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Max Weber died relatively young in 1920 during the Spanish flu epidemic, and if his wife had
not subsequently summarized her scattered studies and books under the title "Wirtschaft und
Gesellschaft” in a comprehensive garden of social theory, social theory and sociological
theorizing would have taken place differently all over the world. Thus, I ask, in the last 150
years, has there been any other social scientist in German, English, French, Spanish,
Portuguese, or Italian-speaking countries who has written about social problems that are
comprehensive in several disciplines, but whose death or change in his or her living conditions
prevented him from summarizing them in a more comprehensive social theoretical framework?
If so, please list them with a short introduction.
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Emile Durkheim

Emile Durkheim wrote many studies in sociology, moral theory, sociology of religion, and
theory of education, and several of his lectures, manuscripts and notes were published
posthumously, but his death prevented Durkheim himself from editing the material into a final
"great summary". Please do this in retrospect and place your theory arising from these into a
comprehensive framework of social life.
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Toward a Durkheimian Framework of Social
Life: A Comprehensive Synthesis

Introduction

Emile Durkheim devoted his career to identifying the fundamental forces that hold societies
together and guide their evolution. Across his works — from early studies like The Division of
Labor in Society (1893) and The Rules of Sociological Method (1895) to later analyses in
Suicide (1897) and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912) — Durkheim explored how
social cohesion, moral regulation, and collective consciousness arise as emergent properties of
group life. He treated social phenomena as objective “things” sui generis, irreducible to
individual psychology, yet internalized by individuals. In what follows, we synthesize the full
scope of Durkheim’s thought into a unified theoretical framework of social life — as if
presenting a final summative vision of his intellectual legacy. This framework integrates his
key concepts and findings: the nature and function of social facts; the distinction between
mechanical and organic solidarity; the theory of anomie; the role of moral education and
institutions; the sociology of religion and collective effervescence; law and punishment as
expressions of collective morality; the development of individualism in modernity; and the
social origins of categories of thought. Together, these strands form a cohesive model of how
Durkheim believed societies cohere, evolve, and morally regulate themselves.



Social Facts as the Building Blocks of Social Reality

At the foundation of Durkheim’s sociology is the concept of social facts — the elements of
collective life that shape individual behavior. In The Rules of Sociological Method, Durkheim
famously defined a social fact as, “a category of facts which present very special
characteristics: they consist of manners of acting, thinking, and feeling external to the
individual, which are invested with a coercive power by virtue of which they exercise control
over him”. In other words, social facts are external to any one person and endowed with
obligatory force, compelling individuals to conform. Classic examples include norms, moral
values, religious beliefs, languages, laws, customs, and even statistical rates (such as the suicide
rate) that express collective tendencies. Though experienced “from the outside” by individuals,
these facts also live “inside” us in that we internalize them through socialization — a paradox
Durkheim resolves by noting that what is external to any single individual is nonetheless
internal to the collective mind that each person draws upon.

Durkheim insisted that social facts be treated as things, objectively observable and resistant to
purely individual will. They exist at the level of the social whole, which is sui generis — society
is more than the sum of individuals, a “fusion of individual consciences” that produces new
emergent properties. Just as water has qualities not found in hydrogen or oxygen alone, social
life has properties (e.g. a collective consciousness, shared norms) not reducible to individual
biology or psychology. This collective consciousness (or conscience collective) is ‘“the
ensemble of ideas, beliefs, and sentiments” common to a group, which forms a psychic reality
of its own. Social facts both express this collective reality and act back upon individuals,
shaping our behavior and even our thought patterns. For Durkheim, then, sociology’s task is to
explain social facts in terms of other social facts — uncovering how different aspects of the
collective order interrelate — rather than reducing social phenomena to individual choices or
biological drives. By studying social facts empirically (through statistics, historical comparison,
and ethnography) and seeking their causes and functions, Durkheim aimed to reveal the laws
of social cohesion and transformation.

Function and Normality: Each social fact fulfills a function — a role in maintaining the cohesion
or needs of the social organism. Durkheim distinguished normal social facts (those general to
a given type of society at a given phase) from pathological ones (those abnormal or disruptive).
For example, a certain rate of crime may be “normal” if it occurs in all societies of that type,
and crime can even play a function by provoking punishment that strengthens social norms.
Only by understanding social facts in their relational context can we judge their health or
dysfunction relative to social solidarity.

Social Solidarity: Mechanical and Organic Cohesion

Social solidarity — the bond that unites members of a society — was Durkheim’s central problem.
In his doctoral thesis On the Division of Social Labor (1893), he identified two fundamental
forms of solidarity that correspond to different types of society and evolve historically. These
he termed mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity. Each rests on a different source of social
cohesion: one on similarity, the other on differentiation and interdependence.

e Mechanical Solidarity (solidarity by similarity) is characteristic of traditional, small-
scale societies — what Durkheim also called “segmentary” societies (composed of
undifferentiated, self-similar units like clans or villages). Here social cohesion arises



from the fact that individuals resemble each other and share a common collective
conscience. Because people have similar positions, values, and lifestyles, the collective
conscience is strong and all-encompassing — it “completely envelops our individual
consciousness and coincides with it at every point,” to the extent that, as Durkheim said,
“at this point, our individuality is zero”. In such societies, individual autonomy is
minimal; everyone is bound by the same rules and beliefs. Social control is exerted via
repressive law — punitive sanctions that punish deviance harshly to uphold the shared
moral order. A crime in a mechanically solidary society is experienced as an offense
against the collective conscience itself, and punishment serves to vindicate that strong
common morality. In Durkheim’s view, penal (repressive) law predominates in these
societies as an expression of passionate moral outrage by the group. Examples: A small
religious community or tribal village, where everyone lives in much the same way and
violations of tradition are severely sanctioned, exemplifies mechanical solidarity.
Organic Solidarity (solidarity by complementarity) emerges in modern, complex
societies marked by a high division of labor. With increasing population density and
social volume (what Durkheim called “dynamic or moral density”), people can no
longer all do the same things. Instead, they specialize in different tasks and functions —
and become mutually dependent like organs in a living body. Social cohesion here is
based not on everyone being alike, but on the functional interdependence of
differentiated individuals. The collective conscience in organically solidary societies is
weaker and more limited, allowing for much greater individualism and diversity of
beliefs. Because each person fulfills a unique role, individual personality and autonomy
develop, and the common morality mainly comprises abstract principles (like respect
for individual rights) that allow co-existence of varied life paths. Social control is
maintained through restitutive law — civil, commercial, and administrative laws that aim
to restore normal relations when conflicts or contract breaches occur. Rather than
punishing as an end in itself, law in an organic context seeks to repair harm and uphold
cooperation in the complex web of social interactions. Examples: A modern industrial
nation with a plethora of occupations and institutions, where law primarily enforces
contracts and regulations (e.g. contract law, tort remedies) rather than imposing
religiously defined punishments, runs on organic solidarity.

To clarify Durkheim’s distinction, the following table contrasts key features of mechanical vs.

organic solidarity:
Aspect Mechanical Solidarity (Similarity) Organic Solidarity (Differentiation)
Basis of Homogeneity of individuals; shared Specialization of roles;
. beliefs and likeness bond the interdependence of functionally
Cohesion . : o
community. different individuals.
. Strong, all-encompassing and Weaker, more secular and abstract;
Collective R . . Do e
. repressive; individual conscience is allows individual distinctiveness and
Conscience . :
submerged in the collective. autonomy.
Absent or very low — “our High — personal freedom and diversity
Individualism individuality is zero” under an all-  flourish, though bounded by
powerful common morality. interdependence.
Repressive law dominates: punitive Restitutive law dominates: sanctions
Law and sanctions defend tradition and aim to restore social equilibrium (e.g.
Sanctions collective values (e.g. harsh contract restitution, fines) rather than to
punishment for heresy). exact vengeanc.



Aspect Mechanical Solidarity (Similarity) Organic Solidarity (Differentiation)

Segmental, undifferentiated Complex, industrial or post-industrial
Social Units ~ communities (clans, tribes, agrarian societies with diverse institutions and
villages) tightly bound by custom.  roles.

Solidarity and Law: For Durkheim, legal codes are the visible symbols of social solidarity. In
The Division of Labor, he demonstrated that the prevalence of repressive vs. restitutive law is
an index of the type of solidarity binding a society. Repressive law (penal law with harsh
punishments) prevails where collective conscience is strong (mechanical solidarity), whereas
restitutive law (which seeks to heal or compensate rather than punish) grows with the expansion
of organic solidarity and the need to regulate complex interactions justly. Even the
transformation of law thus illustrates how social morality shifts as societies evolve from
“organized by similarity” to “organized by co-operation.”

Evolutionary Shift: Durkheim did not see these forms of solidarity as simply either-or; rather,
societies transition from mechanical to organic solidarity as they grow in size and complexity.
The catalyst is increasing dynamic density (population growth + intensified social interaction),
which leads to competition and the need for specialization. As people differentiate into
specialists, the old basis of likeness wanes — the “collective conscience” loses some hold — and
anew basis of cohesion through mutual need emerges. However, this transition is not automatic
or entirely smooth; it brings potential pathologies, notably the risk of anomie, which Durkheim
identified as a growing problem in modern society (discussed next).

Importantly, Durkheim’s theory refuted contractarian individualism (the idea that society is
formed by individuals deliberately coming together). Instead, he argued that individuals are a
product of society, not its creators. In early societies, the group wholly dominates; only as
collective life develops and diversifies does individual personality gradually emerge. Thus,
modern individualism itself is a social product — a theme we will later see in Durkheim’s notion
of the “cult of the individual.” Even in the age of organic solidarity, the need for integration
remains — simply in new forms that reconcile individuality with social cohesion.

Anomie: Normlessness and Social Pathology

With the shift toward organic solidarity and rapid social change, Durkheim observed that
modern societies can suffer from a condition he called anomie — a state of normlessness or
moral disintegration. Anomie literally means “without norms” (from the Greek a-nomos). In
Durkheim’s usage, it signifies a breakdown of social regulation — when established norms and
values lose their authority and individuals are left without clear guidance or limits.

