From Ideal Type to Pure Type
Weber’s Transition from
History to Seciclogy

| Nazral Tslam

One major problem with the classics is thai we
tend toread too much into them and often overlook
the obvivos. There is also a tendency io treat parts of
the works of major thinkers as being more authon-
tative than other parts, which often results in the
-dismissal of the latter as stemming from some weakness
of the author such as immaturity of thinking, ete.
The argumenis over the early Marx and latter Marx
is an obvious example to that effect. Confusion of
similar nature also surrounds the work of Max Weber,
in particular his contribution to methodology.  This
paper examines the fate of the concept of ideal type,
a primary contribution of Webertan methodology, and
.argues that such confusions, to say the least, is tma]ly
unnecessary and can be easily remedied. g

Weber’s exposition of the concept of 1deal iype
im apy detalls was made in two different texts and
on two different occasions. The initial formulation of
the concept was rendered when Weber took over
. the joint editorship of the drchiv fur Sozialwissenschaft



4% Marx and Weber : ?crspectives on Theory and Dontination

und Sczialpolitik in 1604 end fomed apart of the
editoral tiled ~“Chjeci'viy in Sodal Sc'ence arnd Social
Poli.y” (Weber 1949). Tae other estay formed part
of the “Introduction to his seminal wo k Wirtschaft
Und Gesellschaft, publihed roshvmously, almost
twenty years la‘er, though there is reason to believe
that the work on the second esscy was taken up
much earler and was revised by the author before his
death in 1920. These dates are important, and helps to
clarify the issue,

The confus’on regarding Weter's view of the ideal
type originates from the fact that most scholars tend to
only look at the earlier text and treat it as the authorita-
tive version and 1y to explain awsy the inconsistencies
noted in the later esray as deviations attributible to
various factors. Some, Lke Aron (1970), consider
the concept ¢s incompletely formulated and offer their
improved versions. Others. more senselive o the issue,
Lke Parsons (1947), recognize the difference between
‘the iwo tex's comewhet, but end vp complicating the
problem further by inveanting their own kinds of
ideal types ofien posing one texi ageinst the other.
Thus, Parcons (1947, 1968) ‘or instance, clearly ignores
Weker's formulation when he calls the version of the
“idesl tvpe inthe second text as ‘‘rational ideal type”.
Weber called it the “‘pure type”.

. Before we delve deeper into the contradictions
let’s first look at what Weber meant by ideal type.
Put siurply, the ideal type is an “idea” of a pheno-
mexnon, a conceptualization of a given phenomenon ora
situation. It is a “conceptual consiruct, a mental”,
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picture, a “mental construct”. Social sciences deal with
phenomena like capitalism, bureaucracy, rehg:on or
to use Weber’s example, “city economy”, “Landicraft
or “capitalistic culture”, bui these remain very vaguely
defined. Morever, their meanings may also change from
epoch to epoch or from situation to sitnation breeding
ambiguity. Social sciences cannot work with such
ambiguity, particularly in terms of the genetic concepts
named above, Therefore, the researcher needs to bring
out the salient points of the concept by emphasizing or
cleminating some-of its eclements or even exaggerating
some others and thereby offering a unified definition.
Aron (1970) calls this a process of stylization in which
what seems characteristic of the phenomenon is retaized
and constructed into a type. Itis a purely mental dril
through which a concept comes to be defined. Thus for
Weber,
(a)n ideal typeis formed by the one-sided gccert-
tuation of one or more points of view and by the
synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or
less present and occasionally absent concrete
individual phenomena, which are arranged accor-
ding to those ome sidedly emphasized viewpoints
into a unified agnalytical construct (Gedankenbild).
(1949 : 90). .
Thts mental, construet, “()n ifs conceptual purity”
Weber notes, “cannot be found empirically anywhere
in reality”. Indeed, it is “neither historical reality nor
even the ‘true’ realiiy”, mor can a real situation or
action can be “‘subsumed as one imstance, it is a
“aopia”. |
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- Once, however, anideal type is formed, it offers
the researcher wilth a tool with which a real situation
or action can be compered. Thus it is likea “yard
stick” (Mommsen 1974) or 2 “measuring rod” (Lachm—
ann 1971) to fathom reality.

