given the definitional and ideal-typical
pains Weber felt he had gone through and his selection of, and good
knowledge of, the sources of theological—pastoral care in the
seventeenth century, it is understandable why Weber felt compelled
to reply in the way he did. Fischer wrote:

It is here at the crucial point, that a conclusion appears that has no
inherent evidential value. For in order to make this conclusion a
compelling one, it would have to have been demonstrated that in each
individual case the other possible interpretations mentioned were ruled
out. It would have to have been shown that before the religious
literature drawn on, the spirit of methodical conduct of life was absent,
and indeed, not only in religious but also in secular literary monuments.
Finally the author would have to demonstrate that the remaining
possible explanations for the origination of the spirit of methodical
conduct of life, as given by Mill and Spencer and tested by me, are in fact
excluded here, so that the explanation assumed by the author is the only
one left. Considerations of method such as these are nowhere offered by
the author; he does not see these difficulties at all (Fischer 1978b: 41, my
italics).

There is a lot of nonsense here, and indeed a good deal that is not
relevant to Weber. For sure Fischer had not tested anything at all.
Fischer makes some methodological points of his own, which Weber
finds unimpressive. These methodological points endeavour to argue
that given the lack of possibilities of experimentation in historical
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settings and other complexities, discovering motives can only be
furthered through the use of psychology. Fischer’s basic point, to
reiterate, and in many ways it is a reasonable one, is that given the
lack of psychological knowledge of the past when one is talking of
motives it is important not to impute our own psychology onto the
past. Since there is nothing to control our psychological assumptions
what we need to do is be conscious of them to avoid such willy-nilly
retrojection. Weber then, for Fischer, is using, if he did but know it,
psychological assumptions. The point for Fischer is that those
assumptions are not the correct ones since they are not based in exact
psychology. For Fischer, one of Weber’s psychological assumptions
about the past periods he is investigating is that they took religious
ideas very seriously, and it is giving due weight to this that modern
interpreters find difficult. As Fischer had mentioned earlier, ‘this
proves nothing’. For Weber, this is not an assumption but a con-
clusion arrived at on the basis of long acquaintance with the sources.

Making a Lamentable Chain:
Competence in Historical Imagination

Given that the first stage of the Protestant ethic debate is made up of
five texts, written in a sequence, and in close relation to each other, as
critique, reply, further critique and further riposte, it is to be expected
that there are chains of relations between the texts and certain
passages within them. We can observe one such set of relations at first
hand by examining the series of exchanges that revolved around
Weber’s statement in the original essays regarding the difficulty of
modern persons being able to fully appreciate the significance of
religious beliefs in historical processes in the past. Focusing on this
chain of exchanges enables us to see how Weber closely observed his
opponents’ language, and how he sought to turn the tables on Fischer
at the same time as being more cautious in the re-expression of his
ideas about the bridging of historical gaps through a verstehende
sociology.

In the original essays, in the closing sentence, Weber observes that
is difficult for modern people on the whole to imagine what the
significance of religious ideas in the past actually was. In his first
reply to Fischer he repeats the idea, and speaks in terms of ‘we
modern people’ finding such historical empathy difficult. In the
second reply to Fischer, when Weber has become quite annoyed with
Fischer, he specificies that it is Fischer himself who lacks this ability.
Clearly, Weber feels himself, based on a knowledge of the sources, to
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be able to reconstruct the significance of religious consciousness for
whole areas of social and cultural life through his historical sociology.
A closer examination of these exchanges will further highlight the
close relation between the texts.

In the second of Weber’s replies to Fischer Weber writes:

And if he pronounces as inconsequential on grounds of generality my
remark about modern people’s difficulty imagining themselves
(sich...zu versetzen) dealing with practical questions of life under the
influence of the religious motives characteristic of that time, I will gladly
rephrase my remark: I will gladly state more precisely that he
undoubtedly lacks this ability (Weber 2001b: 43-44).