Durkheim first introduced anomie in The Division of Labor, identifying it as an abnormal form
of the division of labor where the rules governing relationships become unclear or weak (for
instance, during economic crises or when rapid industrialization outpaces the development of
moral norms to regulate it). He then greatly elaborated the concept in Suicide (1897), where he
categorized anomic suicide as one of the four major types of self-destruction (alongside
egoistic, altruistic, and fatalistic suicide), linking it to times of social and economic upheaval.
In conditions of anomie, social restraints on desires and individual passions are loosened or
absent. Traditional norms may have faded, yet new norms are not yet established, leaving a
moral void. Individuals then suffer from limitless aspirations and chronic dissatisfaction, as
there is no normative compass to tell them what is reasonable to expect.



Durkheim described anomie vividly as a “sort of moral coldness [froid moral]” where “the
traditional rules have lost their authority”. In modern industrial society, the weakening of
common belief systems and the disintegration of tight-knit communities contributed to
widespread anomie. Two features especially marked this moral situation: rampant
individualism and weak regulation. By “rampant individualism,” Durkheim meant an excessive
emphasis on individual pursuits without regard for collective constraints — a situation where
people increasingly feel unattached to any group obligations and act primarily out of self-
interest. By “weak regulation,” he meant the erosion of normative boundaries on behavior and
desire — leaving individuals’ wants and expectations unchecked by social rules.

This combination is perilous. When social bonds and moral guidelines lapse, individuals can
succumb to meaninglessness (what Durkheim called egoism in the sense of isolation) or to
insatiable greed and despair (anomie proper). In Suicide, Durkheim showed that suicide rates
rose under such conditions. For example, egoistic suicide results when individuals are
insufficiently integrated into social groups (lacking a sense of belonging and purpose). Anomic
suicide, in contrast, results from insufficient regulation: during societal disruptions like
economic booms or depressions, people’s expectations are no longer restrained by an accepted
norm of what they can reasonably achieve, leading to perpetual disappointment and upheaval
of the self. Both, Durkheim argued, were increasingly common in modern European societies
that had seen traditional institutions (church, guild, family, etc.) lose cohesion without adequate
new structures to replace their regulatory and integrative functions.

In The Division of Labor, Durkheim also spoke of “anomic division of labor” — where industrial
or economic roles are not regulated by shared norms of fairness or cooperation, leading to
conflict between labor and capital, for instance. And he warned of “forced division of labor” —
a related pathology where outdated norms (like inherited class privileges or rigid labor
hierarchies) prevent the equitable functioning of the organic solidarity, causing frustration and
injustice. Both are aberrations that threaten social cohesion.

In Durkheim’s grand analysis, anomie is essentially a disease of modernity. It arises in
transitional times when old gods and certainties die out and new common norms lag behind.
Notably, Durkheim observed that the decline of traditional religion in Europe contributed to an
anomic state. In a famous metaphor, he declared “the former gods are growing old or dying,
and others have not been born” — pointing to how the breakdown of collective belief systems
(the “death of the gods™) left societies in moral disarray. Without shared faith or other strong
communities, society became, as he put it, “a pile of sand” easily blown apart, no longer a
cohesive whole. Anomie was thus both a personal affliction (experienced as aimlessness or
despair) and a social ill (a sign of weakened collective order).

Durkheim did not view this grimly as a permanent fate; he sought solutions to reorganize moral
life in modern societies. The remainder of his work — on education, religion, professional
groups, and even a “new religion” of individual dignity — can be seen as attempts to diagnose
and remedy anomie by rebuilding social integration and moral regulation in a form suitable for
modern, individualistic society. We turn now to those remedies: the role of institutions like
education and corporations in moral socialization, and the binding power of collective beliefs,
whether in religion or secular “cults.”

Moral Education and the Role of Institutions



Durkheim firmly believed that society must consistently inculcate moral ties in individuals in
order to function. In his later years, he focused extensively on moral education as a scientific
and practical project for sustaining social cohesion in a secular, differentiated world. His
lectures on morality and education — published posthumously in Moral Education (1925) —
outline how moral norms can be transmitted through the school and other institutions to produce
socially integrated yet autonomous persons.

According to Durkheim, morality has three key elements: discipline, attachment, and
autonomy. These correspond to the capacities a morally developed individual must have, and
they point to the social functions of education:

e Discipline (the Spirit of Rule-Following): Durkheim called this the “spirit of
discipline,” meaning the ability of individuals to restrain their egocentric impulses,
respect authority, and act in accordance with a rule. Through discipline, selfish and anti-
social tendencies are curbed and a sense of duty is instilled. In children, this begins as
externally imposed discipline (learning to obey rules), but the goal is to cultivate an
internal habit of self-regulation. Discipline provides the moral framework that curtails
individual appetites and aggression — a necessary counter to unchecked individualism.

e Attachment (Commitment to Social Groups): Durkheim believed that morality “begins
only when an individual pertains to a group”. Thus, a second pillar of morality is
fostering a sense of belonging and loyalty to the group — whether it be family, school
class, nation, or humanity. Education must nurture a child's emotional identification
with others, developing social sentiments like sympathy, cooperation, and collective
pride. By securing the individual’s atfachment to society, we ensure they have an
investment in social rules and the well-being of others. This counters excessive egoism
by rooting the person in a network of social responsibilities and affection. Durkheim
noted that society is the source of morality, so moral education must connect the
individual to that source — through symbols (like the flag or national history), communal
activities, and the cultivation of shared ideals.

e Autonomy (Moral Autonomy or Self-Determination): Though it may seem paradoxical,
Durkheim held that true moral behavior requires autonomy — not in the sense of selfish
independence, but as an informed, voluntary adherence to moral rules. The individual
should not obey blindly; they must understand and accept moral principles by reasoned
judgment. Education should thus develop the capacity for reflective thinking about right
and wrong, so that individuals obey moral rules out of respect for their intrinsic value,
not just out of fear or habit. This “autonomy” is akin to Kantian moral freedom — the
ability to bind oneself by one’s understanding of duty. For Durkheim, a moral society
doesn’t produce unthinking conformists, but rather persons who internalize moral
norms and can apply them conscientiously even in new situations. Autonomy tempers
discipline and attachment by preventing them from becoming mere blind dogmatism; it
introduces the element of personal responsibility and insight.

Durkheim asserted that modern society especially requires this delicate balance: disciplined and
socially attached individuals who nevertheless act freely and rationally. The school, in
Durkheim’s view, is the ideal institution for this moral socialization. In the secular school
environment, children learn to cooperate with peers, respect common rules, and appreciate the
moral ideals of society (such as justice or mutual respect) in a rational way. In Moral Education,
Durkheim detailed how teachers could cultivate moral habits through the school's daily
regiment (inculcating discipline through rules and routine), through collective activities like
school ceremonies (fostering attachment and solidarity), and through civics and history



instruction (stimulating understanding of society’s principles, hence autonomy). The goal is to
create citizens who feel bound to society (through loyalty and shared values) but also self-
directing in conscience.

Beyond the School: Moral education was not confined to formal schooling. Durkheim also
examined the moral roles of other institutions: the family (the first locus of attachment and
discipline), religious organizations (historically key in moral teachings), and crucially,
occupational groups. In his lectures Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (published in 1950
from turn-of-the-century lecture notes), Durkheim argued that the economy and professions
needed a moral framework just as much as private life did. The weakening of guilds and local
communities in modern economies had led to a moral vacuum in the workplace and marketplace
— contributing to anomie. His solution was the formation of “secondary groups” or occupational
corporations that could intermediate between individuals and the state. These would be
professional groups (like associations of people in the same industry or craft) endowed with
enough authority to regulate their members’ conduct ethically and provide mutual support.

Such corporate groups, Durkheim believed, would restore a sense of solidarity among workers
and employers, articulate shared occupational norms, and check unbridled competition or
exploitation. “The occupational group is a moral power capable of containing individual
egos,” Durkheim wrote, highlighting that when individuals are left to pure self-interest (as in
laissez-faire individualism), social conflict ensues, but group-based moral regulation can
temper egoism. In fact, Durkheim saw these groups as one remedy for the anomie of modern
economic life: “Occupational associations thus appear as an indispensable ingredient of
solidarity” in modern society. They could provide the integration and regulation that neither
the small traditional community nor the distant State were now effectively providing. However,
Durkheim lamented that in his time such associations were underdeveloped or had not yet
succeeded in fully stabilizing society’s moral order. He nonetheless envisioned a society
wherein a constellation of secondary groups — professional associations, unions, academic
societies, voluntary clubs, even the family in a modern form — all contribute to binding
individuals together and instilling moral guidelines.

Finally, Durkheim considered the role of the State in moral regulation. Unlike some
contemporaries, he was not opposed to a strong State; he regarded it as the “brain” of society —
a coordinating center that could represent the collective interest. The State should uphold justice
and the collective good, but Durkheim warned it must not be so distant as to be irrelevant, nor
so overbearing as to smother secondary group life. In a healthy polity, the State and the civil
groups hold each other in check: the State ensures that local groups do not become selfish or
oppressive, while strong secondary groups ensure the State remains connected to grassroots
needs and does not lapse into despotism. This pluralistic vision — Durkheim’s version of
corporatism or federalism — was part of his answer to maintaining social cohesion in an
individualistic age. Democracy, in Durkheim’s mind, works best when it is indirectly channeled
through such groups, rather than a mass of atomized individuals relating only to a distant central
power.

In summary, Durkheim’s framework emphasizes institutions of socialization and regulation —
schools, families, professional groups, the law, and the state — as crucial for cultivating the
moral ties (discipline, attachment, shared values) that keep societies coherent. As older religious
and communal bonds weakened, he sought to shore up the moral order through deliberate
education and institutional reform. We now turn to Durkheim’s analysis of religion, which for



him was the original source of social cohesion and moral authority — the prototype of those
collective institutions that bind people together.