It hasthe significance of a purely ideal limiting

concept with which the real sitwation or action is

compared and surveyed for the explication of cer-
tain of its significant components. Such concepts are
consiructs in terms of which we formulate relation-
ships by the applicaticn of the category of objective
possibility, By means of this category, the adequacy
of our imagination, oriented and disciplined by

reality, is judged. (Weber 1949

In the Kantian tradition, Weber accepted that reality
is infinite and since reality can be represented differenily -
to different persons or is represented in numerous diver-
sity, 1t is possible, indeed, ‘it must be accepied as
certain” that numerous ideal types of the phenomena
can be constructed, of which “none is like amnother”
and none can be observed in empirical reality, but each
1s built upon certain aspects of reality.

The portrayal of ideal type presented akoveis the
one commonly dealt with in the literature on Weberian
methodology, and of the ideal type in particular. This-
is taken from Weber’s earlier essay. The essay deals
with a number of issuse, beside the construction of ideal
type, including the relations between natural and the
social  sciences, causality, and more importandy,
“‘objectivity” in the social science. The question of
objectivity becomes imperative in relation to the question
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of socia} policy 16 which the essay is also directed.
Attaining objectivity, in terms of policy making, in the
social sciences that deal with the phenomena of human
life, as opposed to the natural . sclence, poses serious
problems. Objectivity in such sclences is -intimately
connected with the question of values. As these sciences
deal with all faceis of culture objectivity is bound to
be clouded by the values we espouse, leading to
amblgmt‘y It is not by shying away from such question of
value but rather by acknowledging. indeed, by ordering
our concepiual comstructs in relation to some specific
value orfentations that we can hope to build up a science
dealing -with empirical reality, It is this relationship
10 ceriain values - that make a cultural phenomenon
ignificant for us, Social sciences are “cultural sciences”
in so far as they “treal the ‘evenis of humanlife with
Tespect of their cultural significance” (Weber 1949 : 67).

For Weber the “decisive feature” of the method
‘of sciences designated as the cultural sciences is the
analysis of the phenomena of life “in terms of their
cultural significance”. Cultural significance of. such
phenomena cannot be derived from “analytical laws”
‘since cultural evenis presuppose a ‘“value-orientation”
toward these events (Weber 1949 : 76). Culture itself
is 2 value concept and empirical reahty becomes culture
to us “because and in so far as we relate it to value
ideas”. It includes only those segments of reality which
have become significani to us because of this value
relevance. And since reality is infinite, only a small
portion of the concrete reslity is “colored by our value-
-conditioned interest and it alone is significant te.us”
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(Weber 1949:76). It becomes significant to us because it
deals with relationships which are important to us because
of ““their connection with our values” (Weber 1949 : 76).
Thus for Weber, “only becanse of this and to the extent
that this is the case it is worthwhile for us to know it in
its individual features” (1949 : 76).

" Tt is this concern with the individual features of
the concrete reality that lands this science into the
realm of bhisiorical sciences as will become eviden:
shortly, The social science, whose, way of building
a conceptual frame of analysis is the construction of
the ideal type, “is an empirical science of concrete
reality, the aim of which is “the understanding of the
characieristic uniqueness of the reality in which we
move” (Weher 1949 :72). Thus what this science
wishes to understand is “‘on the one hand the rela-
tionships and the cultural significance of individual
events in their contemporary manifestations and on the
.other hand the causes of their being historically so
‘and not otherwise” (1949 : 72).

