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1 Weber on Chinese “Worldoptimism”  

and His Diagnosis of Modernity 

Max Weber turned to China probably shortly before or during the First World War, and 
hence just a few years after the downfall of the Qing dynasty in 1912.1 But he neither 
mused over the fate of the young Republic of China, nor did he ponder the question of 
why the Chinese empire had collapsed. He also deliberately ignored the fact that China’s 
sociopolitical transformation had greatly accelerated after the late 1890s. Significantly, 
whereas in 1904 he had embarked on a three-month visit to the United States and ob-
tained first-hand impressions from a broad range of the American social strata, he appar-
ently never even considered setting foot on Chinese soil. 

Such a lack of interest in contemporary China, however, should neither be seen as a 
flaw in Weber’s studies nor as a sign of a Eurocentric intellectual reflex. As is well known, 
Weber was exclusively interested in understanding why China had not produced, out of 
its own cultural resources, a modern capitalist economy and bureaucratic state prior to its 
encounter with the West. The study of imperial China’s religious, social, political, and 
economic life was to provide an illuminating historical contrast to the particular course of 
social modernity in Europe. Even though this framework might seem to conform to the 
tradition of universal history writing, Weber had no such ambition and instead contented 
himself with focusing on the development of social modernity in the West. In his intro-

__________________________ 

1 Weber conducted research on China in university libraries in Heidelberg and Vienna, intensi-
fying his efforts after October 1915 and in particular after the early summer of 1918. For the 
results of his study of China, see the first volume of his Collected Essays on the Sociology of Reli-
gion (Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie I), published in 1920 when Weber was still 
alive. Articles on China written by Weber had first appeared in 1915. Weber later claimed 
that these articles had been written in 1913. On the timing and the circumstances of Weber’s 
turn to China, see Kaesler 2015, 13; Schluchter 1983, 13. Another source for Weber’s study 
of China is the posthumously published Economy and Society (Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. 
Grundriss der verstehenden Soziologie; first edition in 1956, cited hereafter as Weber 1980) 
which is generally considered to be an incomplete work consisting of a diverse body of texts 
many of which had not been finalized by Weber. 
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duction to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism he therefore stated in no un-
certain terms: 

Hence these studies do not claim to be complete analyses of culture, however brief. On 
the contrary, in every culture they quite deliberately emphasize the elements in which it 
differs from Western civilization. They are, hence, definitely oriented to the problems 
which seem important for the understanding of Western culture from this view-point.2 
[…] The question of the relative value of the cultures which are compared here will not 
receive a single word.3 

This approach certainly rests on a methodological Eurocentrism which presupposes the 
uniqueness of the European formation of modernity. But it does not stipulate that the 
comparative study of non-Western civilizations validate any superiority of European 
civilization per se. In this sense, Weber’s research on China is relatively free from substan-
tial Eurocentric prejudices, also when read in the context of popular Eurocentric imagina-
tions about Asian cultures at that time. Yet it is all the same difficult to disagree with 
Timothy Brook’s conclusion about Weber’s comparative approach to the study of China 
and other non-European cultures: “Despite his [Weber’s] best efforts to bring the com-
parator into full play alongside the thing being compared, he could not escape the norma-
tivity of Protestant Europe.”4 

The reasons why Weber’s sociology of religion continues to challenge contemporary 
research on China only partially concerns its methodological Eurocentrism. Otherwise we 
might simply brush it aside on the grounds of critically dissecting its Eurocentrism. Yet 
such Eurocentrism has obviously not prevented Weber’s study of China from exerting 
considerable influence in the field of religious studies, as well as in scholarly and public 
discourses on the subject of Chinese modernity. It should also be noted that its impact is 
felt to this day not solely in Western, but also Chinese-language discourses. The sheer fact 
that Weber’s sociology of religion has not vanished compels us to reconsider its implica-
tions, and this certainly includes his thesis on modern capitalist society. The three follow-
ing issues in particular deserve our attention: (1) the role of human agency with respect to 
the unfolding of social modernity; (2) the inherent understanding of historical subjectivi-
ty; and (3) the related diagnosis of “worldoptimism.” 

