Sociological Perspectives on the Enlightenment View of Progress


Enlightenment philosophers (e.g., Locke and Rousseau) argued that modern man, having thrown off the burden of church and state, as imposed by the "divine right of kings," was now free to pursue his individual interests in a modern world in which individual liberty (free land, free labor, and free markets, freedom of religion, speech, and assembly) would lead us to unparalleled happiness and prosperity.  Classical sociological theory developed as a response to the promise of liberal enlightenment theory and the threats issued by "nattering nabobs of negativity" [a term that was used in a recent U.S. presidential election], whom Ritzer calls "Conservative Reaction" but whom I identify as "reactionaries."


Marx, Durkheim, and Weber all challenged the enlightenment vision of progress, but none side with the reactionaries.  They all recognized that the western world had changed fundamentally and that there was no turning back.  Each, however, in different ways, criticized the modern world.


Marx, the most optimistic of the three, argued that the society established by the bourgeois revolutions was the penultimate solution to the conflicts and contradictions of economic life in "all known history" (see Communist Manifesto in Farganis).  Clearly, Marx saw progress, but he also saw continuing conflicts and contradictions in the modern world (see, for example, "Estranged Labor," in Farganis).  He predicted, however, that these would ultimately be resolved through economic crisis and proletarian revolution, once capitlaism was fully developed (on economic crises, see Handout on General Law of Capitalist Accumulation; on proletarian revolution, see Communist Manifesto, in Farganis).


Durkheim was, at least initially (see lecture on Division of Labor in Society), optimistic that the modern world might yield a more socially diverse and politically tolerant society [compared to the "society of saints," he describes in "Rules," in Farganis, for example].  He was also concerned, however, that rapid and extensive change in social institions might create normative confusion (or anomie--see Suicide in Farganis).  He also feared, increasingly as he grew older (see lecture and Elementary Forms, in Farganis) that individualism, as a moral philosophy, and occupational associations, as an institutional structure, might not adequately sustain "organic" solidarity in the modern world.  He became increasingly convinced that solidarity based on interdependence was impossible to establish and sustain without an over-arching sense of shared collective identity (or mechanical solidarity; see Elementary Forms, in Farganis).


Weber recognized both the economic conflicts and the moral limitations of the liberal enlightenment vision, which Marx and Durkheim had stressed (see discussion above).  He stressed the political problems of the modern world, however, arguing that bureaucracy was a double-edged sword.  On the one hand, it was the most efficient means of exercising political domination.  On the other hand, because it effectively "de-personalized" social and political action, it undermined the capacity of people to challenge the status quo.  In fact, bureaucracy undermined the potential to resist proposed changes resulting from the corruption of organizational goals or from a hostile takeover of the organization.  Weber placed his hopes in charismatic leaders who might inspire people (affectively) and offer their personal moral (value rational) judgements and (instrumental rational) evaluations of collective interests and capacities as a basis for challenging established authorities.


Weber lacked Marx's optimism that popular rebellion was inevitable (given the inevitability of increasingly severe crises of overproduction and the growing political organization and revolutionary consciousness of factory workers).  Weber also questioned whether popular rebellions were inevitably progressive.  Despite this lack of faith in the Marxian vision of revolutionary progress, however, Weber was not a staunch defender of public order, who routinely opposed popular social movements.  Weber lacked Durkheim's pessimism regarding the clear and present danger of mass movements that challenged established authorities.  In fact, while he was skeptical about the utopian promises of charismatic leaders, he, like most liberals, even today, viewed the often contentious and frequently confusing contests between popular interests and human passions as the essence of human life.  Conflict and compromise were normal, from Weber's perspective.  Although he was more of a dispassionate observer than an interested or impassioned advocate, Weber clearly encouraged the expression of human interest and human passion, even if the accompanying conflict and confusion might challenge established institutions.


Thus Weber was, perhaps, the most optimistic of the classical theorists about the prospects for progress within the institutional constraints of the modern world.  He was, however, deeply concerned that the "continual revolution" that Jefferson envisioned, for example, would not bear fruit.  Instead, as old revolutionaries became increasingly wedded to existing institutions, those institutions that were established in the revolutionary fervor of the campaign for "equality, liberty, and brotherhood," might become shackles, like "iron cages" (see Farganis on Weber), confining the subjects to mindless obedience, without human passion or human interest, as they enact the bureaucratic rituals of due process.