After establishing the focus of social sciences on
the cultural significance of individual events and
“anchoring them solidly in history, Weber seeks to
distinguish these from the mnatural sciences. The
-matural sciences attempt the analysis of reality in
terms of laws and general concepts. They strive for
universally valid knowledge. But such general laws
“are. devoid of content and cannot be the objective of
the social sciences, which deal with concrete phenomena
ordering them in terms of their cultural significance.
Indeed, he argues that, ‘“neither of these iwo types
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of analysis of reality has any necessary Togical relation-
ship with the other” (1949 : 77). He feels that it
would be “mos: d'sasterous” not to think them as
distinet in principle. We shall have occasion to refer
to this la‘er. In the culiural sciences the knowledge
of the universal is “never valuable i itself”. At
best they can serve as means tothe objective analysis
of cultural evens, therefore. the reduction of empirical
reality to laws, for Weber, “is meaningless”.

What then is the role of ideal iype in such a
science ? Weher argues that concepts used by the
historian is full of ambiguity and therefore when the
historian wanis to go beyond the bare establishment
of concrete relationship and seeks to determine the
cultural significance of even the simplest event he
“musi”® use concepts which are precisely and unambigu-
ously definable in terms of ideal type.. The Greater
the need for unambiguizy and *“sharp appreciation” of the
cultural significance, the “more imperative” is the need
to operate with ideal type concepts, Weber argued that
even if the hisiorian rejects the ideal types as theoretical
constructs, he nonetheless, uses similar concepts without
“actually defning them as ideal types. But what is meant
by a theoretical concept can be made ~unambiguously
clear only through precise, ideal typical construc »
(Weber 1949 : 95). When a genetic defmition of the
- content of the concept is sought, there remains only the
ideal type. ' :

In this earlier essay, therefore, Weber is addressing
the need of the historian. Ideal typical constructs allow
'the historian to study historical phenomena in their
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uniqueness. Ideal types used inthis essay is thus a
way of formulaiing conecepts for the *“scrutiny and
systematic characterization of individual concrete patierns
which are significant in their uniqueness” {(Weber
1949 : 100). This uniqueness is dictated by cultural
values. Thus the goal of ideal iype according io the
needs of cultural science based on historical data is
“always to make explicit not the class or average
character but rather the unique individual character of
cultural phenomena” (Weber 1949 : 101).
But this emphasis on the individual cencrete pheno-
mena in relation to their culiural significance is in con-
‘trast with the requirements of sociology. Sociology,
Weber argues, “seeks to formulate type concepts and
generalized uniformities of empirical process” (1947:109).
It is interesting to note that the distinction between
sociology fand history is made explicit while he was
-elaborating on the concept of the ideal type in the second
essay refered to earlier. History, he reminds us, “is
oriented to the causal analysis and explanation of indivi-
dual actions, structures and personalities possessing
cultural significance” (1947:109). Both Thistory and
“sociology are seen as the sciences of social action in this
‘essay. But sociology is defined here as a “generalizing™
science and as a result ifs concepis are more abstract and
-compared to “actual historical reality”, they are relatively
:lacking in fullness of concrete content. Itisto “com-
pensate for this disadvantage” that sociological analysis
. needs to offer a greater precision to its concepts,
~ This precision is obtained by “striving for the
" highest possible degree of adeguecy on the level of
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meaning”. By “adequacy on the level of meaning” is
refered to the subjective interpretation of a coherent
course of conduct. For Weber a course of conduct
becomes meaningfully adequate when it conveys to our
mode of thinking and feeling a complex of meaning
that is treated as “typical” Construction of such typical
course of conduct is achieved by the concepts and genera-
lizations which formulate rational process. Formulation
of this rational process is the construction of pure types.
- Sociology, for Weber is a science which attempts
“he interpretive understanding of social action”. Action
becomes social ‘by virtue of the subjective meaning
attached to it by the aciing individual”. Sociology -thus
attempt at the inlerpretive understanding of the subjective
meaning of social action, that is, the understanding of the
“intended” meaning of social action. Achieving of such
understanding can be treated as the “‘explanation” of the
actual course of behaviour. .
Thus for Weber, understanding involves the
““interpretive grasp” of (a) the actually intended meanirg
for concrete individual action; (b) the averagé or
the . approximation to the actually intended meaning
of a mass phenomena; and (¢) the meaning
appropriate to a scientifically formulated pure type (an
ideal type) of common phenomenon (1947:96). The
concepts and “laws” of pure economic theory are
examples of this pure iype. As a “kind of ideal type”,
the pure types “state what course a given type of human
action would take if it ‘were strictly rational, unaffected
by errors or emotional factors and if, furtherinore, it
were completely and aneguivocally. directed to 2 _single
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end” (Weber 1947.96) (as in the case of economics, this
end is the “mazimization of economic advantage”).
Elsewhere Weher notes that it is the construction of this
purely -rational course, pure (ype, of action that serves
the sociologists as an ideal type, since ““it has the merit
of clear undersiandability and lack of ambiguity”, the
two basic requirements of an ideal type as was explained
by Weber in the earlier essay. These pure iypes or the
“pure ideal types’”” have “the highest possible degree of
logical integration by virtue of their complete edequacy on
ihe level of meaning” (Weber 1947:110), And piimarily
because of this that they rarely, if ever, correspond to
a real phenomenon. However, for Weber, “thecretical
analysis in the field of sociclogy is possible only in
terms of such pure types” (1947:110).