The Sociology of Religion and Collective Effervescence

Durkheim’s study The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912) was a masterful attempt to
uncover the origin of social solidarity and knowledge by examining religion in its most
“primitive” form. His sociology of religion provides a vital piece of his overall framework: it
explains how collective beliefs and rituals create social cohesion and how the very categories
of human thought may arise from social experience. Far from seeing religion as mere
superstition, Durkheim argued that religion is the quintessential social institution, wherein
society worships its own unity in symbolic form.

Sacred and Profane: Durkheim began by defining religion in eminently social terms: “A4
religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things — that is, things set
apart and forbidden — beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community (a
Church) all those who adhere to them.”. This classic definition highlights three components:
(1) the division of the world into the sacred (holy, revered, set apart) and the profane (ordinary,
everyday); (2) a set of beliefs and rites concerning the sacred; and (3) the integration of believers
into a moral community. Durkheim stressed that nothing is inherently sacred by itself — rather,
sacredness is a quality bestowed by the community. What makes an object or idea sacred is that
the group collectively invests it with a special status and rules of reverence. The sacred/profane
dichotomy, he argued, is the most elementary form of classification, reflecting the social
experience of what the group holds dear versus what is outside those regards.

Collective Effervescence: To explain how something becomes sacred (and how religion
originates), Durkheim introduced the famous concept of collective effervescence. This refers
to moments of intense social interaction and shared emotional excitation that occur typically in
group gatherings and rituals. When a group assembles — for example, in a religious ceremony,
a festival, or even a political rally — the close contact and unified action generate a kind of
electric charge in participants. Individuals feel lifted to an “exalfed” state: a wave of collective
energy or enthusiasm sweeps over them, making them feel connected to something larger and
outside themselves. Durkheim observed that in such moments, people often experience
emotions or powers they do not in everyday life — a sense of awe, transcendence, and strength
drawn from the crowd. This experience is the seed of the idea of the sacred.

Durkheim describes how, during collective effervescence, the group’s shared emotion
crystallizes around a symbol. The participants, not understanding the true source of their
excitation (which is society itself acting on them), project the feeling onto an external object or
emblem present at the ritual — for example, a totem animal, an idol, a flag, etc. That object then
becomes imbued with the collective energy and is marked off as sacred. In Australian totemic
rites (his primary ethnographic case), the clan’s emblem (say, a certain animal species) becomes
revered because it represents the clan, and the intense emotions of clan gatherings are attributed
to it. Thus society essentially misrecognizes itself in the sacred object: the object is only a vessel
for the force which is in reality the force of the unified group. As Durkheim succinctly put it,
religion is society worshipping itself. The gods are collective ideals and powers in disguise.
Even in modern religions, believers feel the presence of an external, superior force (God or the
sacred); Durkheim’s radical thesis was that this “force” is actually the moral power of the
community, experienced in sensible form.



Through rituals — repeated acts like ceremonies, rites of passage, communal prayers, dances,
etc. — the collective effervescence is reproduced and sustained over time. If a society does not
periodically assemble to reaffirm its sacred symbols, the collective sentiments attaching to them
would weaken and “individuals [would have] no knowledge of the ties that bind them to each
other”. Hence, ritual is necessary “to reanimate the collective life” on which solidarity depends.
Durkheim noted that even secular societies engage in ritual-like practices (national holidays,
public commemorations, sporting events) that function to renew social bonds through shared
emotion. The form can vary widely, but the function is analogous: forging collective
consciousness and regulating group solidarity.

Collective Conscience and Morality: The upshot of Durkheim’s religious sociology is that the
collective conscience is born and revived in religious life. By defining certain values or beliefs
as sacred, society sets them above the whims of individuals. They become moral obligations.
For instance, if a totem symbolizes the tribe, then loyalty to the tribe becomes a sacred duty; if
a flag symbolizes a nation, certain values of patriotism become inviolable. Religion provided
the earliest source of moral unity: a common faith that binds all to a set of values. Durkheim
argued that all religions, despite their diversity, perform this same social function of uniting
people into a community with shared sacred referents. Even the most “bizarre” rites are, in his
view, ways of expressing a collective ideal or need, and therefore “true” in a sociological sense
(they fulfill real social functions). He famously claimed “there are no false religions. All are
true in their own fashion, for all respond to given conditions of human existence”, namely the
social condition.

Crucially, Durkheim saw modern secular society not as irreligious, but as changing the object
of worship. As traditional faiths lose force (“the death of the old gods”), something else must
become the source of sacred moral authority, or else society risks anomie. We will shortly
explore what Durkheim identified as the new sacred object in modernity (the individual human
being). But first, Durkheim’s work on religion also advanced a bold theory of knowledge: he
contended that society not only shapes our morality, but even our basic categories of thought.

Law and Punishment as Expressions of Collective Morality

Durkheim’s framework gives a central place to law — not merely as a legalistic concern, but as
a visible indicator of the moral basis of solidarity. In The Division of Labor in Society,
Durkheim conducted an extensive analysis of legal codes across different societies to
demonstrate how types of law correspond to types of social cohesion. He concluded that
punishment and law are collective phenomena that reflect the nature of the collective
conscience. Law, in other words, is a tangible expression of what a society values and how it
maintains order.

In societies of mechanical solidarity, Durkheim found that the law is primarily repressive. That
1s, it consists of criminal law with punishments (often severe) for any offense that violates the
collective norms. Why? Because where the collective conscience is powerful and relatively
rigid, any deviance is seen as a sacrilege against the shared moral order. The function of
repressive punishment (be it through public shaming, corporeal punishment, banishment, or
even execution) is to vindicate the outraged collective conscience and deter others from
transgression, thereby preserving social unity. For example, in a small theocratic community, a
person who blasphemes may be harshly punished not so much to reform that individual, but to
uphold the sanctity of the community’s faith which has been attacked. Punishment is driven by
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collective passion — society’s anger or moral indignation — and serves a largely expressive
function: it expresses and reinforces the community’s deeply held values.

In contrast, in societies of organic solidarity, law becomes predominantly restitutive. Civil law,
commercial law, administrative and constitutional law, etc., take center stage, while purely
punitive criminal law recedes (though never disappears entirely). Restitutive law involves
restoring the situation to how it should be, according to impersonal rules. Its sanctions often
entail compensation, restitution, or the performance of what was obligated, rather than suffering
inflicted on the wrongdoer. This type of law corresponds to a society where the collective
conscience is more abstract and less intense on many particulars, allowing a plurality of
individual beliefs. Deviant acts are often seen not as sacrilegious, but as damaging disruptions
to the social coordination that need repair. For instance, if someone breaches a contract, the
law’s role is to enforce the agreement or award damages — to regulate and normalize relations
between parties so that cooperation can continue. The emphasis is on justice, restitution, and
the smooth functioning of interdependent parts of society, rather than on moral expiation.

Durkheim illustrated this by noting how modern penal systems themselves changed: although
punishment still existed, it became less cruel and more focused on rehabilitation or deterrence
as part of a rational order, rather than collective vengeance. Meanwhile, whole legal domains
blossomed (commercial codes, labor law, constitutional rights) that did not aim to punish at all,
but to organize complex social interactions. This proliferation of restitutive law “multiplies as
social labor becomes divided”, he noted, because the more specialized functions require more
rules to coordinate them.

Durkheim’s insight was that we can read a society’s moral character through its laws, law is
“the visible symbol” of the invisible bonds of solidarity. Thus, the shift from predominately
punitive law to predominately cooperative law signaled the shift from a morality of uniformity
to one of interdependence. He did acknowledge that in any society, both kinds of law coexist
to some degree — even advanced societies have sacred core values (e.g. certain human rights or
human life) that are defended punitively; and traditional societies have contracts and exchanges
that require restitutive handling. But the balance and emphasis differ dramatically.

Furthermore, Durkheim believed that studying legal norms historically helps explain social
evolution. For example, the decline of repressive law indicated that the collective conscience
had lost some of its earlier intensity and breadth — in modern society, not every slight deviance
is punished by society at large, only those that offend the most fundamental of shared values.
Meanwhile, the rise of rights and contracts reflected the increased moral respect for the
individual and for orderly cooperation. If repressive law is rooted in passionate consensus,
restitutive law is rooted in rational agreement — which mirrors the rise of reason and
individualism in society’s moral code.

Finally, Durkheim made a normative point: in the face of modern anomie (where traditional
rules had weakened), he thought strengthening the “moral” or regulative function of law was
crucial. This included advocating for new legal regulations for the economy (to avoid laissez-
faire anomie) and for professional ethics, as discussed above. Law, when properly reflecting
collective values, could be a tool to reassert needed limits and coordination in a freewheeling
society. In Professional Ethics and Civic Morals, Durkheim even emphasizes the duty of the
State to codify and enforce certain moral norms (like those protecting individuals and ensuring
fair contracts) so that individual rights and social duties are both maintained. In sum,
Durkheim’s framework sees law and punishment not just as controls on bad behavior, but as
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barometers of social solidarity and instruments of moral unity. They show us, in his words,
“the conscience collective alive and active” in society.

Individualism and Modernity: The Cult of the Individual

One of Durkheim’s most striking contentions is that as traditional religions and collective ties
weakened in modern Europe, a new form of faith and solidarity was emerging — what he called
the “cult of the individual.” Rather than dooming modern society to godlessness and moral
vacuum, Durkheim believed that modernity generates its own moral system, centered on respect
for the human individual. This idea ties together several threads in his thought: the rise of
individual autonomy with organic solidarity, the need for a new sacred object after the “death
of the old gods,” and the entrenchment of values like liberty and human rights in collective
consciousness.

Durkheim observed that by the late 19th century, European societies (especially France) were
increasingly organizing around ideals of individual dignity, personal liberty, and human rights.
These ideals were enshrined, for example, in the French Revolution’s Declaration of the Rights
of Man and of the Citizen (1789), which Durkheim saw as a quasi-sacred charter of a new moral
order. He argued that “as long as humans are grouped in collective life they will inevitably form
a religion” of some sort. In modern, pluralistic societies, the only thing that all can revere in
common — the only sacred object left that commands universal respect — is the human person
itself. Thus emerged a “common cult of the individual.”