These issues are at the core of Weber’s methodological Eurocentrism, and it is there-
fore remarkable that they enjoy such a prolonged afterlife in contemporary discourses on 
Chinese and East Asian modernity. Equally discomforting is the fact that the continuing 

__________________________ 

2 Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie I (hereafter GARS I), 13; Weber 1992, xl. 
3 Weber 1992, xl–xli (GARS I, 14). 
4 Brook 2017, 91. 
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concern for these issues is often accompanied by a disregard for exactly those aspects in 
Weber’s theorizing that might actually deepen our understanding of various aspects of 
social modernity in China and East Asia. In a nutshell, this culminates in contemporary 
depictions of Chinese and East Asian modernity that greatly overstate the sociopolitical 
and economic impact of Confucian ethics and values. Although it is generally conceded 
that Confucianism did not generate modern societies out of its own resources, this does 
prevent theoreticians and apologists of Confucianism from assuming that the contingent 
nature of modernity, together with its forcible aspects, can be completely overturned. The 
process of modernity might thus be channeled into a project of modernization, provided 
that modernizing societies reach a consensus on revoking and readjusting their Confucian 
heritage. From a historical perspective, this narrative essentially declares that after the 
advent of modernity, the affected societies can supply themselves with an ethical founda-
tion for reining in the further process of their modernization. Whereas Protestant ethics, 
according to Weber, unwittingly impacted on the formation of Western modernity, the 
afterglow of Confucian ethics is said to facilitate the conscious production of one’s own 
modernity.5 

In the following, I will first address these three issues with respect to both Weber’s 
study on modernity in the West, and his related study on imperial China and Confucian-
ism. We may then take Weber’s analysis one step further and discuss what his deeply 
pessimistic diagnosis of Western modernity implies for the assessment of post-imperial 
China’s modernity. This extension is, as it were, still “Weberian,” and leads to the provoc-
ative suggestion that Confucian ethics as interpreted by Weber neatly fits into the nega-
tive outcome of Western modernity that he envisioned it in the early twentieth century. 
Finally, I will address a lingering problematic in contemporary studies of Chinese and East 
Asian modernity. I will argue that in this context, the abovementioned three Weberian 
issues still matter, because they shed light on common, reductionist assumptions that 
continue to curtail analyses of modernity and modernization in China and East Asia. 

The first issue concerns the fact that Weber explicitly rejected a Marxist, historical-
materialist approach by identifying “the spirit of capitalism” as a driving force of European 
modernity. He consequently placed much emphasis on analyzing normative elements 

__________________________ 

5 The spectrum of this outlook is very broad and entails, among others, apologetics of Asian 
values, Confucian revivalists who advocate socialist modernization (Tang Yijie), various Con-
fucian critics of “Western” modernity (Jiang Qing, Daniel Bell/Hahm Chaibong), and theo-
reticians of “multiple modernity and “East Asian democracy” (Tu Wei-ming, Ambrose Y. C. 
King). On apologetics of Asian values, see e.g. Bell and Hahm 2003, 24; Heinz 1999, 54, 60–
61; Jiang 2003, 359–360; Tang 2006; on Tu Wei-ming and Ambrose Y. C. King, see foot-
note 34. 
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such as worldviews, religious convictions, and ethics with respect to the development of 
modern capitalism and bureaucracy. The umbrella term here is “economic ethics” by 
which Weber referred to those “practical motivations for action,” which rested on the 
“psychological and pragmatic contexts of religions” as their foundation.6 As is well known, 
Weber traced the spirit of capitalism to the impact of Protestant ethics, and especially 
Calvinism. Protestant sects, he believed, exerted a strong influence on their members by 
shaping religious convictions, worldviews, personal patterns of life conduct, and the value 
systems of communities. But Weber did not claim that Protestant sects ever planned to 
establish modern capitalism within their clerical institutions, let alone in society at large. 
The key point was that Protestant ethics contributed to modern capitalism in a decisive 
yet unintentional manner.7 The view that the economic and administrative basis of Euro-
pean social modernity as such was not contrived in accordance with a master plan is highly 
relevant for Weber’s analysis. He consequently rejected the idea that traditional society 
had produced an individual or collective agency that consciously guided it into modernity. 
Moreover, Weber’s sociology remained equally opposed to the assumption that the pro-
cess of modern society itself could be steered by concerted collective action. 