- However, it is not tosay that sociology has to
deal only with the rational, Indeed, much of sociology
is concerned with the irrational, that is, the emotional,
affectual or even mysiic experiences. Weber argues
that for typological scientific analysis™ itis convenient
to deal with the irrational as “devaton™ from a “‘con-
ceptually pure type” of ratioral action, Nevertheless,
Weber feels that Sociclogy also includes in its scope,
various irrational phenomena formulated in terms of
theoretical concepts which are “adequate on the level of
meaning” implying that ideal types of such concepts can
also "he constructed. Though they may not atiain the
highest degree of certainty asscciated with the pure
type.. Weber notes that when refércnce is made to
“typical” ecase, it always means ideal type, which may
be “rational or irrational” but they are constructed with
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a view to “adequacy on the level of meaning™ (1947:110).
It would, therefore, be wrong io equate pure type
with the ideal type as Parsons does. Pure iypes are the
ideal types of rational action., Weber calls the either as
“pure ideal types” or a kind of ideal type” or simply,
“an ideal type™. Parsons sets a trap for himself by
equating the tweo calling it ‘‘rational ideal type” and
thus fails to understand how the ireatment of the
irrational can be accommodated within Weberian metho-
dological framework. (Parsons 1947 : 16). For Parsons
the way out is to treat the irrational as mere devia-
tions, which is in conformity with Weber. But since
the ““rational ideal type” is the only ideal type Parsons
recognizes ‘as representing the second text, he is still
left without a place for the ideal types of the “irra-
tional”. As noted above, Weber had no problems
with this, Weber is equally comfortable with the cons-
truction of the ideal types of both rational and the
irrational ; omly, in the case of the rational they are
{0 be called the pure type. '
Parsons is mot the only one having problems w1th
the concept of ideal type as formulated by Weber.
Most authors tend to treat the first essay as the only,
or the authoritative, version for the ideal type (Rex
1971). Others treat it as the main work while the
later essay is seen as merely an appendix or worse,
one which complicates the issue. Thus, these anthors
try to offer an explanation of the various kinds of
ideal type Weber may have had in mind. Aron (1970)
considers Weber’s project as incomplete though Weber
has “‘grasped- what is essential” in- formu‘atmg ideal
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types. Crediting Weber thus, Aron feels that ‘perhaps
we should distinguish’ three kinds of ideal type, namely
“historical  type (modern capiialism), general types
(bureaucratic power), and types of rational behaviour
(economic theory) (1970 : 83).” This last actually corres-
pords to the pure type. FExample of economic theory
is cited simply becavse Weber often refers to it. But
economic theory is not sociology, and as will be shown
shortly, Aron fails to grasp the iniention hehind Weber’s
reference to economic theory as an example of rational
hehaviour. Historical types obviously maich the ideal
type of the first essay and, I presume, the general
types refer to the ideal types in a generalizing science
like sociology and is covered by the second essay. But
that complicates the issue of the types rational beha-
vioural” since. such types (pure types), for Weber,
are: construcied to “compensate” for the weakness
ihat concept formulation in a generalizing science suffers
from (Weber 1847 ,109-110), and therefore, should
also be ireated as the “general types,” or vice versa,