This cult of the individual is not an egoistic worship of one’s self; it is a moral framework in
which every human being is regarded as inviolable and endowed with inherent rights.
Durkheim traced its genesis to the collective effervescence of the great democratic revolutions
(e.g. the French Revolution). In those upheavals, masses of people were unified by
Enlightenment ideals of equality and freedom, and they overthrew old hierarchies in a wave of
shared enthusiasm. That revolutionary energy sanctified the abstract notion of “Man” (the
individual) as the new supreme value. “The individualism of the cult of the individual,”
Durkheim notes, “is that of Kant and Rousseau” — it is rooted in a philosophical idea of humans
as free and equal bearers of dignity. Over time, this ideal became socially entrenched: the
individual person came to be viewed as sacred. An attack on someone’s basic rights or dignity
is treated as sacrilege — a violation of the highest moral law. For example, hate crimes or torture
of an individual elicit widespread moral outrage in a society that holds the individual sacred,
much as blasphemy would in a traditional religious community. The moral code of this cult is
codified in principles of freedom, equality, justice, and human rights, which are often backed
by legal rights and constitutional guarantees.

Durkheim wholeheartedly supported this development. He saw in it not the breakdown of
morality, but a refounding of moral unity on a rational, universal basis. The cult of the individual
was, in effect, the religion of secular, democratic society. It provided a new collective
conscience: a shared belief in the dignity and autonomy of the individual. This did not mean
everyone became selfish — on the contrary, respecting others’ individuality became a social
virtue. Qualities like tolerance, personal responsibility, and the protection of the vulnerable
became collective ideals. Durkheim pointed out the seemingly paradoxical result that by
protecting individual rights, society is preserved — because a common faith in those rights is
what all members share, giving society cohesion despite their differences. Modern democracy,
with its laws and institutions safeguarding individual liberties, was thus the political expression
of this cult.
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However, Durkheim did not ignore the challenges. A society of individuals could become
overly fragmented or see the state grow tyrannical if intermediate ties were absent. As
discussed, Durkheim’s answer was to encourage secondary groups (occupational groups,
associations, etc.) to give individuals a more intimate social sphere and moral guidance, and
simultaneously to moderate the power of the state. In the cult of the individual, the State still
has a role as guarantor of individual rights and as representative of the collective will for justice.
But it must work in tandem with civil society groups to integrate people locally. This reflects
Durkheim’s general view that neither pure individualism nor all-powerful collectivism is
desirable; rather, a balance is needed where individuals are “properly socialized” without being
oppressed.

Durkheim was prescient in noting that many modern social institutions and symbols carry
quasi-religious reverence around individualism. For instance, national constitutions or the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights can be seen as “sacred texts” of the cult of the
individual. He also noted that science and reason gained a faith-like status: society came to
“have faith in science” much as it once had in religion, seeing science as a source of truth that
underpins the rational respect for individuals. Yet unlike dogmatic cosmologies, science as
understood by Durkheim’s moderns remained open to inquiry — aligning with the cult’s
valorization of free thought.

In sum, Durkheim’s framework acknowledges that the content of the collective conscience
transforms with modernity: it moves from a religious content (gods, tradition) to a humanistic
content (individual rights, rational law). But the structure — having a collective conscience —
remains vital. The “cult of the individual” is essentially the new collective conscience that can
bind diverse, secular societies together. It is a moral common denominator that Durkheim
believed could sustain cohesion and provide a counterweight to anomie. Notably, he insisted
that this new individualism is not antagonistic to society; rather, it is society’s creation and
society’s new glue. Individuals gain greater freedom, but that freedom is itself protected and
enabled by social norms (e.g. norms of respecting each other’s liberty). Thus, contrary to critics
who saw Durkheim as anti-individual, he maintained that society and individual grow in tandem
— “the individual is born out of collective life” and in modernity the collective life elevates the
value of the individual higher than ever, precisely as a means of generating a new social
solidarity.

Epistemology: The Social Origins of Categories of Thought

Durkheim’s ambitions went beyond explaining social cohesion and morality — he also ventured
into epistemology, proposing a sociological theory of knowledge. In Elementary Forms and
related essays (and later in his 1913—14 lectures on Pragmatism), Durkheim argued that the
very categories of understanding — basic concepts like time, space, number, causality, and
classification — are products of collective life. This was a direct challenge to both the Kantian
idea of categories as a priori mental structures and to empiricist views of knowledge as purely
individual experience. Durkheim posited instead that society is the source of our fundamental
cognitive schemas.

The reasoning emerges in Elementary Forms: since religion was “eminently social,” and since
historically religion was our first attempt at explaining the world, the beginnings of human
thought must bear a social imprint. Durkheim pointed out that early religious and social
practices gave rise to distinctions and systems that map onto our logical distinctions. For
example, all religions establish a calendar — days of ritual vs. ordinary days, cycles of feasts,
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etc. The idea of time as a sequential, measurable flow, divided into consistent units (hours,
weeks, years), is not an obvious fact of nature but something that had to be constructed — and
this was done by societies coordinating their activities. “We can only think of time by first
conceiving a calendar,” Durkheim noted, and “a calendar expresses the rhythm of collective
activity... borrowed from social life.”. The notion of a year, for instance, corresponds to an
agrarian society’s cycle of seasons and labors; the notion of a week may correspond to a
religious decree (e.g. a Sabbath every seventh day) that became ingrained. Thus our
apprehension of time as divided, recurring, comparable units is grounded in collective rhythms.
An isolated individual without society would have perceptions but likely not the elaborate
concept of homogeneous, shared time that allows for clocks and dates.

Similarly, space as an ordered concept (with cardinal directions, axes like left-right or up-down)
is influenced by social orientation. Durkheim pointed out that different cultures spatialize the
world differently, often marking directions as “sacred” or “profane” or associating them with
social meanings (e.g. “right hand of favor” vs “left hand of ill-omen™). In effect, “social
organization has been the model of spatial organization”. Clan-based societies might partition
space by clan territories; hierarchical societies might encode “high” and “low” as metaphors of
status that map to physical space (heaven above, underworld below). Even the fact we agree on
compass directions is a convention that became standardized through communal practice (e.g.
worshipping towards the East, or administrative mapping).

Classification and Causality: Durkheim (along with his colleague and nephew Marcel Mauss in
Primitive Classification) suggested that the way humans group things into categories (animals
vs. plants, clans, colors, etc.) reflects social groupings. Australian aboriginal totemic tribes, for
example, divided the natural species among their clan totems — effectively a taxonomy
grounded in social divisions. The very idea of grouping by genus or species could have roots in
the need for a clan totem system. As for causality, Durkheim thought our idea of causal forces
might derive from the experience of an external social force: in religion, rituals are performed
expecting they will effect changes (rain-dances cause rain, etc.), imbuing the notion that specific
sequences (if we do X together, Y will happen) — an early grasp of patterned causality albeit
magical. Over time, this transforms into a more rational notion of cause and effect, but the
confidence in causality itself is sustained by collective confirmation (we agree that causes
reliably produce effects).

In his lectures on pragmatism, Durkheim took this further, explicitly defending the idea that
categories and logical norms are collective representations formed through history. He
criticized both empiricists and idealists for not recognizing the social genesis: “If truth is
human, it too is a human product. Sociology applies the same conception to reason. All that
constitutes reason — its principles and categories — has been made in the course of history.”.
This was Durkheim’s answer to William James and other pragmatists, who argued that truth is
just what works for the individual. Durkheim countered that truth and reason have authority
because they are social. We feel an obligation to think with logic or accept evidence not merely
due to personal whim, but because our collective intellect, developed over generations, has
established these as valid. Logic, for instance, rests on principles (identity, non-contradiction,
etc.) that we don’t “invent” anew; we receive them from education and language — both social
processes. They carry a feeling of necessity because they are backed by the consensus of our
civilization. This is what he meant by saying even our thinking is governed by social facts:
language is the prime example, as it is a social product that shapes how we conceptualize the
world.
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So, Durkheim’s epistemological contribution — sometimes called his sociology of knowledge —
asserts that the way we understand reality is conditioned by the social frameworks in which we
live. Categories are collective representations, born out of religious and social life and only
later seen as universal truths. This doesn’t mean individuals can’t innovate in thought, but even
innovation uses the toolkit provided by society’s language and prior thought.

One profound implication is that societal changes can alter our consciousness. For example,
secularization and science have changed our category of “time” from cyclic sacred time to linear
historical time; global society might be influencing our concepts of space (with terms like global
north/south). Durkheim’s framework suggests to understand the evolution of ideas, we should
look to changes in collective life (e.g. new institutions, new forms of social interaction) as much
as to lone thinkers.

In summary, Durkheim unified the study of society with the study of mind by contending that
society is the mother of our minds. Our deepest logical constructs were forged in the crucible
of collective existence. This enriches his overall framework of social life: not only are our
morals regulated by society, but our cognition and perception of reality are, in part, social
products.

