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greater appreciation of the pleasure of reading Weber and how he
emphasises the truth of his position. To employ (and adapt) a now
classic distinction in stylistic analysis (Booth 1983 [1961]), Weber not
only tells us that Fischer has misunderstood him, but he also shows us
that he has done so, and part of this showing involves pointing out
Fischer’s general personal and academic ‘incompetence’. As Robert
Alter, one of the premier literary scholars of our time, has said, the
attention to those literary features which can be analysed, ‘may actually
sharpen our perception and heighten our pleasure as readers (1996:
19). In this case, the pleasure is akin to Schadenfreude as we observe
Weber’s demolition of his opponent.

The discussion proceeds in the following way. First, some brief
general observations on Weber’s attitude to the debate are followed
by a closer concentration on Weber’s parodying of Fischer, and how
he utilised Fischer’s language and concepts to question the com-
petence of his critic. Weber often utilizes psychological language to
turn the tables on Fischer, and in the second section the nature of
Fischer’s psychological perspective is introduced. It becomes clear
that Fischer feels that Weber must be using, consciously or uncon-
sciously, a reflexive psychology, whereas for Weber the crux of the
matter revolves around expert knowledge of the historical sources. In
the final section, the way in which a series of statements relating to
the role of historical imagination and the relation between ideal and
material factors in interpretation became linked together in the course
of the exchanges is examined. This shows the close interrelation
between the critiques and Weber’s Replies and the subtle ways in
which Weber sought to respond to his critic.

Weber’s General Attitude to the Debate: Learning from Fischer and
Questions of Fault

Despite all the disagreeableness of academic dispute, Weber opines
there are still positive things to be gained: ‘For however misleading a
critical review might be...it always highlights the places where mis-
understandings are liable to arise which the author has not done
enough to prevent, whether or not they are actually his fault’ (Weber
2001a: 31; his italics). By the notion of ‘fault’ (Schuld —literally ‘guilt’)
Weber means to convey that he had no intention to mislead. Further,
Weber does not agree that every time he is misunderstood he needs to
make changes: in these instances the ‘fault’ lies with the inattentive
reader. Questions of honour are raised from the outset (Chalcraft
2001a: 16-18). The first fault of Fischer, from Weber’s point of view, is
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his abject failure to grasp what Weber was seeking to convey about
Franklin and his materialist misreading of Luther’s ‘invention” of the
modern conception of the calling. And yet, Weber learns from Fischer
and the alterations made to the presentation of Franklin in the second
version of the PESC (1920) and, to a lesser extent, Weber’s further
pursuit of philological evidence to underline the uniqueness of Luther’s
translation of Jesus Sirach, can in good part be traced to this first
exchange (see Chalcraft et al. 2001, above in this issue). Weber is at his
most generous in this first reply to Fischer. Weber sometimes also
adopts Fischer’s own phrasing for his later formulations. These pro-
vide an interesting example of the close textual inter-dependency of
Weber’s Reply to the words of his critic, and also raises the question of
whether Weber’s adoption of Fischer’s wordings is ironic at all times.
I have already treated one example (Chalcraft et al. 2001, above in this
issue), and will consider another below. For the moment, I turn to focus
on Weber's clever and witty disparagements of his opponent, which
themselves make careful use of Fischer's own words and concepts.

Weber’s Insults, Puns and the Pools of Meaning

What Weber objects to in the psychological arguments made by
Fischer —which opens a theme that runs through the debate with
Fischer and re-emerges in the revision to the PE in 1919—is the a-
historical and de-contextual nature of the schemas and abstractions of
psychology. Weber consistently held this view as can be seen from
Roscher and Knies (Weber 1975 [1905]) and in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft
(Weber 1972: 9). Weber also feels that while expert knowledge on reli-
gious pathology is only going to derive from psychological researchers,
the time has not yet arrived when the findings from that source can
be relied upon.

The a-historical nature of the conceptions used by Fischer, such as
‘the pleasure of the individual in active exertion” or the grouping
together of what to Weber are persons with ‘a quite heterogeneous
range of mentalities’, means, Weber argues, that essential differences
are not grasped. The singularity of the devotion to the calling in
ascetic Protestantism cannot thereby be grasped either given this
imprecision or the manner in which facts are being forced onto Pro-
crustean beds of a priori psychological categories. Indeed, what cannot
emerge in such deductive reasoning is any appreciation of the world-
views and the sincere beliefs held by the subjects under discussion:
‘For it cannot be gainsaid’, Weber writes, ‘that the way our forebears’
different views about the requirements of salvation influenced their
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different behaviours was of the utmost importance for cultural de-
velopment —however difficult it may be for us modern people to
imagine ourselves inside the harrowing power of those metaphysical
ideas” (Weber 2001a: 36; cf. 1930: 104, 183). Fischer works with out-
moded (even then) and spurious-looking conceptions of ‘the autono-
mously determined concept of duty’ and the ‘heteronomously deter-
mined concept of duty’, that Weber does right to ignore. Weber reacts
more strongly in the second reply to Fischer’s continuation of this line
of argument and this gives Weber the occasion to play with his
knowledge of psychology to good effect and at Fischer’'s expense as
seen below.