.. Alternaiively some authors pose one essay against
*he other and thus identify ideal types presented in
one to” be different from the other. Von Schelting
{1669} for instance distinguishes beitween the individua-
lizing (in the first essay) and the  generalizing (second
essay) ideal types. Sahay (1971) carries Von Schelting’s
distinctions a step further by identifying sub-types for
“each of Scheliing’s types. Thus, he finds in the in-
dividualizing ideal types, (a) the type that .clarifies
the characteristic ' of a unique action, and (b) that
‘makes: the -idea of an aciion . clear and consistent.
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While in the generalizing type, (a) that which organi-
zes correlated facts to allew imputation of a cavsal
relationship hetween them, and (b) that conceptualizes
the basic general characterzsnc of a social action in its
pure form, .

Similar dISCI’EP&n(ﬂe&: between the  iwo essay in
" terms of the formulation of the ideal tvpes have. also
been pointed by a number of other authors. Watkins
(1973) distinguizes beiween the “holistic” and the
“individualistic”  as representing the first and the second
essay respectively, This is almos: opposite of. what
~ Schelting and Sahay state. Mommsen (1974), inspite
" of his acknow]edgement of the two ideal - types in
Weber, defends the latter on the ground that what
appears to be the difference between the two . formula-
tions was the resuli of Weber’s attempt at de*éeloljing
a sophisticated system of ideal types as such..
- The list of such confusing ireatment of the ideal
‘type and pure type is a long one, to the extent that even a
recent essay by Turner (1983) continues to refer to the
Parsonian invention of the rational ideal iype as repre-
senting the second essay. It should, however, be evident
by now that the second essay is conmcerned primarily
with the. pure type, but that does nol imply that Weber
has foresaken his concept of ideal ‘type.. It is. there
in.the second essay as much asit was i the  first.
The two essays were written inthe contexi of two
different disciplines, which, I .feel, is sufficient know-
ledge to appreciate the difference between the two
essays and the ideal types therein.