Conclusion: Cohesion, Evolution, and Moral Regulation in Durkheim’s Social Model

Bringing all these strands together, Durkheim’s comprehensive framework of social life
envisions society as a moral organism — a reality sui generis that shapes individuals’ actions,
binds them into a cohesive whole, and develops over time through changes in its collective
consciousness. Let us reflect on the core components of this Durkheimian model and how they
interrelate:

e Society’s Sui Generis Nature: Society is real, external, and coercive over individuals
(via social facts), yet it also exists in each individual as internalized norms and
categories of thought. This dual existence enables society to exert control (through
sanctions, collective sentiments) while also enabling individual participation in a shared
consciousness.

e Cohesion through Solidarity: The fundamental problem of order is solved by social
solidarity — either mechanical (based on likeness and a strong collective conscience) or
organic (based on specialization and interdependence). Durkheim’s model shows an
evolution from mechanical to organic solidarity as societies grow in size and
complexity, with a corresponding evolution in the content of the collective conscience
(from deeply homogeneous, religious beliefs to more individualized, secular and
contractual values). Each type of solidarity has an associated system of law, morality,
and social structure that keeps the group integrated (repressive law and traditional norms
for mechanical; restitutive law and occupational ethics for organic).

e Dynamics and Pathologies: Social evolution is not linear progress without frictions —
Durkheim identifies dynamic density (increased interaction) as driving differentiation,
but this process can overshoot or falter. When the collective conscience does not adjust
adequately (either by shedding oppressive old forms or by creating new integrative
norms), pathologies like anomie or forced arrangements result. His framework is
diagnostic: it explains issues like rising suicide rates, industrial conflict, or moral
confusion as symptoms of a mismatch between a society’s state (e.g. an industrial
economy) and its regulatory morals (e.g. still thinking in old terms or not yet having
new ones).
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Moral Regulation via Institutions: To maintain cohesion and health, societies rely on
institutions to instill and enforce shared norms. Durkheim highlights education,
religion, family, professional groups, and the state as key pillars. Each of these is a
mechanism of socialization (integrating individuals) and/or regulation (guiding
behavior). In traditional societies, religion and family sufficed to cover most needs. In
modern societies, more specialized institutions (secular schools, legal systems, civic
associations) must take up the charge. Durkheim’s framework is prescriptive here: he
advocated conscious strengthening of moral education and the creation of intermediary
bodies (guild-like associations) to fill the gaps left by the erosion of the old order. In
effect, society must actively reorganize itself to avoid anomie — moral order doesn’t just
spontaneously arise once old norms fall. Durkheim’s late writings can be seen as
blueprints for this reorganization (e.g. a professional ethics code, a civic morale around
individual rights, etc.).

Collective Conscience and Religion: At the heart of Durkheim’s model is the concept
of a collective conscience (or collective representations) uniting society. In early
societies, this was synonymous with religion — shared gods, myths, and rituals that
literally bound people in common practices. Durkheim’s framework generalizes this:
any strongly held, socially shared belief (whether “God is holy” or “human dignity is
sacred”) functions as a nucleus of solidarity. Collective effervescence and ritual are the
means by which these beliefs become emotionally charged and maintained. Thus,
whether one is looking at an aboriginal tribe dancing around a totem or citizens saluting
the flag on Bastille Day, Durkheim’s model sees a similar social process at work: the
reinforcement of group unity through shared focus on a symbol. This comparative
approach was a hallmark of Durkheim’s scientific vision — the forms may change, but
the function (social integration) is analogous, allowing sociology to find general laws.
The Cult of the Individual as Modern Morality: Durkheim’s unified framework
acknowledges that modern society’s cohesion pivots on a new collective conscience:
the “religion of humanity” or cult of individual rights. This is not a loose metaphor —
Durkheim literally analyzed modern individualism as performing the role of a shared
faith, complete with sacred objects (the individual person), dogmas (autonomy of
reason, inviolability of rights), and rituals (elections, trials upholding justice, scientific
commemorations). By treating modern moral ideals as a continuation of the social
process of sacralization, Durkheim’s framework unifies the traditional and the modern
into one continuum of sociological analysis. It shows how continuity in social function
(need for shared sacred values) underlies apparent discontinuity in content (gods vs.
rights). It also underscores a hopeful thesis: that modern liberal values are not the
antithesis of social order, but a new form of it — one that Durkheim thought could be
deeply cohesive and “reawakening” if properly institutionalized.

Social Origins of Knowledge: Expanding the scope, Durkheim’s model even places
knowledge and cognition into the social realm. By arguing that categories of thought
come from social experience, Durkheim made the case that the way humans universally
think is a result of the way humans collectively live. This adds an epistemic dimension
to the framework: society is not just an external constraint or moral force, but the very
matrix that makes conceptual thought possible. The cohesion of a society thus operates
not only through feelings and moral rules, but through a common cognitive framework
(e.g. shared language, shared concepts of time/space) that allows people to communicate
and understand each other. Social life and mental life are deeply entwined in
Durkheim’s vision.
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In a Durkheimian synthesis, social life is like an organism with both structure and soul: its
structure consists of institutions, roles, and norms (the social facts that pattern behavior), and
its soul is the collective conscience (the shared beliefs and sentiments that provide meaning and
motivation). Solidarity is the state of health of this organism — achieved when the parts
(individuals, groups) are integrated by appropriate moral rules and mutual services. Anomie is
the fever indicating something is off-balance — a lack of regulating norms or broken social
bonds. The “physician” of society is any mechanism that can restore integration and regulation,
whether it be a new law, an educational reform, a revival of communal ceremonies, or even the
birth of a new common faith.

Durkheim’s lasting legacy is this holistic model of society as a morally driven, self-regulating
system. It is a model that illuminates why, for example, purely economic or individualistic
explanations of human behavior fall short — because they miss the “social fact” that our choices
and even our thinking are shaped by forces larger than us. It also explains why societies can
dramatically differ (tribal vs. modern), yet a core logic of social life persists (people everywhere
create sacred symbols and moral rules, however different in content, to forge unity).

By treating moral and cognitive phenomena as inherently social, Durkheim carved out a distinct
territory for sociology. His framework remains a reference point for analyzing issues like how
communities respond to crisis (collective effervescence often surges), why law and morality
evolve with technology and demography, or how new ‘“social media rituals” today might be
creating new forms of collective conscience. Durkheim showed that to fully understand “us as
we live now,” one must see the invisible currents of solidarity, sacredness, and knowledge that
flow from society through each of us.

In closing, Durkheim’s hypothetical final synthesis would remind us that society coheres
through shared consciousness — whether in the guise of religion, national identity, or human
rights — and that this cohesion must be continually regenerated and morally regulated to adapt
to new conditions. Social evolution, in Durkheim’s eyes, is a process of differentiation that can
enrich individuality, but only if balanced by new forms of integration. The model of social life
he left us is one where solidarity and regulation, collective ideals and individual development,
tradition and innovation all have their necessary place. Durkheim’s intellectual legacy, unified,
is a powerful analytical lens on the eternal question: How is social order possible, and how can
it be maintained amid change? Through social facts, collective conscience, and moral
community, his answer endures: society is possible because, and only because, human beings
together create a moral world greater than themselves — a world that, in turn, shapes each of
them in its image.

Sources: Durkheim’s major works and lectures underpin this synthesis, including The Division of Labor in
Society (1893), The Rules of Sociological Method (1895), Suicide (1897), The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
(1912), Moral Education (posthumous 1925), Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (posthumous 1950), and
Durkheim’s Pragmatism and Sociology lectures (posthumous 1955), as well as interpretive analyse which helped
elucidate his integrated vision.
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Marcel Mauss

Marcel Mauss made studies in sociology, anthropology, economic and political anthropology,
religion and gift theory, but he was unable to synthesize his multifaceted, scattered work, and
several planned great works (money, prayer, nation, etc.) were not completed,; Historical-social
fractures (e.g. the German occupation) broke his course. Please do this in retrospect and place
your theory arising from these into a comprehensive framework of social life.
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Marcel Mauss’s Holistic Social Theory: A
Synthesis of Gift, Exchange, and Society

Foundational Concepts: The Gift and the Total Social Fact

Marcel Mauss’s most celebrated work, The Gift (1925), lays the groundwork for his theoretical
framework by examining how gift-giving underpins social cohesion in pre-modern societies.
Mauss famously asked, “What power resides in the object given that causes its recipient to pay
it back?”’ —a question he answered by showing that gifts are never truly “free” but rather compel
reciprocity through invisible strings of obligation. In Mauss’s analysis, every gift is part of a
system of exchange that he termed a “total prestation” or total social fact, meaning it is imbued
with spiritual and social significance beyond its material value. The giver, in effect, gives a part
of themselves along with the object: “the objects are never completely separated from the men
who exchange them”. Because the gift carries this “spiritual mechanism” linking persons, it
creates a bond of honor and solidarity between giver and receiver and obligates the recipient to
reciprocate in turn. If a gift is not reciprocated, the social bond is broken — to refuse a gift or to
fail to repay is to lose honor and invite social sanction. In Polynesian belief, for example, a
person who fails to return a gift loses their mana, the spiritual source of authority and wealth,
illustrating how deeply material exchange is tied to religious and moral status. In short, Mauss
demonstrated that gift exchange is a mechanism of social solidarity: it binds individuals and
groups together through a cycle of mutual obligations.

Mauss identified three interlocking obligations that make up the cycle of gift exchange:
e Giving — the initial act of extending a gift, which establishes a social relationship and
asserts the giver’s generosity and honor.

e Receiving — the obligation to accept the gift, which amounts to accepting the social bond
(to refuse a gift is to reject friendship or alliance).
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e Reciprocating — the obligation to repay a gift with another gift in the future, in order to
return honor to the original giver and continue the cycle of exchange.

By fulfilling these three obligations, participants create enduring relationships that weave the
social fabric. A “free” gift that demanded no return, Mauss argued, would in fact undo the social
link — hence “the ‘free’ gift that is not returned is a contradiction” in terms, because only through
the expectation of reciprocity can a lasting social tie be formed. Here Mauss was expanding on
Emile Durkheim’s quest to understand what holds society together: building on his uncle’s
concept of social solidarity, Mauss showed that solidarity is achieved through the bonds created
by gift exchange. In other words, the give-and-take of gifts provides a concrete mechanism for
creating social cohesion, transforming self-interested acts into a moral and religious
communion between people.

