Journal Website

Article history:

Received 25 October 2024
Revised 03 Janvary 2024
Accepted 16 January 2025
Published online 19 March 2025

Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s

( Sh-glsii '

Culture and History

Volume 3, Issue 5, pp 354-373

Weber, Rationality, and the Cultural Human: The Role and Position of
Rationality in the Formation of Cultural Values

Shima. Mokhles'®, Seyad Mahmood. Nejati Hosseini?"@®, OmidAli. Ahmadi?

L PhD Student, Department of Political Science, Ashtian Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ashtian, Iran
2 Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Ashtian Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ashtian, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: nejati.hosseini@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:

Mokhles, S., Nejati Hosseini, S. M.,
& Ahmadi, O. (2024). Weber,
Rationality, and the Cultural Human:
The Role and Position of Rationality
in the Formation of Cultural Values.
Journal of Social-Political Studies of
Iran’s Culture and History, 3(5), 354-

373.

© 2024 the authors. This is an open
access article under the terms of the
Creative  Commons  Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Croe:Marks

This article seeks to evaluate the position of values and culture in modern
rational civilization from Weber’s perspective. Despite Weber’s emphasis on
the rationalization of various aspects and dimensions of modern everyday life
in Western societies—particularly the consequences of such rationalization,
including pervasive bureaucracy, technological advancements, and the
dominance of technology over human relationships—he argues that what
cannot be rationalized are human values and the ultimate values of the
cultural human. From this perspective, rationality serves to justify the means
developed to achieve a given goal; however, the goals themselves, especially
ultimate goals, can never fall within the scope of such rationality. As a result,
these values remain irrational. The outcome of this condition is an eternal
struggle among gods over these very ultimate goals and values. To this end,
this study first traces the intellectual roots of rationality and its relationship
with ultimate values within German Idealism. It then examines Weber’s
relationship with thinkers such as Nietzsche and Marx, whose theories were,
to a significant extent, formulated in both opposition and similarity to his
views.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In recent decades, there has been a renewed interest in the works of Max Weber, particularly in
analyzing postmodern conditions and the diverse cultural variations emerging in a globalized era.
Several factors have contributed to this resurgence. One of the most significant is the collapse of
communism in the early 1990s, which marked the decline of Marxism as a dominant paradigm. This
event validated Weber’s critique of historical materialism, his skepticism toward the concept of
progress, and his argument that beliefs and ideas—not just economic structures—play a foundational
role in shaping history (Weber, 1994a). Weber’s assertion that socialism could not escape the
bureaucratization of the modern world found new relevance in the post-Marxist intellectual landscape
(Weber, 1994b). Additionally, Weber’s cultural critique has profoundly influenced modern
understandings of the evolution of culture. Despite his relative marginalization in cultural studies due to
the dominance of Marxist influences in the field, Weber’s perspective on the "cultural human" and the
problem of ultimate values has proven to be a compelling framework for understanding the tensions of
the postmodern era (Rehmann, 2014). This has led to a growing scholarly focus on Weber’s cultural
sociology, which spans diverse domains, including the sociology of religion (Horii, 2019), postmodern
experiences (Bowden, 2019), digital media (Reisach, 2021), and critiques of modern cultural thought
(Pezzutto, 2019). The fundamental thread connecting these engagements is Weber’s critique of Western
rationality and his emphasis on the irrationality of ultimate values. His theory continues to hold
significance as it evaluates the trajectory of Western rationalization with a degree of skepticism, linking
rationalization, secularization, and intellectualization to the systematic structuring of everyday life
(Kalberg, 1980). Some scholars argue that this process leads to a loss of authentic meaning in modern
existence (Morley, 2022).