The second issue pertains to Weber’s sober observation about European modernity 
that, firstly, it took its course without there being an individual or collective helmsman, 
and, secondly, it progressively neutralized its own spiritual foundations. Weber thus sug-
gested that the mechanisms of contemporary capitalism and modern bureaucratic state-
hood long since functioned independently of their historical origin in Protestant ethics: 

In fact, it [the capitalist system] no longer needs the support of any religious forces, and 
feels the attempts of religion to influence economic life, in so far as they can still be felt at 
all, to be as much an unjustified interference as its regulation by the state.8 

What is more, the structural constraints in modern society are such that they force any 
individual – irrespective of his or her religious convictions and ethical motivations – to 
live up to its demands.9 These demands arise out of functional mechanisms and conform 
to the instrumental reason of modern capitalism and bureaucracy and no longer to a “spir-
itual” foundation. It is irrelevant whether the individuals subjectively identify with a 

__________________________ 

6 Translation my own; see GARS I, 238. 
7 Weber 1992, 49 (GARS I, 83). 
8 Weber 1992, 34 (GARS I, 55–56). 
9 “The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when asceticism was 

carried out of monastic cells into everyday life and began to dominate worldly morality, it did 
its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic order.” Weber 1992, 123 
(GARS I, 203). 
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foundation in terms of an ethics or any other motivational “spirit” – in this sense, their 
subjectivity is being suspended. 

Weber captured this precarious state of subjectivity with various expressions and fig-
ures of speech, such as the famous image according to which individuals in modern society 
are compelled to live as if confined to a “shell as hard as steel” (stahlhartes Gehäuse).10 The 
shell is hermetically sealed and hence cannot be cast off like a coat. The encapsulated indi-
viduals might not even perceive the shell as a confinement at all, and remain hence oblivi-
ous to the restriction of their autonomy and subjectivity. Consequently, modern individ-
uals neither fulfill the role of untamable rebels nor disheartened prisoners. They might in 
fact live their lives in self-forgotten ignorance of their repressed subjectivity within the 
hermetic shell. In this context, Weber subscribes to a Nietzschean pessimism when he 
considers the emergence of “specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart” (Fach-
menschen ohne Geist, Genußmenschen ohne Herz).11 As signifiers of a spiritless modernity 
driven by instrumental reason, neither specialists nor sensualists reflect on the ethical 
foundation of society, nor do they suffer from the lack thereof. Incidentally, Weber does 
not explicitly address the question of whether the roles of specialist and sensualist are 
embodied by two distinct individuals. It seems not unlikely that he rather had in mind 
two sides of the modern subject which both reinforced the subject’s existential oblivion: 
on the one hand the restless diligence of an ever increasing professional specialization, and 
the equally restless relaxation of blissful sensualists on the other. If such individuals feel the 
urge to instill their lives with a spiritual outlook at all, they would strive for it in their pri-
vacy, without experiencing despair in the face of “the shell as hard as steel” made up of 
modern capitalism and bureaucracy. 

There are other misguided, albeit activist reactions to the constraints of modern soci-
ety than those exemplified by the specialist-sensualist. Weber explicitly accounted for 
individuals who deplore the state of modern society and try to reverse its ethical indiffer-
ence by forcing onto it their allegedly superior vision. In his somber diagnosis of such a 
radical reaction to modernity, Weber resolutely warned against the consequences of the 
illusionary belief that carrying out good politics in modern society requires the unre-
strained ethical self-empowerment of politicians to make things better. Such a “pure ethics 
of conviction” was inevitably bound to fail in a modern reality where “the ultimate prod-
uct of political activity frequently, indeed, as a matter of course, fails utterly to do justice to 

__________________________ 

10 My translation follows Peter Baehr who offers a profound critique of Parson’s translation of 
the “iron cage.” See Baehr 2001. 

