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It is hard not to think that Hegel, Marx, and Weber discuss the same topic and that their disciplinary approaches should accordingly be very similar.  We can easily ascribe a topic to them, in the form of questions:  Why does change occur?  What, if anything, is the object of history?  In this sense they are historians in that they attempt to explain change over time.  To varying degrees they also seek answers to the riddle of consciousness, and they ponder the mind by relating it to the world in which people act.  All of these writers thus approach their topics philosophically.  For all their similarities, however, these thinkers produce very different bodies of work.  They diverge in their terms as they take on the theoretical language of the economist (in the case of Marx) and that of the sociologist (in the case of Weber), and their works offer quite different conclusions about the operation of history.   


Of the three explanations for historical change represented here, Hegel’s is the most purely philosophical.  In his Introduction to the Philosophy of History the invisible, eternal force of Reason “rules the world” (p. 12).  In other words, the course of history has been rational, despite the seemingly irrational violence and death that have occurred throughout the human experience.  Indeed, it is through the passions and irrational behaviors of people that Reason works itself out in the world.  Spirit—the antithesis of matter—is “the substance of history” (p.19), and it is the means through which the Idea of freedom, which is the image of the nature of perfect Being, is realized in the world.  This realization of freedom is the final goal of history.  Thus Hegel portrays history in an abstract, teleological manner in which he, as a philosopher, has gained a glimpse of a totality, a unified theory of world history.


Hegel describes the state as the manifestation of Spirit on earth.  It is the site where Spirit becomes concrete and realizes itself in the fabric of history, which consists of passion and the Idea of freedom.  Through stages, the state develops and deteriorates, and Spirit also undergoes transformations.  This is all part of a rational process in which history moves toward perfect freedom.


In The German Ideology, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, and Capital, Marx maps out an alternative view of history.  Like Hegel, Marx is concerned with consciousness and its role in the development of history (Selected Writings, pp. 210-211).  He sees history unfolding in stages and progressing toward greater consciousness and freedom.  His central motive is philosophical, but his approach is quite different from Hegel’s.  Arguing against the “pure thoughts” of Hegel and his followers (p. 126), Marx writes that the Young Hegelians fight phrases by simply using new phrases and without targeting the “actual existing world” (p. 106).  He implies that the impetus he sees in his opponents toward understanding consciousness is sound but that the method must be grounded in scientific language, which can be either verified or falsified.  

With his departure from Hegel in a theoretical explanation of history, Marx undertakes two major additional tasks.  First, he reveals a concern for the ephemeral language of philosophy. Although he warns against careless readings of his ideas, Marx the philosopher nonetheless predicts that his work will be misunderstood by the “superficial observer” (p. 217).  Still, he takes pains to avoid the inevitable obsolescence that awaits overly-abstract writings by placing his ideas in language that can be grasped by people regardless of place and time:  language that deals with the material and social relationships that are fundamental to the human experience.  Second, in positing a base (the productive forces and relations of production) and a superstructure (the legal and political system and indeed all of social and intellectual existence) which arises out of it, he places the material and the mind—consciousness (akin to Hegel’s Spirit)—together in a historical process, making it possible to describe the development of one in terms of that of the other.  His famous statement that “[i]t is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” (p. 211) sets up the theoretical task of explaining historical change—including the origins of capitalism—in terms of material factors.  

For Marx, history is the history of production.  Production in the superstructure is determined by production in the base.  Within the latter, the productive forces (labor and the tools used to perform labor) give rise to the relations of production (the type of relationship that exists between labor and the productive forces).  Thus changes in productive forces, such as technological advances, result in changes in the relations of production, which may include, for example, shifts of labor from farms to factories.  Such economic shifts produce changes in the legal, political, and intellectual realms.  

In The German Ideology, Marx emphasizes the importance of the relationship between base and superstructure when he defines the ruling class as that class which controls society’s material power as well as “its ruling intellectual power” (p. 129).  The ideas promoted by the ruling class, in protecting the interests of that class, become universalized.  But there is always opposition to such dominance.  From this opposition arises conflict, which moves society closer to revolution.  Through revolution, class dominance and class distinctions will cease and communism will establish itself.  Thus we see that for Marx, history is the history of production of ideas.  Ideas rule history.  And the dominant historical forces, in Marx’s words, are “‘the ideas,’ the Idea, etc.” (p. 131), as distinct from those who rule with ideas.  Whereas Hegel finds Reason working itself out through the irrational unawareness of human activity, Marx opens the possibility of awareness or consciousness in class distinctions, which are ultimately formed around the development of ideas.  In this sense, Marx’s explanation of historical change goes to the heart of Hegel’s philosophy, the topic of which Marx upholds even as he radically alters its conceptual framework.

Weber sets out to oppose what he sees as Marx’s materialist reductionism.  Placing a tighter focus on the modern Western economic system than Marx and echoing Hegelian concepts, Weber looks for the “Spirit of capitalism.”  For Weber (to use Marxian terms), not only do the forces of production and the social relations of production shape the superstructure, but ideology also influences the modes of production.  There exists a reciprocal relationship in which multiple causes drive change.  

Weber’s theory of the rise of modern capitalism turns on the study of ascetic Protestantism, as exemplified in Calvinism.  The belief in predestination led to a psychological need for reassurance about one’s place in the afterlife.  Although certainty was impossible, one could take some comfort in business success as a sign of divine approval.  Weber contrasts Protestantism with Catholicism to demonstrate the former as the seedbed of modern capitalism.  Whereas the hierarchy of Catholicism ensured constant social climbing and a reluctance to accept one’s position in life, Protestantism offered no such social ladder.  The necessity to accept one’s fate led to an ethic of saving money, eschewing conspicuous consumption, and accepting one’s calling.  The Spirit of capitalism, for Weber, is the ethic of sacrifice, which he characterizes as a rational response to Protestant ideology.  

Although the beginnings of capitalism are rooted in—if not completely determined by—rational freedom, such freedom has been removed from the later stages of capitalism.  In Weber’s writings, particularly in The Vocation Lectures, we get a profound sense of a lack of freedom and of a society that scarcely resembles its early manifestations.  In one sense, Weber echoes Hegel’s statement that the agents of history, in fulfilling their own interests, unknowingly bring into being something other than what they intend (Hegel, p. 30).  But whereas Hegel sees history developing rationally, toward rational ends and freedom, Weber locates rationality mainly in the behaviors of people, who have acted without ultimate knowledge of the outcome; and the outcome in the modern world is the stahlhartes Gehäuse, the steel-hard shell of rationalized society in which we are obliged to work and think.  For Weber, the state is not the Hegelian site at which Spirit reveals itself, but is the organization that has a “monopoly of legitimate physical violence” in a defined territory (Vocation Lectures, p. 33).  The purpose of such an instrument is not to reveal freedom or provide a home for Reason, but to ensure acquiescence to the “ruling powers.”  Those powers require, for their continued dominance, certain “material resources” (p. 35).  This language may not be described as properly Marxist, but it bears a resemblance.  

It is clear that these thinkers share an interest both in the ways in which human motives—their passions and ideas—interact with historical change and in the trajectory of history.  In comparing them chronologically, we see an increasingly scientific approach to history that moves from Hegel’s idealism to Weber’s materialism, with Marx bridging the two.  Whether or not such a progression reveals truth about the object of history or about the causes of historical change, the questions that arise in this process deserve continued attention.   
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