Weber’s work, much like Nietzsche’s, identifies a trajectory within the Enlightenment that
moves toward nihilism—the erosion of ultimate values. However, whereas Nietzsche saw this as a crisis
of meaning requiring the reevaluation of all values, Weber perceived scientific rationality not as a cure
but as a primary factor driving this process (Brown, 2023). In his analysis, rationalization does not
enhance meaning but rather systematically disenchants the world. As cultural rationalization progresses,
ultimate meanings and values are stripped of their mystical significance and increasingly replaced by
material means and instrumental logic. This transformation, which affects the entire structure of Western
culture, subordinates substantive rationality to instrumental rationality, reducing religious ethics and
ultimate beliefs to calculative reasoning and routine, secularized conduct (Gramsci, 1975). Unlike the
Enlightenment thinkers who equated technical and scientific advancement with human progress, Weber
was skeptical of such an assumption, arguing that technical progress does not necessarily result in
ethical or existential progress (Bowden, 2019). His insights remain relevant in contemporary critiques of
specialized knowledge systems, particularly in postmodern thought, which challenges the legitimacy of
Enlightenment rationality and its implications for human autonomy and cultural diversity (Kalberg,
1980). Scholars have drawn connections between Weber’s analysis and contemporary discussions on
instrumental reason, dominance, and the encroachment of bureaucratic rationality into all aspects of life
(Morley, 2022).
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At the core of Weber’s thought lies the concept of rationality, which he viewed as a defining
feature of Western modernity. His empirical studies, though diverse in scope, converge on a central
theme: the unique development of a particular kind of rationalism that distinguishes Western civilization
from other historical cultures (Morrissette, 2017). His methodological writings emphasize the universal
capacity of humans for rational action and the power of the social sciences to comprehend and explain
the modern world (Weber, 1949). However, his political writings warn of the threats posed by unchecked
bureaucratic rationalization to individual freedom, while his ethical reflections underscore the dilemmas
of living in a rationalized world (Weber, 1978b). His exploration of the rationalization of the world,
which he equates with modernity, places him at the heart of contemporary debates on rationalization’s
implications for social and cultural life (Weber, 1978a). Moreover, Weber’s ideas on rationality serve as
the foundation for understanding the emergence of modern culture, which appears to be an inevitable
destiny for all societies to some extent. His conception of rationalization links empirical research with
political and ethical considerations, yet it is far from unambiguous. Weber himself acknowledged the
multiple meanings of rationality, emphasizing its complexity (Weber, 1994b).

Weber’s engagement with German Idealism, particularly Kant and Hegel, shaped his
understanding of rationality and its limitations. His concept of value rationality, as opposed to
instrumental rationality, can be traced to neo-Kantian thought (Kinzel, 2021). Unlike positivists who
sought universal laws governing human behavior, Weber argued that social sciences must focus on
meaning and interpretation, a position influenced by Wilhelm Dilthey’s hermeneutics. His critique of
positivism paralleled the broader opposition to naturalism in German intellectual traditions, which
sought to distinguish between the natural and social sciences (Zagirnyak, 2023). The distinction between
nomothetic and idiographic approaches, emphasized by Windelband and Rickert, was instrumental in
shaping Weber’s methodology (Rickert, 1986). His rejection of deterministic historical materialism
aligned with this perspective, as he maintained that historical development was contingent on cultural
and ideational factors (Kozer, 2013).

Weber’s notion of ultimate values also bears resemblance to Nietzsche’s perspectivism, though
he distanced himself from Nietzsche’s radical relativism (Turner, 1996). He accepted the irreconcilable
conflict between different value spheres, arguing that modernity is characterized by the struggle of
competing gods, an idea that parallels Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power (Warren, 1994). However,
unlike Nietzsche, who celebrated this conflict as a path to self-overcoming, Weber saw it as a tragic
reality of modern life (Schluchter, 1985). His formulation of value conflict informed his broader analysis
of rationalization, where the expansion of bureaucratic rationality leads to the erosion of personal
meaning and ethical life (Weber, 1949). He contended that modernity’s disenchantment of the world was
not merely an epistemic shift but a structural transformation that left individuals trapped in a
bureaucratic "iron cage" (Weber, 1994a).

Weber’s legacy in contemporary social thought is deeply ambivalent. While his insights into the
rationalization of culture and society remain highly influential, his pessimistic view of modernity has
been challenged by scholars who argue for a more dynamic interpretation of rationalization (Weber,
1994b). Some, like Habermas, propose a communicative rationality that offers an alternative to
instrumental rationality, while others, such as Foucault, emphasize the disciplinary effects of
rationalization (Speirs, 1989). Nonetheless, Weber’s argument that ultimate values remain beyond the
reach of rationalization continues to resonate in contemporary debates on the limits of scientific
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knowledge and the role of culture in modern society. His depiction of the eternal struggle of gods serves
as a powerful metaphor for the persistence of value conflicts in an increasingly rationalized world.
Understanding Weber’s insights is crucial for grasping the complexities of modern culture, where
rationalization simultaneously enables and constrains human agency.
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