11 Weber 1992, 124 (GARS I, 204). The full passage reads: “For of the last stage of this cultural 
development, it might well be truly said: ‘Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; 
this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.’” 
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its original purpose and may even be a travesty of it.”12 Although such attempts to imple-
ment a pure ethics of conviction and therein overpower modernity by instilling it with 
ethical meaning in a totalizing manner were doomed to fail, their effects could be cata-
strophic. The immediate historical context of Weber’s apprehensive reflection was the 
aftermath of the revolution of November 1918 that had brought the empire to its end. 
However, Weber’s pessimistic diagnosis of modernity and his premonition in 1919 that 
now began the time of “a polar night of icy darkness and harshness” (eine Polarnacht von 
eisiger Finsternis und Härte)13 reveals in hindsight a dystopian quality of foreshadowing 
the rise of totalitarian ideologies in the twentieth century. 

The third issue is related to the fact that the comparative framework of his study on 
the development of modern capitalism in Europe compelled Weber to discern a heuristic 
equivalent to “Protestant ethics” on the Chinese side. He thus turned to Confucianism, 
which he identified as a world religion. Like ascetical Protestantism, Confucianism en-
tailed a form of practical rationalism,14 and as such it had produced the imperial civil the-
ology and its institutionalized form of political and social ethics.15 On these premises, 
Weber intended to discern “the guiding elements of the life conducts of those social strata 
which exerted the strongest influence on the respective religion.”16 Imperial Confucian-
ism was supported by the Confucian literati who had risen to a dominant position in the 
Chinese empire after the eighth century CE. They constituted the authoritative stratum 
of the “mandarins,” to whom Weber also referred to as the “certified claimants to office 
prebends” (diplomiert[e] Pfründenanwärter)17 Here, Confucianism had taken the form of 
a rational ethics which systematized the literati’s political maxims and their rules for the 
proper conduct of life. It thus shaped the literati’s perception of their own political status 
and their standing as cosmopolitan gentlemen. 

However, in spite of its rationalizing effects, Confucian ethics kept, as Weber sug-
gests, its “irrational anchorage” in magic. It therefore essentially differed from Protestant 
ethics which had its irrational anchorage in “the ultimately inscrutable resolves of a supra-
mundane God.”18 Equally important, Weber assumed that the ethics of the Confucian 

__________________________ 

12 Weber 2004, 78 (see Weber 1991, 53); for Weber’s admonishment of those who exclusively 
adhere to an ethics of convictions; see Weber 2004, 86 (Weber 1991, 60). 

13 Weber 2004, 93 (see Weber 1991, 66). 
14 In contrast, Weber characterized Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism as entailing a theoretical 

rationalism; see Schluchter 1983, 26. 
15 Schluchter 1983, 26–27. 
16 My own translation of Weber, GARS I, 239. 
17 Weber 1951, 115 (GARS I, 404). 
18 Weber 1951, 240 (GARS I, 527). 
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literati were formative in the sense that they considerably influenced the life conduct of 
other social strata in China too. Otherwise, Confucian ethics could not have served We-
ber as the heuristic equivalent of Protestant ethics. Yet only by yielding a contrast would 
the study of Confucianism fulfill its heuristic function. Weber was indeed much less in-
terested in discerning commonalities than differences between Confucianism and 
Protestant ethics. 

For Weber, the main difference between Confucianism and Protestantism con-
cerned the question of how the followers of these religions positioned themselves ethically 
vis-à-vis the world; this in turn depended, according to Weber, on their notion of salva-
tion, or its absence. The fact that Confucianism did not offer a promise of salvation is 
therefore highly significant.19 As a consequence, Confucian ethics “reduced tension with 
the world to an absolute minimum.” In sharp contrast to Protestant ethics, Confucianism 
neither fueled its adherents’ “religious depreciation” of the world nor their “practical rejec-
tion” of mundane affairs. Confucianism essentially was, to cite Weber’s often quoted 
words, an “ethic of unconditional affirmation of and adjustment to the world.”20 On the 
basis of this interpretation, Weber ascribes to Confucianism a “radical worldoptimism”: 

The Confucian system of radical worldoptimism succeeded in removing the basic pessi-
mistic tension between the world and the supra-mundane destination of the individual. 
But no Christian ethic, however entangled in mundane compromises could attain this.21 

Weber further specifies that 

Confucian optimism ultimately concluded and hoped to attain perfection on earth solely 
through the individual’s ethical strength and through the power of orderly administra-
tion.22 

The radical nature of this worldoptimism is thus palpable in the individual’s ethical inabil-
ity to fundamentally reject the world, and also in the Confucian indifference towards 
doctrines that offered magical explanations of reality. Weber claimed that the Confucian 

__________________________ 

19 Schluchter 1983, 19. 
20 Weber 1951, 227, 229 (GARS I, 514–515). Weber’s decision exclusively to focus on Confu-

cianism when reaching this conclusion about the affirmation of the world and the lack of 
“tension” has met profound criticism on the grounds that he deliberately chose to disregard 
Chinese Buddhism and Buddhist ethics; see for example: Brook 2017, 100–101, 106. 