Crucially, Mauss insisted that the exchange of gifts is a “total social fact” — it encompasses and
integrates all dimensions of social life. A gift is never purely an economic transaction; it is
simultaneously economic, legal, moral, religious, and even aesthetic in character. For example,
a tribal potlatch ceremony on the Pacific Northwest coast was an economic exchange of wealth
(large quantities of goods were given away or destroyed), but it was also a religious rite full of
spiritual symbolism, a legal-political act to assert status and alliances, a moral demonstration
of generosity and honor, and an artistic performance with elaborate dances and displays.
Similarly, the kula ring of exchange in Melanesia involved trading shell valuables across islands
not as commercial barter but as a grand cycle of gifts that established friendship and trust among
trading partners. By analyzing cases like the Maori notion of the hau (the spirit of a gift) and
the obligation to return it, Mauss revealed that in archaic societies the circulation of objects
cannot be disentangled from kinship, myth, and morality. As one commentator summarizes, the
exchanges Mauss studied are “fotal social movements or activities” that are at once economic,
juridical, moral, aesthetic, religious, and mythological. This insight — that material exchanges
carry deep social and cosmic meanings — underlies Mauss’s contribution to both sociology and
anthropology. It showed that pre-modern economies were not driven by individual utility or
contracts as in modern market society, but by reciprocal gift obligations that ensured
redistribution of resources, the creation of alliances, and the affirmation of a collective
conscience. In effect, the gift was the primordial human economy, one governed by honour and
reciprocity rather than profit, and it served to bind communities together in what Mauss called
“an almost magical” manner.

Unfinished Projects: Extending the Theory (Prayer, Money, and
Nation)

Mauss’s intellectual ambition extended well beyond The Gift, and he had outlined several major
studies that were never completed by the end of his life. “His projected works on Prayer, on
Money and on the State were never completed,” as anthropologist E.E. Evans-Pritchard noted
in an introduction to Mauss’s work. Each of these unfinished projects — on the sociology of
prayer, the sociology of money, and the nation or state — promised to deepen or expand
Maussian theory into new domains. Although we only have fragments and indications of his
intentions, we can speculate how each might have extended his ideas on social cohesion and
exchange:

On Prayer (The Sociology of Religion)
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Mauss’s earliest unfinished project was a grand study of prayer as a social phenomenon. In fact,
his doctoral thesis was devoted to the topic of prayer, though he never completed it and only an
extensive introductory section was published posthumously. In this work, Mauss approached
prayer not as a purely personal or theological matter, but as a social institution — essentially, the
language of religion that binds individuals to their gods and to each other. He began by
examining prayer among Indigenous Australian communities, analyzing how the act of prayer
is collectively structured and efficacious in society. Mauss saw prayer as a kind of “total social
fact” of the religious sphere: it is a ritual act that involves words (speech), beliefs, emotions,
gestures, and social contexts all at once. Notably, Mauss is said to have chosen prayer as his
topic because “speech is the unity of thought and action”, hinting that in prayer the spoken word
is itself a form of action that can produce real effects in the world. This idea aligns with his
larger interest in the power of symbols and collective representations — prayer, like gift-giving,
is a symbolic act that can transform relationships (in this case, between humans and the divine,
or among members of a worshipping community). Although Mauss’s thesis On Prayer
remained incomplete (he had planned to compare many religions but did not finish), scholars
note that it prefigured his later work: it was essentially a methodological precursor to The Gift.
The same holistic approach is evident — Mauss treats prayer as a social technique that cannot
be understood in isolation from ritual, myth, social structure, and morality. Had Mauss fully
developed this project, he likely would have elaborated how religious exchange (e.g. prayers,
sacrifices, offerings to gods) parallels the gift exchange among people. In many cultures, prayer
and sacrifice follow the logic of reciprocity: worshippers offer praises or sacrifices to deities
and expect blessings or protection in return. In this sense, prayer is a form of exchange with the
sacred, operating under a similar ethos of obligation (humans owe worship to gods, gods owe
favor to humans) that reinforces the moral order. Mauss’s incomplete exploration of prayer
suggests that he envisioned religious rites as part of the fabric of social exchange — another
thread of the total social fact connecting the individual to the collective through symbolic acts.

On Money (The Sociology of Economy)

Another key project Mauss left unfinished was a comprehensive study of money and modern
economic life from a sociological and anthropological perspective. This is particularly
intriguing, as it would have extended the insights of The Gift (which dealt with “archaic”
exchange systems) into the realm of modern market economies. Mauss did occasionally turn
his attention to money and markets in his writings, often with a critical eye. He was deeply
aware that the rise of capitalist economies had led to an emphasis on individualism and
utilitarian exchange, which stood in stark contrast to the moral economy of the gift. In The Gift,
Mauss already commented on this contrast, arguing that modern society’s focus on monetary
exchange and self-interest was ideologically blinding us to our continued need for social bonds.
He warned that capitalism’s fixation on individual wants and money was ultimately
unsustainable, and he called for a return to viewing economic transactions as enmeshed in social
and ethical relations. We can infer that a Maussian “sociology of money” would have analyzed
money as a social institution — not just a technical medium of exchange, but something loaded
with symbolic and moral significance. He might have asked: How did impersonal cash
transactions replace the gift’s personal bond, and what social functions or dysfunctions arise
from that? In line with his holistic approach, Mauss would likely argue that even in modern
economies, monetary exchanges are never purely economic. They too involve norms and
obligations (consider the social expectations around wages, charity, tipping, or holiday gifting
in cash), and they require trust and symbolism (paper currency works only because of collective
faith in its value). Mauss was cautious about simply applying gift theory to modern money — he
recognized differences in scale and abstraction — but he undoubtedly saw continuity between
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archaic exchanges and modern ones. For example, he chided some contemporaries (like
Malinowski) for defining money too narrowly as a technical means, instead of seeing the moral
and social dimensions of monetary economies. One can imagine that Mauss’s unfinished work
on money would have explored how things like contracts, credit, and debt carry a moral load (a
debt is a promise to reciprocate later, much like a delayed gift). Indeed, Mauss’s legacy inspired
later thinkers to formulate a “moral sociology of money” that examines how monetary
transactions can either uphold or undermine social solidarity. In summary, Mauss would have
extended his argument that economic systems are embedded in social relations: rather than
viewing money as an isolated economic tool, he’d show it interlocks with morality (e.g. ideas
of fairness, obligation to pay debts), law (currencies backed by state authority), and even
religion (the way money can take on sacred or taboo qualities). His own political leanings
toward socialism and cooperative movements suggest he hoped for an economy where the spirit
of the gift — solidarity and reciprocity — could be re-integrated into modern life, tempering the
atomizing effects of pure market logic.

On the Nation (or The State)

Mauss also intended to tackle the grand topic of nationhood and the state, examining how large-
scale social units form and cohere. In the interwar period, Mauss wrote essays addressing the
concept of the nation, and he had sketched a comparative project on political sociology, but this
remained incomplete. From what we know, Mauss approached ‘“the nation” as a social
phenomenon that could be studied with the same comparative method he applied to religion
and exchange. He was interested in what defines a nation as a “total society” and how modern
nations maintain solidarity among millions of individuals who do not all know each other.
Likely, Mauss would have built on Durkheim’s ideas of organic solidarity (social cohesion in
complex societies) and extended them: whereas Durkheim analyzed the division of labor as the
basis of solidarity in a nation-state, Mauss might have looked at symbols, rituals, and exchanges
that create a sense of national unity. For instance, one could imagine Mauss studying national
holidays, patriotic gift-giving (such as state honors, monuments, or charitable acts in wartime),
or civic ceremonies as the “gifts” that citizens and the state exchange to form an imagined
community. In fact, Mauss was a keen observer of his socio-political context — he lived through
the Dreyfus Affair and was active in socialist circles, and later he witnessed the rise of
nationalism and fascism in Europe. This likely informed his unfinished thoughts on the nation:
he was concerned with how to foster a healthy national solidarity without succumbing to
xenophobia or chauvinism. Some of Mauss’s notes and brief essays (for example, on
nationalism and civilization) suggest he envisioned the nation as an extension of the social bond
beyond local groups, potentially governed by reciprocity and justice rather than violence. He
championed what has been called “national internationalism” — the idea that nations could be
integrated into a cooperative international order, balancing national identity with global
reciprocity. Had Mauss completed this project, he might have offered insights into the exchange
of gifts and obligations between states (for example, diplomacy, treaties, or even war
reparations can be seen in a Maussian lens of gift/counter-gift) and how a sense of common
humanity could emerge at the international level. Unfortunately, the turmoil of the 1930s—40s
cut this work short, but Mauss’s outlines hint that he sought to apply his core concepts (like the
total social fact and moral exchange) to the modern problem of the nation-state. In doing so, he
would have bridged political anthropology and sociology, examining how collective conscience
and collective memory operate at the level of large societies. Even incomplete, Mauss’s venture
into political sociology broadened his theoretical framework: it suggests that from the smallest
scale (prayer between a person and god) to the largest (exchanges between nations), social life
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is knit together by the exchange of meaningful “gifts” — whether those are words, goods, or
symbolic acts.

Integration Across Disciplines: Economy, Morality, Law, and Religion

One of Mauss’s greatest contributions was to break down the boundaries between different
social spheres and academic disciplines, revealing their underlying unity. His work is inherently
interdisciplinary: it connects economic systems with moral obligations, religious beliefs with
legal and political structures, showing that these facets of society are not isolated, but rather
different aspects of the same totality. The concept of the total social fact is key here — it declares
that any given social phenomenon (like gift exchange) simultaneously touches on many
institutions at once. Mauss’s analyses thus serve as a bridge between sociology and
anthropology, and between economics, religion, and law. In The Gift, for example, what looks
like an economic transaction (the transfer of a good) is at the very same time a religious act
(often invoking spiritual forces or blessings), a legal act (creating a binding contract of
obligation), a moral act (fulfilling a duty to give and share), and an aesthetic or cultural act
(expressed in ritualized ceremonies and festivals). This holistic vision means that to understand
any one aspect — say, the economics of exchange — one must understand its entanglement with
all the others (kinship, religion, morality, etc.). Mauss explicitly argued against the reductionist
view that modern market economies are purely about rational self-interest and money; he
believed that the ethical and social dimensions of exchange never disappear. Modern
economics, in his view, had falsely separated itself from moral and social questions. Against
this, Mauss and his followers advanced the idea of the “embedded” economy, later echoed by
thinkers like Karl Polanyi: in all societies, economic life is embedded in social relations and
cultural norms. Thus, Mauss connected economic anthropology with moral philosophy —
studying phenomena like gift-giving, he illuminated how values like generosity, honor, and
justice are integral to how exchange systems function.

