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Editorial: Freedoms

Sam Whimster

How is freedom possible in the modern world? Looking to the sociologist
Max Weber is not the most promising line of inquiry. Weber said that
modern individuals were caught in an “iron cage” constructed from their
own rationality. Wherever you looked — the firm, the division of labour,
the political party, the state, the production of knowledge, the churches —
hierarchies of obedience were fashioned from rational deliberation. Max
Weber is a leading candidate for the ‘oversocialized theory of man’.
Alfred Weber ducked out of this epithet through a romanticised and
more noble concept of man. Despite this, Max never gave up on the idea
of freedom as realizable in various sociological settings.

This issue offers four settings: the technologically determined society,
Marianne Weber on the position of women, the purposive contract in
law, and Russia in 1905.

Doug Hill is an advocate of the writings of Jacques Ellul, an unfash-
ionable theorist but one with an enthusiastic following. Ellul — prolific
author, theologian, Christian anarchist, fighter in the French wartime
resistance — published The Technological Society in 1954. It argued that
technology had superseded capitalism. Hill writes: ‘He used the word
“technique” to underscore his conviction that technology is not only
hardware but a collection of methods and a state of mind that strives to
absorb everything it touches, including humans, into itself. Machines, he
said, are “deeply symptomatic” of technique; they are “the ideal toward
which technique strives.”” Aldous Huxley urged an English translation
seeing its similarity to his own Brave New World. In 1964 Ellul published
an admiring article on Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism.

Doug Hill draws out five affinities between Jacques Ellul and Max
Weber: 1) Instrumentality and Technique, 2) Adaptation, 3) Something
New, 4) Conducive Conditions, 5) The Iron Cage. He concludes:
‘Neither Weber nor Ellul offered programmatic solutions for escape
from the Iron Cage, but both agreed that each individual must take
some responsibility for loosening themselves from its grip. Ellul put his
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faith in God and in the ethical thought and behavior of ethical people.
[...] Weber placed his hope for the future on the will of realists who are
able to meet the challenges of their time’.

Peter Ghosh in a comprehensive article presents Marianne Weber as
a theorist of gender; one whose realistic grasp of the position of women
in Wilhelmine patriarchy, and then the sudden legal and political
emancipation in Weimar, distinguishes her from her contemporary
theorists. ‘But her principal move” writes Ghosh, ‘is to assimilate a
shared idea of individual agency to a feminist perspective. Hence
the ideal she posits: “realization of the right of the woman to self-
determination and personal independence, regardless of her specifically
gendered nature [Geschlechtswesen]”. Reasons of gender mean that
women occupy a particular position in society, yet the goal they strive
for - self-determination and independence - is a universal one’. Ghosh'’s
reassessment of Marianne was prompted by the 2025 publication,
Marianne Weber, Frauenfragen. Ausgewdihlte Reden und Schriften, edited
by Gunilla Budde and Edith Hanke. Ghosh welcomes the publication
and asks for the complete publication of Marianne’s writings down to
1920, which should include a selection from her correspondence. From
this scholarly German edition, a substantial selection of her writings
should be made available in English. Critical scholarship is required
because there are a number of different phases in her work and these can
disguise her core insights, which anticipate today’s practice of marriage.

Max supplied guidance to Marianne’s academic writings up to 1907
with the publication of Ehefrau und Mutter in der Rechtsentwicklung, which
Durkheim gave her credit for its rigour and academic accomplishment.
Her thesis equivalent publications were in line with her own ambition
to attain a high level of academic competence. Their agreement within
marriage granted agency and independence to both partners. “The
essence of their agreement was that both believed in individual agency
and self-reliance’. Alongside her insistence on ethical individualism
there was always a moral component in Marianne’s understanding of
conduct, which is not to be found in Max’s writings; instead, it is the
sociologized ethic which is characteristic of Max. Ethics come out of
his inverted commas, only when Max pontificates on the qualities of
modern leadership.

Eli Scharlatt Davey argues that ‘Weber’s reservations about the
administrative state are not exclusively explained by a normative
commitment to “ethical individualism” or laissez-faire, but also by an
epistemological diagnosis of the limits of centralized administration
under conditions of social complexity and imperfect knowledge’.
Davey turns to Weber’s methodological writings in tracing how Weber
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understands the liberal legal order to satisfy certain cognitive demands
of modern social organization’.

Davey notes a break-out moment for the Occident in Weber’s
legal sociology, known to legal scholars but often overlooked more
widely. This is the move from the status defined obligations of a feudal,
patrimonial, or theocratic society to ‘purposive contracts’; the former
controlled by traditional forms of rulership, the latter developed by
merchants as contracts agreed between themselves. In Weber’s words,
‘any content of a contract whatsoever, so long as it is not disallowed
by limitations to the freedom of contract, creates law amongst the parties
[who enact it]. With the state’s monopolization of law creation the
multiple status based legal communities dissolve, so securing, Davey
writes, ‘for all individuals the formally equal right to contract with any
other member of their territorial community’.

Moving on to Kari Palonen’s account of Weber’s writings on the
upheavals in Russia in 1905, the very idea of allowing two individual
parties to make contracts without interference becomes a statement and
aspiration of freedom. Widen this to the freedom to travel and reside
where one wishes, and we arrive at what Palonen sees as the hegemonic
conception of freedom in eighteenth century Europe. This coincided
comfortably (in the eighteenth century) with the undemocratic arbitrary
rule of kings and princes. The second idea of freedom, brought out in
a series of books by Quentin Skinner, is liberty as independence which
presupposes a free republican order. Radicals like John Milton and James
Harrington argued for a free republic in the English civil war, but in the
eighteenth century Britons settled for bourgeois freedoms following the
restoration of Protestant kings and queens and their reclaiming of royal
prerogatives.

Weber did not operate with these Anglo concepts but nevertheless
the affairs he described correspond to the two versions of freedom.

Russia in 1905 was a more confused situation in that the Czarist regime
could offer concessions and withdraw them as it pleased. Palonen writes:
"Weber analyses the czarist regime’s concessions to different “liberties”
and constitutional reforms as examples of freedom from interference,
a freedom which is easy to grant or withdraw at will. Weber’s main
interest lies, however, in Russian liberals’ relationship to freedom
from dependence, as expressed in Western ‘individualistic’ concepts of
freedom and human rights and, correspondingly, the preference for self-
government as well as for parliamentary and democratic institutions’.

Weber sees the precarious situation faced by Russian liberals and
also what they must secure while the opportunity exists.
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In the era of neoliberalism, starting in earnest in the 1980s, it was fondly
imagined that capitalism with its freedom of economic transactions
would roll out democracy across the world. However, while we enjoy
total freedom in the bakery, Weber’s remonstrance to Russian liberals
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It can clearly only be solved by the organs of self-government, and for this
very reason it seems vitally important for liberalism to understand that its
vocation still lies with the struggle against both bureaucratic and Jacobin
centralism, and in working to spread the old, fundamental, individualistic
notion of ‘inalienable human rights” among the masses, rights which have
to come to seem as ‘trivial’ to us in Western Europe as black bread is to a
man who has enough to eat (Weber, Political Writings 1994: 67-68).

is worth repeating.

It is quite ridiculous to attribute to today’s high capitalism, as it exists
in America and is being exported to Russia, or to the ‘inevitability’ of
our economic development any ‘elective affinity” with ‘democracy’ or
‘freedom’ (in any sense of the word), when the only question one can ask
is how all these things can possibly survive at all in the long run under the
rule of capitalism (Weber, Political Writings 1994: 69).
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