21 Weber 1951, 235 (GARS I, 522). The preceding sentences are: “The contrast between this 
socio-ethical position and the whole religious ethic of the Occident was unbridgeable. Out-
wardly some patriarchical aspects of the Thomist and Lutheran ethic might appear to resem-
ble Confucianism, but this is merely an external impression.” 

22 Weber 1951, 212 (GARS I, 497). 
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worldview had never carried through the type of thorough “disenchantment of the world” 
which had characterized Europe’s course into modernity.23 On the contrary, Confucian 
rational ethics had not only preserved magical elements of its own, but contributed to a 
sociopolitical arrangement in which “the magic garden of heterodox doctrine (Taoism)” 
remained untouched: “The preservation of this magic garden, however, was one of the 
tendencies intimate to Confucian ethics.”24 Hence, the Chinese across various social strata 
could, in the eyes of Weber, stay true to the Confucian conduct of life and still enter and 
leave the magic garden as the need arose. 

The issue of subjectivity again looms large here. Weber suggests that because the 
Chinese did not encounter any fundamental spiritual resistance in the course of their lives, 
neither dogmatically nor in their daily involvement in practical ethics, they had little or no 
cause at all to achieve a subjective conscience in rejecting the world. With respect to this 
topic, both Herder and Hegel seem to have been looking over Weber’s shoulder. Their 
influence is quite manifest – even though Weber neither shared their generalizations 
about China and Confucianism nor their interest in the significance of the Chinese lan-
guage and script. For Hegel, the Chinese empire belonged to the Oriental world of des-
potism and had remained “stationary.” Chinese civilization was characterized, in spite of 
many achievements, by its lack of reflection, moral subjectivity, and autonomous con-
science of all of its inhabitants, including the figure of the emperor.25 Hegel further as-
sumed that the religious faith of the Chinese did not offer any opportunity to develop a 
sense of autonomy that would have allowed them to inwardly withdraw from the mun-
dane powers of the empire.26 

Half a century before Hegel, Herder had already alluded to a Chinese stasis when 
comparing the Qing dynasty to an “embalmed mummy” (balsamirte Mumie).27 This 
drastic image was meant to affirm China’s standing among the ancient civilizations, but it 
also illustrated Herder’s scathing verdict about the absence of vivid spiritual inwardness in 
the empire and its people. Herder in fact had assumed that the Chinese lived like slaves in 

__________________________ 

23 Weber 1951, 226 (GARS I, 513). 
24 Weber 1951, 227 (GARS I, 513). 
25 Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte (cited in Hsia 1985, 155–156, 160, 

166). Hegel had first included China in his lecture on the philosophy of world history during 
the winter semester of 1822/23. On Hegel’s treatment of the topic of undeveloped subjectivi-
ty in his writings on China, see Lee 2003, 286, 294–310. 

26 Hegel in Hsia 1985, 180–181. 
27 My translation; see Herder, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, part three 

(cited in Hsia 1985, 129). The part on Chinese civilization in Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie 
der Geschichte der Menschheit appeared in 1787. On Herder’s assumption about the absence 
of subjectivity in China, see, for example, Lee 2003, 247–251. 
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their “self-constructed state-machine” (selbst-erbaueten Staats-Maschine)28 and described 
the teachings of Confucius as the “mechanical engine of the ethical doctrine” (mecha-
nische Triebwerk der Sittenlehre) which inhibited “the free stride of the spirit” (freien Fort-
gang des Geistes).29 