Competence and Honour

Weber begins his second reply (Weber 2001b) to Fischer with the
correct observation that a reader must above all be “patient enough to
refer to my essay on every point to find out what I said and what
I omitted to say’ (‘was ich gesagt und zu sagen unterlassen habe’).
Attitudes to language and to paraphrase have a significant role to
play in the second exchanges, but what also emerges are some veiled
and some completely unveiled attacks on academic and personal
competence.

In an effort to disparage Fischer’s competence to speak on the
subject, Weber draws on language from at least two settings. The first
socio-linguistic setting is the language of official and disciplinary
competence based on education and training, knowledge and
experience. Fischer, like the hero of Carl Zuckmayer’s Der Hauptmann
von Koepenick (which is based on events in 1906, written in 1931) is a
victim of Ressortspatriotismus. Rather like Wilhelm Voigt (the hero of
the novel), Fischer keeps stumbling into rules and procedures that
create strict boundaries around areas of jurisdiction based on elabo-
rate codes of competence and authority. Weber —like the bureaucracy
of the town Koepenick—will not grant Fischer the pass he needs to
gain the identity, to don the uniform, to participate fully in the
dispute. Weber acts as the gate-keeper to this status group of intel-
lectuals and academics. Working outside of these boundaries, one is
an amateur at best and a dilettante at worst.

The second socio-linguistic setting is a pool of meaning that relates
to competence, since the language articulates accusations of charlatan-
ism and quackery, focusing on the “‘magical’ manipulation of situations
and facts. Weber calls Fischer an incompetent directly as we will see.
Here, I focus on related attacks on competence. As Weber writes:
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‘One has to know these (and many other) historical problems and facts
before nonchalantly (so beildufig) rustling up phrases...” (Weber, 2001b:
49n.2)

Weber mixes the notion of academic competence with other mean-
ings here. “Fihig’ the verbal root of ‘ Fihigkeit” (ability, skill, competence)
can refer to a person’s canniness or cleverness with regard to tricks,
dodges and other artful means (Eggeling 1961: 143). The accusation in
the above quotation is similar to Weber’s jibe that Fischer has pro-
duced things ‘out of thin air’. Fischer, in the first critique, imputes a
positivism to Weber that the latter is quick to deny. That is, he never
suggested, and would not countenance, a law-like historical chain of
causes that postulated if x (ascetic Protestantism) then y (spirit of
capitalism) (2001a: 33). Indeed, Weber nicely ridicules such a notion,
by pointing out that such magical connections will not wash in cul-
tural analysis. ‘I can scarcely be taken to hold that the mere fact of
confessional affiliation will alone conjure up a particular kind of
economic development—as if Siberian Baptists were bound to become
wholesalers, or Sahara dwelling Calvinists manufacturers’ (Weber
2001a: 34). ‘Conjure up’ renders the idea that Fischer seems to hold
that structures grow directly from the soil as if from magic seeds. The
magic and trickery in his opponents arguments is also alluded to by
Weber in his, ‘rustling up phrases’. The German behind this rendering
is, ‘Sitze aus den Armel...zu schiitteln’. More literally this could be
translated as ‘shaking sentences out of the arm/sleeve’. In fact, it is an
idiomatic form alluding to the uncanny ability to ‘come up with some-
thing just like that’. Rather than this being an indication of genius,
Weber uses it to suggest charlatan insights having no basis in fact or
experience. He uses it in the sense of the idiom, * im Armel haben’ —’to
have up one’s sleeve’. Likening the arguments of opponents to these
sorts of cheap tricks is intended to cast disparagement on its content,
turning their genre into fairy tales.

Weber is on good form in the second Reply. His humour and irony
rather than the personal style of attack of the replies to Rachfahl are
more in evidence—yet the vindictiveness begins. He puns with
language and inverts psychological arguments to point out the shaky
ground on which his critic stands. Weber’s main strategy is to ques-
tion Fischer’s competence. Weber did respect disciplinary boundaries
as is shown by his repeated comment that he expected the most
telling criticisms of his thesis to come from theologians. On the other
hand, Weber could dismiss a critic by pointing out that the discipline
from which they spoke was still in its infancy. This is the tack taken
by Weber with respect to most arguments deriving from the disci-
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pline of psychology. In his attacks on Fischer Weber ends up denying
him any competence whatsoever with regard to any discipline at all.
In fact, he reduces Fischer to a school teacher, and a bad school
teacher at that. So little is currently known of H. Karl Fischer, that it is
difficult to determine the extent to which Weber was attacking a
particular discipline or position represented by Fischer, or merely
attacking the personal and academic competence of Fischer himself
per se and whether in terms of his status and position Weber was, so
to speak, justified. (Chalcraft 2001a: 7).