Mauss’s interdisciplinary integration is also evident in his other collaborations and essays. In
his early work with Henri Hubert on sacrifice and magic, for instance, Mauss examined
religious rituals but did so with an eye to their psychological effects, their social functions, and
their analogies to legal contracts. Sacrifice, they argued, is not just a spiritual ceremony but also
a form of exchange — a “gift” to the gods in return for sacred favor — thus linking religious
practice to the logic of obligation and contract. Similarly, Mauss’s essay “Techniques of the
Body” (1934) combined biology, psychology, and sociology to show how even our bodily
movements are learned social practices (a concept that later influenced cognitive science and
education). He introduced the term “habitus” to describe these embodied social habits,
anticipating later sociological theory. In all these cases, Mauss does not respect strict
disciplinary lines: the economic is moral, the religious is social, the legal is tied to rituals, and
SO on.

By integrating these domains, Mauss also connected classical sociological theory (Durkheim’s
focus on social facts and solidarity) with emerging anthropological insight into diverse cultures.
He showed that concepts like obligation, contract, and reciprocity have both legal-ethical
meanings and economic ones, and that in so-called “primitive” societies these are one and the
same. Even in our own society, Mauss believed, things like philanthropy, state welfare, or
family inheritance carry on the principle of the gift (blending moral duty with economic
distribution). Mauss’s synthetic approach laid the foundation for what we now call economic
anthropology and political anthropology: fields that study material transactions (like trade,
money, gift-giving) alongside kinship, religion, and power structures as one interlocking
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system. He effectively argued that we must view society in its totality. As one interpreter put
it, Mauss challenges us to focus “not [on] money” or any single factor in isolation, but rather
on “faits sociaux totaux” — integrated social facts that span legal, economic, religious, and
aesthetic life. This approach was revolutionary for his time and remains influential today, as
scholars across disciplines continue to use Maussian ideas to explore topics like the moral
economies of markets, the religious symbolism of political life, or the legal dimensions of gift
transactions.

Impact of Historical Disruptions on Mauss’s Trajectory

Mauss’s scholarly trajectory was profoundly affected — and ultimately curtailed — by the major
historical upheavals of the first half of the 20th century. The two World Wars in particular
disrupted his work, robbed him of colleagues, and contributed to the unfinished state of many
of his projects. Understanding this context is important for appreciating why Mauss’s
production slowed in later years and how external events shaped his intellectual path.

World War I (1914-1918) struck at the heart of Mauss’s intellectual community. Mauss served
in the French Army during the war as an interpreter, an experience he found oddly liberating at
first (as a break from academic life) but which soon turned tragic as the toll mounted. The war
almost wiped out the team of brilliant younger scholars that had formed around Emile
Durkheim’s journal L’Année Sociologique. Many of Mauss’s closest colleagues and friends —
such as Robert Hertz, Maxime David, and others — were killed in battle, and in 1917 Durkheim
himself died, devastated by the loss of his only son and the strain of the war. Mauss emerged
from WWI not only grieving but essentially the last man standing of Durkheim’s school. These
“disasters,” as Evans-Pritchard notes, deprived Mauss of the collaboration and support that
might have spurred even more prolific research. In the war’s aftermath, instead of being able to
focus on his own big theoretical projects, Mauss felt a duty to secure the legacy of the
Durkheimian school. “He took over the labours of his dead colleagues, ” stepping in to edit and
publish the unfinished manuscripts left by Durkheim, Hubert, Hertz and others. In 1925 he
undertook the herculean task of reviving* L’Année Sociologique* (which had ceased
publication during the war), effectively becoming the chief editor of a new series of the journal.
This work was intellectually enriching but also burdensome, and Mauss “most unselfishly”
subordinated his own research ambitions to the collective project. He also helped found new
institutions (like France’s first Institute of Ethnology in 1926) to train young anthropologists,
investing in the next generation rather than writing all the books he had planned. In short, World
War [ derailed Mauss’s momentum, turning him from a prolific essayist into a curator of his
school’s heritage. The period of the 1920s did see Mauss produce a few major original works
(notably The Gift in 1925), but much of his energy was diverted to administration and teaching
in the 1920s and 1930s, and to ensuring that Durkheim’s paradigm survived the war’s
devastation. We can surmise that, had WWI not intervened, Mauss might have completed more
of his grand projects earlier; instead, he poured effort into collaborative and editorial tasks “at
the expense of the field of his own chief interest”.

The Second World War (1939-1945) and the German Occupation of France had an even more
tragic effect on Mauss. By the late 1930s Mauss was a respected elder of French sociology — he
had been appointed Chair of Sociology at the College de France in 1931 — but he was also of
Jewish heritage in a Europe darkening under anti-Semitism. In 1940, when France fell to Nazi
Germany, Mauss was forced out of his position and out of Paris due to the Vichy regime’s anti-
Jewish laws. He spent the war years in relative hiding, isolated from academic life. Worse, he
witnessed the persecution and loss of more colleagues: his dear friend and relative Maurice
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Halbwachs (a pioneering sociologist) was deported and eventually died in Buchenwald in 1945,
and other members of his circle were killed as well. Mauss saw history repeat its horrors, as
“for a second time he saw all around him collapse” — the networks and institutions he’d helped
rebuild after WWI were again destroyed. These events had a devastating impact on Mauss’s
mental health and capacity for work. Evans-Pritchard recounts that the combination of the war’s
atrocities and “other personal troubles” was too much for him, and his mind gave way. In effect,
World War Il ended Mauss’s scholarly career. After 1945, he did not return to active teaching
or research; he remained socially withdrawn and produced no new major writings in the last
years of his life. The unfinished manuscripts on money, the nation, etc., remained as such.
Mauss died in 1950, just as French social science was reawakening — in fact, his death coincided
with Claude Lévi-Strauss’s rise — but he did not live to participate in this new wave. The war’s
impact thus truncated Mauss’s intellectual trajectory, leaving many of his plans unrealized. It
is sobering to consider that Mauss’s oeuvre might have been even more expansive if not for the
twin cataclysms of 1914—18 and 1940-45. His case is sometimes described as a great mind
haunted by history — a life work “incomplete” not due to lack of vision, but due to external
devastation. Yet, despite these hardships, what Mauss did manage to publish is of such depth
that it has inspired generations since (arguably, his relative brevity contributed to the mythic
status of The Gift as a concise masterpiece).

In summary, the German occupation and world wars both interrupted and shaped Mauss’s
scholarship. They forced him into roles (editor, institutional founder, survivor) that diverted
him from completing large books, and they inflicted personal losses that sapped his intellectual
energy in later years. Understanding this context helps us appreciate the poignancy of Mauss’s
unfinished projects and the resilience he showed in contributing what he did under such
conditions. His vision of social science — emphasizing cooperation, exchange, and moral unity
— can also be read as a humanistic response to the very horrors he lived through.

Legacy and Continuity in Social Theory

Despite the incomplete nature of some of his work, Marcel Mauss’s ideas have had enduring
influence across sociology, anthropology, and beyond. He serves as a critical link in the lineage
of social thought, connecting Durkheim’s classical sociology to a range of later theories — from
structural anthropology (Lévi-Strauss) to theories of practice and capital (Bourdieu) and even
to contemporary debates in social science. Mauss’s legacy is multifaceted: he directly trained
or inspired a generation of scholars, and his concepts (like the gift, habitus, and the total social
fact) have been continually reinterpreted. Here we outline how Mauss’s thought is situated in
the broader intellectual lineage and highlight connections to key figures and movements:

Durkheimian Foundations and Maussian Departures

Mauss began as Emile Durkheim’s protégé and nephew, and he was deeply rooted in the
Durkheimian tradition. Like Durkheim, Mauss believed in the existence of social facts —
phenomena external to individuals that constrain and guide behavior — and he shared
Durkheim’s mission to identify the basis of social solidarity in various types of societies. In
fact, Mauss can be seen as securing Durkheim’s legacy in the interwar years by continuing the
L’Année Sociologique circle. However, Mauss was not a mere disciple; he also diverged from
Durkheim in important ways. Evans-Pritchard observed that Mauss stood in a line of French
social thinkers from Montesquieu and the Enlightenment philosophers through Saint-Simon,
Comte, and Durkheim, who sought grand conceptual analyses of society — yet Mauss was “far
less a philosopher than Durkheim” and much more of an empiricist. In Mauss’s essays, there
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is an implicit critique of Durkheim’s sometimes overly abstract approach. Mauss preferred to
“turn first to the concrete facts and examine them in their entirety and to the last detail,” even
if out of loyalty he rarely overtly criticized his uncle’s ideas. In other words, Mauss pushed
French sociology toward a more experimental and ethnographic direction, grounding theories
in rich comparative evidence. This approach set the stage for later empirically minded
sociologists. Furthermore, Mauss extended Durkheim’s concept of solidarity: whereas
Durkheim distinguished mechanical and organic solidarity, Mauss demonstrated a very
concrete mechanism for solidarity — the reciprocity of gifts — thereby giving Durkheim’s
abstract solidarity a tangible form in social practices. Through Mauss, Durkheim’s influence
traveled into anthropology; many of Durkheim’s questions (about religion, the sacred, the
collective conscience) were carried forward by Mauss but often with new twists and richer data.
Mauss also introduced new concepts (like habitus and personne) that Durkheim had not
explored, planting seeds for future theory. In sum, Mauss’s legacy within the Durkheimian
lineage was to be the bridge to modern social science: he preserved the vision of studying
society as a moral whole, yet he opened that vision up by showing the importance of history,
psychology, and cultural variation. Later French sociologists saw Mauss as “an important link
between the sociology of Durkheim and contemporary French sociologists™.