The issue of restrained or inexistent subjectivity in China which Herder had high-
lighted achieved a standing of its own in studies on Chinese civilization well beyond the 
days of Max Weber. Its proximity to the critique of modernity, including concerns about 
modern mass society and reflections about the reification of modern man points back to 
Hegel. The latter had introduced his reflections on the absence of subjectivity in China in 
the context of his universalistic philosophy of history, and hence in relation to the analysis 
of the modern European state and society. As regards Max Weber, he also expressed some 
of his most pessimistic insights into modern society in the immediate textual and analyti-
cal proximity of his studies on China. A case in point is his reference to “specialists with-
out spirit, sensualists without heart” in the Collected Essays on Sociology of Religion.30 One 
might therefore juxtapose Weber’s dictum that modern specialists and sensualists lead 
their life in ignorance of the fact that they cannot truly express their subjectivity on the 
one hand, and his verdict that the Confucian-induced oblivion which prevented the Chi-
nese from even attempting to attain subjectivity on the other. Should we conclude that 
the Chinese, once living in a modern society, were thus particularly prone to fall into the 
trap of muddling through their lives as mere specialists-sensualists? Or does Weber’s vi-
sion allude to the universal emergence of a furtively sinicized modernity which offers 
modern man the false consolation of enchanting magic gardens, while in fact keeping him 
or her strictly within the confinements of a disenchanted technocratic society? Weber did 
not delve into such a dystopia of universalistic dimensions. Whereas Hegel had been 
compelled to turn to China on the grounds of his philosophy of world history, Weber’s 
study of China served no such purpose and did not cover contemporary China. All the 
same, he envisioned China’s future course of adopting modern capitalism when he pre-
dicted that the “Chinese in all probability would be quite capable, probably more capable 
than the Japanese, of assimilating capitalism which has technically and economically been 
fully developed in the modern culture area.”31 This begs the question of whether we 
should understand this enigmatic statement as indicating a hidden accordance between 
the weak subjectivity fostered by Confucian ethics, and the spiritless life conduct of mod-
ern specialists-sensualists? 

__________________________ 

28 My translation; see Herder in Hsia 1985, 129. 
29 My translation; see Herder in Hsia 1985, 133. 
30 Weber 1992, 124 (GARS I, 204). 
31 Weber 1951, 248 (GARS I, 535). 
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It has been suspected that Weber was intrigued by the Chinese imperial tradition of 
entrusting the affairs of the state to learned gentlemen who had been selected as literati 
officials by state examinations.32 We may assume, however, that such a stratum would 
have failed, in the eyes of Weber, to make themselves into the type of modern professional 
politicians he hoped would assume duty. Such politicians were to conduct politics primar-
ily, if not exclusively on the basis of an ethic of responsibility, and therefore by cool-
headedly judging the consequences of their actions, and effectively coping with the frus-
trating restrictions that modern society endlessly reproduced. 

 
2 Post-Weberian Issues 

Weber’s assumption about the ethical limits that Confucianism imposed on the individu-
al’s subjectivity has met with substantial rejoinders. It is questionable, to say the least, that 
the Confucian literati’s ethical convictions indeed left them in the comfort of experienc-
ing no tension between ethical-religious demands and the mundane world, as Weber 
would have it.33 Furthermore, Weber only insufficiently distinguished between the litera-
ti’s ethos and “Confucianism” as understood to comprise the manifold currents in the 
history of Confucian thought. His account of Confucian ethics is therefore strewn with 
problematic generalizations and lopsided conclusions that ignore the twist and turns in 
the Chinese reception of Confucian philosophy across centuries. It remains to be seen 
whether parts of his interpretation might actually fare better if one would not conflate, as 
he was inclined to, the philosophical traditions of pre-, early, and late imperial Confucian-
ism with the stratified Neo-Confucian-based ethos of imperial officials that corresponded 
to particular political and socioeconomic contexts. Be that as it may, in other respects 
Weber’s study of Confucianism is still relevant today insofar as he shows how not to en-
gage Confucianism in the study of Chinese society. In spite of the aforementioned short-
comings in his study on Confucianism, Weber tried to clearly identify the social and polit-
ical elite in late imperial China that embodied the Confucian ethos and was responsible 
for the diffusion of Confucian ethics among other social strata. He thus avoided the socio-
logically amorphous notion of a Confucian mentality as well as the conceptually mislead-
ing description of Confucianism as the “ideology” of the dynastic state – both of which 
are unfortunately still in use today, even in specialized studies. 