Weber is responding to a particular sentence from Fischer’s second
critique, which itself, is a response to something Weber said in the
first reply, reworking aspects of the closing sentence of the PESC, to
counter the whole tenor of Fischer’s first critique with its focus on
Weber’s apparent idealist method. If one looks at Fischer’s statement
which occasioned Weber’s reply here, in the second Reply, we find
Fischer did not quite say what Weber appears to be quoting. Fischer
wrote in his second critique:

The general comment (allgemeine Hinweisen) that we modern people are
not sufficiently able to put ourselves in (zu versetzen vermdgen) the
thoroughly religious frame of mind of the people of that time of course
proves nothing; it proves just as little as the usual comment to the
opposite effect, that in our examination of history we have up until now
been only too inclined to judge religious motives as the deciding factor
in the past. (Fischer 1978b: 41).

From this it is clear that Fischer does not question Weber on the basis
of generality but on the basis that his way of arguing, in the original
essays and in the first Reply, proves nothing. Fischer labelled the
comment ‘general’ since he feels it was made by Weber in a context
that was not specific (which, by the way, Weber seems to understand
since he makes his reply specific—the modern man in question
specifically is Fischer himself). In this case, Fischer is right, since the
passage Fischer is referring to seems to be none other than the closing
statements of the original essays when Weber said:

The modern man is in general, even with the best will, unable to give
religious ideas a significance for culture and national character which
they deserve. But it is of course, not my aim to substitute for a one-sided
materialistic an equally one-sided spiritualistic causal interpretation of
history. Each is equally possible but each, if it does not serve as the
preparation, but as the conclusion of an investigation, accomplishes
equally little in the interest of historical truth (1930: 183, my italics).
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Parsons’ translation that I have used, does not capture the force of the
verb ‘vorstellen” which exists in the German of the original essays (1986:
205). This is significant because verbal forms otherwise connect these
passages and refers to the process of imagining oneself in differing
situations. Clearly an important linguistic form for a wverstehende
Soziologie. In the German Weber alludes to the inability usually to
make a ‘leap of imagination”: ‘Denn obwohl der moderne Mensch im
ganzen selbst beim besten Willen nicht imstande zu sein pflegt, sich der
Bedeutung, welche religidse BewufStseinsinhalte auf die Lebensfiihrung, die
Kultur und die Volkscharaktere gehabt haben, so grof8 vorzustellen, wie sie
tatsichlich gewesen ist...”

The closing sentences of the original do indeed seem to be the pass-
age that Fischer is alluding to in his second critique because of the use
of ‘general’, but equally significant in locating this particular source, is
the parodying way in which Fischer mirrors the structure of Weber’s
statement, in the second part of the paragraph: Weber says that
neither one-sided materialist nor one-sided idealist perspectives will
illuminate the matter whilst Fischer says neither claiming the impor-
tance of religion in the past or disclaiming the importance of religion
in the past will illuminate historical processes in the absence of evi-
dence. Fischer’s response also shows the way in which the materialist-
idealist debate is linked, in his mind, to the psychological debate. In
fact, just as Fischer is using Weber’s sentence to make his point,
Weber plays on the notion of generality to make his accusation
precise: he turns the ‘generality” around to apply to the specificity of
Fischer’s stupidity.

Final Comments

By the end of the exchanges Weber had withdrawn even his thanks to
Fischer for helping with the development of clearer expression of the
thesis saying that even positive comments, when they derive from an
‘incompetent” are worthless (Weber 2001b [1908]: 48). After these two
exchanges Fischer withdrew from the debate and the baton was taken
up by Rachfahl. Given Weber’s treatment of his critic it is not surpris-
ing that Fischer withdrew. Weber marshalled evidence, restated his
original ideas, and generally utilized a range of rhetorical and stylistic
devices to combat his opponent, targeting Fischer’s competence in the
main. At the same time, Weber did learn from Fischer and his
presentation of his arguments improved over time, culminating in the
second edition of the PESC. What is more, he carefully studied the
writing of his opponent and utilized his phrasing in his own replies.
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This utilization was ironic at times, at others based on parody, but
focusing on these inter-textual relations has also indicated where
Weber, at times unconsciously, shored up his case in particular ways.
Overall the analysis provides a clear indication of the socio-linguistic
contexts of Weber’s style of argumentation and suggests that further
analysis along these lines will open up further vistas of Weber’s
personality and work and its relation to the social and cultural setting
of his time, in particular the bourgeois discussion of honour and
status in Wilhelmine Germany (Frevert 1991; Chalcraft 2001a: 16-18).
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