_ The two essys of Weber unde1 dlSCT.lSSIOIl here are
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not only spaced by time but also differ in their basic
orientations. The first essay of 1904 was written at a
time when Weber was primarily a historian, introducing
the social scienices, when he still seems to prefer the
term cultural science. Itvhas been pointed oul by a num-
ker of scholars that Weber turned into a sociclogist rather
late m his career and that too very reluctanily. And that,
much of his contribution was not proposed in the context
of sociology atall {Rex, 1971). Mommsen notes that it
was not untl 1913 that Weber “eventually established
himself as a sociclogist in the full sense” (1974 : 14), The
process however began a few years eailier and by 1909
he was working actively for founding the German Asso-
ciation for sociclogy. It was, around this time 1910,
according o Runcimann (1982 :3) . that Weber began his
work onthe Fconomy and Saciety, whose introduction
is the subject matrer of the second essay. It may also
be noted that Weber, apparent inthis essay, was not
much at ease with his version of :ociology. Right ar
the beginning of his introduction of the word sociology
he adds parenthetically “in the sense in which this
highly ambiguous word used here” ( Prason’s translation
1947 : 88). He also appears rather apologetic about
the kind of sociology he is trying to introduce, namely
a sociology which restricts itself to subjectively unders
tandable phenomena, “‘a usage which™, he notes, “there
is no intention of altempting i0 impose on anyone
else™ (1947 : 100).. Nor was he very comfortable with
his colleageues at the sociology Association soon after
the founding of which he dissociated himself from
the organization. '
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~ The point to be made here is not that he became
" any wiser by turning into a sociologist. Nor that the
description of the. ideal type in the second formulation,
the pure type, is the more authoritative version. The
_ fact 10 be acknowledged here is that the two essays
were written with- two distinet disciplines in mind and
that his attitude toward sociology was one of ambivalence.
‘It was, perhaps, because of this ambivalence that -
he continuously refers to other disciplines in order. to.
sharpen his methodology first for the cultural sciences
and later for sociology. In both essays he directs his
attention to economics. Economics in the first essay is
identified as belonging closely tothe natural sciences
following in the footsieps of the latter in its metho-
dological principles. Abstraction, generalization, an d law
making, therefore, become the obvious choice for econo-
mices, as opposed to the concerns with the concrete,
" the real, and the umique. for the historical science. In
the second essay Weber attempts to distinguish sociology
' both from history and economics, As opposed to kistory,
sociology builds generalization but empirical material of
sociology “consists to a large extent, though by no means
 exclusively, of the same concrete process of action -
which are deall with by historians” (1947 : 109). It is to
minimise this contradiction between the requiements for
generalization and the concreteness of empirical” reality
that sociology needs to sharpen its- concepis to a very
high degree, to a degree equaling that of economics.
- In economic theory ihe concepts are always.of the pure
type. Sociology, as a generalizing science must also
sirive for such pure types. But sociology also has to deal
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with" the irrational and often with statistical averages,
So that, sociology, along with building ideal types of
the rational, the pure type. has to build ideal types.of the
irrational and ““it goes without saying” that, in addition.
sociology has to deal with statistical averages of mea-
“ningful kind, for example crime rates, occupational
- distribution etc. Thus bhecause of its particular require-
ments, concept building in sociclogy becomes cCifferent
from either. hisiory or economics. Indeed, Weberian
sociology is a very uneasy combination of aspects of hoth
of these two disciplines.

Ideal type is a heuristic device. It offers- a way
of building concepts. The nature of concepts is different
for each discipline. Thus, the way of building eoncepts
of necessity becomes different for different disciplines.
Economic theory always. asks © what course of .action
would take place if it were purely raiional and orienied
to economic ends alone” (Weber 1947 : TII). The ideal
types of cocial action for economic theory are thus

“unrealistic or abstract” in nature. They conceptualize
purely rational course of action. The ideal types in eco-
nomic theory are therefore, of the pure type. Historical
-scrences deal with cultural xal ies and reality for them is
coloured by such values and acquire significance thereby.
Concepts in such sciences are dictated by their cultural
significance, the ideal types thus also have to be built
with the cultural significance of the phenomena in mind.

Weber’s sociology deals with the subjective under-
standing of sociel action, which has to take account
of the intended meaning for the actor. Its concepts

therefore, must. he meaningfully = adequate. However,
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since sociology also distances itself from reality and
because of its requirements for generalization, it needs
to build concepts the way econamics does, namely the
building of pure types. Dut, sociology also deals with
the irrational, the emotion and affecis, which cannot be
fully understood. We cannot therefore strive for the
same degree of precision as ebtained by the pure type for
these concepts. Indeed, a “lower degree of certainity”
will do for these. Ideal types of such concepts do not
have to meet the same requiremeuis of precision as the
pure iypes. Moreover sociology has also to deal with
the statistical averages of various empirical phenomena.
So that sociology- will also have 0 use stetistical averages.
All that is required of the concepts of the rational
wrational or statistical averages is that they be meaning-
fully adequate. _ _

Thus building of the pure type isonly a part of
building concepis in sociology. Confusion arises when it is
treaied as the only way of building concepts in sociology
or when equated with construction of ideal type
as such. More often, however, the confusion is rooted
in the fact that the very concept of ideal type is reified.
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