Weber was rightly convinced that the politically and socially dominant elite of late 
imperial China was institutionally as well as intellectually and spiritually attached, albeit 

__________________________ 

32 Kaesler 2015, 25–26. 
33 For a critical evaluation of Weber’s views, see, for example, Metzger 1983, 235–236, 244, 251, 

254–255; see also Metzger 1977. 
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not exclusively, to Confucian ethics. It is for this reason that he decided to concentrate on 
Confucianism in the first place. We may safely assume that Weber, if he were alive today 
and willing to study contemporary China, would shift the focus away from Confucian-
ism. After all, he would find no convincing empirical evidence that Confucianism was still 
the key factor for shaping China’s present “economic ethics.” In contrast to the periods in 
Chinese history that had aroused Weber’s interest, there now exists in fact a ruling ideolo-
gy in China that leaves its imprint on state and society. It is probably not too far-fetched to 
assume that Weber would turn first to the ruling ideology and its power structure. What 
is more, given the questionable empirical foundation of claims about the existence of 
other East Asian “Confucian societies,” there too is little reason to reanimate the Weberi-
an fascination with Confucianism for the purpose of sociological analysis. 

Nonetheless, Weber’s thesis on Confucianism still figures prominently in interna-
tional studies on contemporary East Asian societies in the social sciences and humanities. 
The influence of Weber has been particularly profound in heated debates on how Asian 
or Confucian values impact on the sociopolitical and economic development of the so-
called Asian Tiger states. The same holds true for the controversy over the “clash of civili-
zations” theory, and the continuing discussions about the relation between Confucianism 
and democracy. Yet it is often a distorted Weber which resurfaces here – and the punch 
line of his thesis on the historical evolution of modern capitalism has been literally re-
versed: Whereas Weber assumed that the Protestant spirit had shaped modern capitalism 
without there being a conscious Protestant effort to do so, many contemporary partici-
pants in discourses on modernizing East Asian societies in fact ascribe to Confucianism 
such an immediate impact. Confucianism thus appears to have engendered or reinforced 
modern capitalism in these societies by supplying them with the respective “values,” “spir-
it,” or “ethics.” The question of how Confucianism might have worked its way unscathed 
through the enormous political, social, and economic transformations that occurred in 
these societies since the late nineteenth century and throughout the better part of the 
twentieth century receives astonishingly little attention. In its extreme variants, the respec-
tive analyses want us to believe that East Asian societies have always been and still are 
engulfed in Confucianism, whereas in the West, modern capitalism and the bureaucratic 
state have long since outpaced their originally Protestant spirit.34 Unsurprisingly, the 

__________________________ 

34  See, for example, King 1997. Tu Wei-ming and Ambrose Y. C. King, two theoreticians famil-
iar with Weber, both contend that Confucianism, even after the demise of monarchical rule 
in China, Japan, and Korea, continues to dominate East Asia as a “living cultural force” (King 
1997, 171) or a “coherent social vision” (Tu 2002, 64). Both suggest that Confucianism was 
one of the key factors for economic success in East Asian societies and now supplies these soci-
eties with the ethical and intellectual foundation for producing their particular political and 
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contemporary resurgence of certain “Confucian” social and ritual practices and discourses 
in China are gratefully received in pertinent studies to bolster the assumption of an essen-
tially Confucian society. But it would probably be more to the point to examine the phe-
nomena of Confucian revivals on the premise that they indicate the exact opposite: name-
ly ill-fated attempts to recover a vanished continuum of Confucian traditions for the sake 
of coping with the downsides of rapid socioeconomic and political transformation. 