Weber castigates Fischer mainly for his lack of competence. He
lacks knowledge of the subject matter and mastery of the source
material (2001a: 435), he knows ‘absolutely nothing’ (2001b: 43), and
this means his views are of ‘little validity’, he ‘plays around with
definitions” (2001b: 46), he presents facts but these are ‘tossed out at
random and based on ignorance’ (2001b: 44); he thinks he is compe-
tent and this leads him to be patronising (2001b: 43)—he uses a
‘belehrendem Ton’), ‘to pontificate from the high horse of epistemo-
logical and methodological pedantry’ (p. 48) like a self-important
school master. He does not apply the same rigorous standards he
demands of others like Weber to himself, and this means he spends
too much time ‘rapping the knuckles of others in fields where he lacks
sufficient knowledge’ (2001b: 48). He is presumptuous, but most of
all, and it is this that Weber cannot stomach, what he finds “a bit rich’
to swallow, is that he is an ‘Incompetent’.

Weber writes: ‘Formal “politeness” will not necessarily exclude pre-
sumptuousness in knowledge of the matter at hand” (2001b: 48). As
the German proverb has it: “Evil chatter corrupts good manners’ (' Bise
Geschwiitze verderben gute Sitten’). Claiming competence where one
does not have competence is more dishonourable, in Weber’s social
context, than treating another person with disrespect. It is these cul-
tural conventions that Weber is drawing on, when he says, for exam-
ple, ‘But it is more than I will stand for to have someone factually
quite incompetent (sachlich ganz Inkompetenten) impute to me an idealist
interpretation of history’ (2001b: 45).

What seems most important here is the charge of acting contrary to
stated intentions: honour and guilt are at the heart of this code of aca-
demic debate. If Fischer’s arguments really are so incompetent, one
would have thought that they would expose themselves as Weber
says they will, but without needing Weber or anyone else to point the
failings out. The tension in Weber’s approach to his critic is arguably
present in Weber’s apologies to his co-editors and to his readers, of
having to waste their time. Weber felt the compulsion to engage
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despite the incompetence of his critic precisely because that critic
questioned Weber’s own competence. Fischer, Weber says, has un-
critically (kritiklos) torn out his original statements from their context
and misunderstood them. It was because of the confusion caused that
Weber had to undertake the lengthy and tedious clarification that he
presents before his readers.

In contrast to Fischer’s incompetence, Weber constantly appeals to
the competent reader to check his statements against Fischer’s, and to
check his reading of Fischer’s arguments. His confidence in this regard
is reassuring and works in his favour (2001b: 44-45; cf. Chalcraft
2001a: 13-14). But it needs to be noted that Fischer also makes similar
confident appeals to the reader in his second critique. This also shows
that whilst Weber himself is annoyed by pedantry, he does accord
words and their formulation an importance, particularly in relation to
his own writing. Weber’s annoyance in this respect grows with each
Reply and by the time of the Replies to Rachfahl Weber is in despair
that no one seems to be reading him, but rather are gaining knowl-
edge of his apparent arguments through secondary sources as those
critiques written by Rachfahl (1978a, 1978b).

Yet Weber keeps his humour throughout. This is sounded espe-
cially in the closing anecdote where he reports something said to him
by Knapp who was a family friend and a professor of Economics.
Knapp had said at one time, ‘Certainly I do not like to read in print
that I am an ass. But I am not pleased either if someone feels he has to
commit to paper that I am not an ass’ (Weber 2001b: 41). Clearly
Weber has shown Fischer to be an ass, and in doing so Weber uses not
only the language of Fihigkeit and Ressortspatriotismus and idioms
relating to the exposure of charlatans but also clever puns. His sen-
sitivity to language and its uses enables him to link apparent dis-
parate thoughts semantically.

Weber’s Puns and their Relation to the Value of Psychology

There are further occasions when Weber puns. First, when Weber is
ridiculing Fischer’s apparent commitment to methodological issues
Weber says, ‘If the “holy” and so proper methodological zeal of my
critic...” The pun here revolves around the double meaning of “billig’,
which can mean both “proper” and ‘cheap’, and is used in the sentence
by Weber in parallel with ‘holy’. “Cheap’ of course has a connotation
opposite to ‘proper” and hence throws ironic cold water on the epithet
of “holy’: the upshot being that Fischer’s epistemology is worthless
(Weber 2001b: 46). Another set of puns, insults and ironic application
of technical language revolve around the value of psychology for
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understanding motive. Weber feels that Fischer has imputed to him a
value-laden interest in giving full weight to religious factors in his
account of the rise of the spirit of capitalism. In response Weber fumes
: ‘Clearly, his firm conviction of himself possessing an infinitely
simple means of determining historical psycho-genesis—in the form
of what he calls psychology —cannot have aided the impartiality of
his judgement on what he contends are the all too complicated
labours of others. One does not need the help of psychology to see
this” (Weber 2001b: 44). What Weber is implying is that one does not
need the discipline of psychology to see that Fischer’s character, his
self-centredness, has led him to misunderstand.

The strongest ironic and personal use of the language of psychology
to command a strong position in this debate is arguably to be found in
the opening paragraphs of the second Reply (Weber 2001b: 44). Weber
objects to the way particular words are seized on by Fischer. Weber
firstly says that Fischer ‘insists’ (hdlt) on particular words as being
significant, but Weber then corrects himself in the next clause and
says ‘or more accurately “fixates” (klammern) on them’. Fixates is
in speech marks. This alerts us to a possible technical usage. Weber
does not use ‘fixieren’, so a connection with Freudian psychoanalysis
cannot be maintained, though he was familiar with his major writings
(Marianne Weber 1988: 376). What Weber may be implying here,
through an echo of the language of psychology, is that Fischer is
immature, and has failed to develop as a scholar, stopping at a
premature point, to fixate on aspects of the debate, that more mature,
qualified and competent scholars, know is wider and more complex.

Weber also considers the idea that certain types of psychology can
be useful for historical research as a superstition or myth (2001b: 47).
The use Fischer makes of it is absurd. As Weber writes: ‘However, I
think the most a psychology of the type my critic’s remarks portray
can achieve in this field is—to expose (‘blosszustellen’) itself as it
deserves’ (2001b: 47). The punch line is an ironic play on the purpose
and intent of psychology. Psychoanalytic experiment means, for
example, to bring to the surface, bring into the open, latent/repressed
memories. Fischer’s dressing of his historical scholarship in psy-
chology, however, is shown to be illusory and not fine and sophisti-
cated at all. Like The Emperor’s New Clothes in Hans Christian
Andersen’s fairy tale: the nakedness of Fischer, like the emperor, has
been revealed (Freud 1976 [1900]: 341-42), and it is Weber that has
seen clearly and can point out the farce to Fischer’s shame. Weber
through his jokes, puns and insults has exposed Fischer’s critique (cf.
Freud 1991 [1905]). The verb ‘blosstellen’, used by Weber also has a
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reference in legal-criminal discourse, since the criminal or deviant is
revealed/exposed by their capture and punishment, but the con-
tinuity in the usage of the language of psychology to undermine the
psychological arguments of Fischer is clear and arguably intentional.

A more general fun-making about psychology, where again Weber
uses aspects of Fischer’s formulations to make his point, occurs in the
context of Weber summing up his attitude to the myth of an historical
psychology. ‘The findings of professional psychology are occasionally
relevant to history in exactly the same way as those of astronomy,
sociology, chemistry, legal dogmatics, theology, mechanical engineer-
ing, anthropology, and so on. The lay belief that because history is
concerned with “mental events” and so (as people believe and as they
say in today’s popular idiom) “starts from psychological presupposi-
tions”, it must therefore be based to a unique degree on “psychology”,
in the sense of some specialist discipline—this belief is about as
poorly founded as the assumption that because the great deeds of
“historical personalities” are always bound up with the ‘medium’ of
sound waves or ink, the foundational discipline for history are
acoustics and the physics of fluid drops, or that because history is
played out on planet earth its foundation must be astronomy, or
because it deals with people, anthropology. History—“1 am sorry to
say” —makes “general psychological assumptions” only in the sense
that it makes general “astronomical assumptions”” (Weber, 2001b: 47-
48; his italics).

Fischer, Weber and Psychology in the Second Exchange

The crux of the question for Fischer, in the second critique, seems to
move from his preoccupation with materialism/idealism in the first
critique towards a greater focus on the methodological issue of the
psychological assumptions in Weber’s original essays. The issue of
psychology however is linked to the former concern with materialist-
idealist issues since the psychology that Fischer defends clearly shows
to him that the origin of the calling and the valuing of money as an
end in itself can only be a reflection of, and adaptation to, already
existing economic practices and ideas. For Weber the crux of the ques-
tion in this regard, is that understanding of the psychological motives
of historical individuals can only be based on deep and expert
knowledge of the sources. An ability that Fischer lacks according to
Weber. Fischer underscores that to look for ‘methodical conduct of
life” involves the researcher in using Reflexive Psychology.

Fischer accepts that Puritan notions of the conduct of life un-
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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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