What is more, the fact that value choices in modern societies – even if we were to 
grant that they result in Confucian values – might have no significant impact on the evo-
lution of particular societal, economic, and political structures is often ignored. Confucian 
values are instead seen as either propelling social modernization or compensating for some 
of its negative effects. Or, alternatively, they are said to impede modernization (political, 
social, economic, etc.) with the consequence that they should be extracted from the nor-
mative dimension of modern society. No matter whether Confucianism is deemed to be 
conducive or obstructive to modernization, such assessments conform to the underlying 
assumption that contemporary East Asian societies inevitably have to cope with Confu-
cian values, spirit, or ethics. This seems to be a far cry from Weber’s designation of mod-
ern society as a “shell as hard as steel” that is characterized by the dominance of instrumen-
tal reason. The irony, however, is that the reductionist conceptualization of Confucian 
values, spirit, or ethics as either incentives or impediments for social change (such as 
“modernization”) unwittingly confirms Weberian pessimism. After all, the type of social 
research to be conducted within the “shell” would in all likelihood follow the very ra-
tionale of reducing such concepts as Confucian values, spirit, or ethics to aspects of in-
strumental reason.35 In this context, Weber’s approach is productive to contemporary 
scholarship in two regards: It sheds light on misleadingly reductionist assumptions about 
mental factors such as Confucianism that persist in research on social transformations in 
contemporary East Asia.36 In addition, it deepens our understanding of contemporary 

__________________________ 

social choices regarding the further course of modernization (see King 1997, 170–171; Tu 
2002, 64–67). 

35 It is therefore no coincidence that there is a certain tendency in contemporary studies on East 
Asia to assume that the individual attachment to “values” is a matter of reasoning, and not so 
much the result of a primarily “irrational” anchorage in the individual’s religious and ethical 
outlook. 

36 The concept of “Confucianism” as it is applied in this sense in social research on East Asia has 
as its corresponding analytical category the concept of “American spirit.” The latter emerged 
in modernization theory during its high tide after the Second World War but has long since 
been discarded in the social sciences. 
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East Asian discourses on social change by offering an illuminating contrast to rampant 
expectations about a malleable process of modernity. 

The bulk of Weber’s own conclusions about Confucian ethics, however, seem rather 
irrelevant in this context. His concern with Confucian optimism was indeed untimely, 
even if one concedes that he had deliberately decided to focus on pre-1911 China. By the 
time Weber was writing on China, the prevalent type of optimism among the reformist 
Chinese elite was indeed not ethical in nature anymore but based on the reception both of 
evolutionary theories and European discourses on social and scientific progress. Chinese 
optimism regarding progress emerged in the 1890s and was swiftly shared across the spec-
trum of intellectual and political circles. The view of China as a belated nation that ur-
gently needed to catch up with the West through concerted “progress” in modernization 
became the mantra of reformist and revolutionary circles alike. At the core of this view 
was the conviction that China’s course into modernity could be realized in a tightly con-
trolled fashion. This conviction remained largely untouched by Western discourses, in-
cluding Weber’s social analyses, on the forceful nature of modernity, the structural re-
straints that limited the scope for action by human agency, and the crippling impact of 
contingent factors on plans for social modernization.37 

In the second half of the twentieth century, Chinese optimism regarding progress 
was prevalent in the ruling ideology of both the Communist Party of China and the Na-
tionalist Party (Guomindang). In both cases, the expectation of a systematic advance – 
revolutionary or reformist – into modernity had been closely interwoven with the belief 
in the capacity of collective subjects (classes, nation) to realize their totalizing visions of 
modernization. The inherent optimism regarding progress obviously contains a core 
which is ideologically neutral in the sense that it can be absorbed by such vastly different 
political ideologies. This core consists of a proto-technocratic or outright technocratic 
vision of manufacturing social modernity in the form of modernization.38 However, this 
is not to suggest that all social and political theorizing in modern China is predicated 
upon a progressivist conceptualization of human agency. Suffice it to say that, for example, 
structuralist and post-structuralist theories have taken root in China. 

Quite evidently, optimistic expectations that comprehensive modernization based 
on long-term planning will result in plan fulfillment serve the purpose of stabilizing politi-
cal regimes. They furthermore function to consolidate public acceptance of measures to 
realize highly accelerated social change that inevitably threatens familiar lifeworlds and 
deepens a sense of crisis. Weberian pessimism offers neither reassurance nor consolation 

__________________________ 

37 See Fröhlich and Schneider forthcoming. 
38 It might therefore be worthwhile to examine how Chinese social and political theorists con-

strue the relationship between theory and the empirical world. 
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in this regard. But it can provide public discourse with opportunities to become immune 
to overly optimistic depictions of social modernity that easily curtail critical self-reflection. 
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