Structural Anthropology and Lévi-Strauss

One of the most direct and acknowledged influences of Mauss was on Claude Lévi-Strauss, the
founder of structural anthropology. Lévi-Strauss considered Mauss a major inspiration and even
dedicated substantial attention to him in writing an “Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss”
(first published in 1950). It was Lévi-Strauss who famously pronounced that The Gift was the
origin point for anthropological studies of reciprocity. In Lévi-Strauss’s own structural analyses
(for example, in kinship systems), the exchange of women in marriage and the exchange of
goods and words are fundamental structures — an idea directly reminiscent of Mauss’s emphasis
on exchange as the basis of social order. Lévi-Strauss took from Mauss the notion that beneath
the surface diversity of customs, there are universal patterns of exchange that structure human
societies. Indeed, Lévi-Strauss went a step further in abstraction: he suggested that exchange is
the fundamental process underlying not just economics, but language and culture — a claim
foreshadowed by Mauss’s work. Reflecting on Mauss’s theory, Lévi-Strauss argued that Mauss
had revealed how “the primary, fundamental phenomenon is exchange itself, which gets split
into discrete operations in social life” (such as giving, receiving, and returning). In other words,
the various steps Mauss described are just parts of a greater whole: a constant flow of exchange
that is the engine of social life. He admired Mauss for seeing totalities where others saw
fragments. Structural anthropology’s analysis of myth, kinship, and ritual as systems of
exchange (of symbols, women, obligations) can be seen as an extension of Maussian insight.
Lévi-Strauss also followed Mauss in insisting on the importance of studying non-Western
societies with the same seriousness as Western ones, treating institutions like the potlatch or the
clan system as key to understanding humanity. It’s notable that Lévi-Strauss’s own seminal
work, Elementary Structures of Kinship, was essentially about reciprocity in marriage
exchanges, a concept quite congenial to Mauss’s views. Thus, Mauss’s legacy in structuralism
is that he provided both methodological examples (careful comparative work, as in The Gift)
and theoretical tools (the emphasis on reciprocity, symbolism, and totality) that enabled
structural anthropologists to decode social systems as if they were languages of exchange. Lévi-
Strauss himself credited Mauss (and Durkheim) for much of the intellectual armature of
structuralism. We can say that without Mauss’s pioneering work, the field of anthropology
might not have so readily focused on exchange and alliance as core problems. Through Lévi-
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Strauss, Mauss’s ideas about gifts influenced later structural analyses of myth and symbol,
reinforcing the notion that underlying social rituals are deep structures of reciprocity.

Bourdieu, Habitus, and the Logic of Practice

Another major figure indebted to Mauss is Pierre Bourdieu, one of the leading social theorists
of the late 20th century. Bourdieu’s connections to Mauss are both substantive and direct: he
explicitly built on Mauss’s concepts in formulating his own theory of practice. For instance, the
term habitus — central to Bourdieu’s thought — was first used by Mauss. In Mauss’s essay on
body techniques, he described how societies transmit dispositions and habits to individuals
(what he called “habitus”), such as ways of walking, eating, or swimming, which are
biological, sociological, and psychological all at once. Bourdieu adopted this notion, expanding
it into a broader theory of how social structures get embodied in people as lasting dispositions.
As noted in one analysis, “Bourdieu used Mauss’s concept of habitus” as a basis for
understanding how culture becomes second-nature to us. Beyond habitus, Bourdieu’s famous
studies of gift exchange in Kabyle (Algerian) society were clearly in dialogue with Mauss.
Bourdieu admired Mauss’s insight that gifts carry an expectation of return, but he also refined
it: he pointed out that a time lag between gift and counter-gift is what allows the fiction of
disinterested generosity to persist. In other words, Bourdieu argued that gift exchange works
because people misrecognize it as free even while following its rules — a nuance to Mauss’s
theory that highlights how power and strategy can operate in the guise of generosity. This idea
appears in Bourdieu’s work OQutline of a Theory of Practice, where he describes the Kabyle gift
cycles and notes that the “refusal of the gift” is almost impossible because it would break the
social rapport, echoing Mauss. Bourdieu thus confirmed Mauss’s basic thesis about obligatory
reciprocity, while embedding it in a larger analysis of how social capital and prestige are
accumulated. Additionally, Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital (the prestige one
accumulates by giving generously or by honoring obligations) is a direct heir to Mauss’s idea
that gifts are about honor and social credit, not just material wealth. Finally, Bourdieu — like
Mauss — was interested in overcoming false dichotomies in social science (e.g. objectivism vs
subjectivism), and in this sense he inherited Mauss’s holistic, integrative spirit. It’s often
remarked that Mauss’s work provided a treasure trove of ideas that later theorists systematized:
Bourdieu can be seen as one who took Mauss’s hints (habitus, gift, magic of social ties) and
developed them into a robust theoretical framework for modern sociology. In a broad sense,
Mauss helped introduce into French social thought a regard for everyday practices and
meanings (not just formal institutions), a path that Bourdieu would follow in analyzing social
life as composed of countless exchanges of recognition, respect, and goods. As a testament to
this lineage, contemporary sociologists note that Mauss’s ideas “have been included in recent
sociological and cultural studies” by figures like Bourdieu, confirming that Mauss is a
foundational reference for the theory of social practice.

Contemporary Relevance: From MAUSS to Modern Thinkers

Mauss’s influence extends even into contemporary social thought, both in academia and in
broader social movements. One clear example is the Mouvement Anti-Utilitariste dans les
Sciences Sociales (MAUSS) — an intellectual movement founded in the 1980s by Alain Caillé
and others, explicitly named after Marcel Mauss. This movement arose as a critique of the
dominant economic paradigm of rational self-interest, drawing on Mauss’s ideas to argue for
an “anti-utilitarian” approach that recognizes the centrality of gift, generosity, and non-
utilitarian exchanges in social life. MAUSS scholars have produced journals and books
reevaluating modern phenomena (from volunteer work to international aid) through a Maussian
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lens, essentially carrying forward Mauss’s ethical project of infusing social science with an
appreciation for altruism and social bonds. Likewise, David Graeber, a prominent
anthropologist and anarchist thinker of the 21st century, credited Mauss as a major inspiration
— particularly in Graeber’s influential book Debt: The First 5,000 Years, which echoes Mauss
in examining the moral and historical dimensions of exchange and indebtedness. Graeber took
Mauss’s basic notion (that exchange is about creating social relationships, not just utility) and
applied it to critique modern financial systems and to imagine alternatives based on mutual aid.
Additionally, scholars of development and global civil society have used Mauss’s framework
to discuss things like gift-giving in foreign aid or the role of reciprocity in international
relations, coining terms like “the gift of the nation”. Even in popular culture and digital
economics, Mauss’s ideas find resonance: the ethos of open-source software and online
knowledge sharing is sometimes described as a kind of gift economy, where communities create
value collaboratively rather than through market exchange — an idea explicitly linked back to
Mauss’s work by modern commentators.

In the field of anthropology, many cross-cultural studies of exchange, morality, and ritual
continuously cite Mauss as a starting point. For example, the study of gift economies in various
contexts (from Melanesian villages to Internet communities) often revisits Mauss’s principles.
The concept of the “total social fact” has proven fertile for interdisciplinary research (e.g.
medical anthropologists might talk about how an illness is a total social fact affecting economic,
familial, and religious life at once). Furthermore, contemporary ethical and political debates —
such as how to build social solidarity in diverse societies, or how to humanize the economy —
regularly invoke Maussian themes, even if indirectly. By highlighting reciprocity and
obligation, Mauss provided a counterpoint to purely individualistic or utilitarian models of
human behavior. His legacy in this sense is a kind of humanism in social theory: the idea that
mutual giving and moral relationships are at the heart of what makes us social beings. As
Maurice Godelier (a later anthropologist) once noted, Mauss’s The Gift continues to prompt
new questions even decades later, because it raises fundamental issues about why society
matters and how humans create bonds. In sum, Mauss’s intellectual descendants include
structuralists, Marxists, anarchists, communitarians, and others — a testament to the versatility
and profundity of his ideas. Through these various continuations, Mauss’s thought remains a
living force, a “living inspiration” for analyzing everything from small-scale kinship economies
to the global financial system.

Toward a Unified Theory of Social Life: Exchange,
Symbolism, and Collective Morality

Bringing together all the threads of Mauss’s work — his study of gift exchange, his unfinished
explorations of religion, money, and nation, and the influences of history on his thinking — we
can sketch a retrospective unified theoretical framework that Mauss himself only hinted at. At
its core, this framework sees social life as fundamentally governed by exchange, saturated with
symbolic meaning, and regulated by collective moral norms. While Mauss never wrote a single
treatise unifying all these elements, his essays collectively imply a model of society where the
exchange of goods, services, and symbols is the primary engine of social integration.

In a Maussian unified theory, exchange is not merely an economic act but the foundational
social process. As Lévi-Strauss insightfully summarized, “the primary, fundamental
phenomenon is exchange itself, which gets split up into discrete operations in social life”. All
human interactions — whether material, linguistic, or ritual — can be viewed as variations of this
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exchange dynamic. For Mauss, to exchange is to create a bond; every act of giving and receiving
carries a piece of the self and a recognition of the other. This applies as much to prayers
(exchanged between humans and gods) or ritual honors (exchanged between citizens and the
nation) as it does to shells in a kula trade or gifts at a potlatch. The unity of the whole is more
real than each of the parts, Mauss once wrote in another context, and here the whole is the
overarching exchange cycle that constitutes society. Individual actions (a gift here, a favor
there, a pledge of allegiance elsewhere) are “discrete operations” of a larger total process of
reciprocity that binds people together across time and space.

Symbolism plays a critical role in this framework. Mauss showed that what is exchanged is
never just a tangible object or spoken phrase — it is always charged with symbolic value. A
piece of ceremonial jewelry in a gift exchange might embody the giver’s lineage and the history
of previous exchanges; a coin in a market transaction might symbolize trust in the state or the
abstract value of labor; a flag given to a family of a fallen soldier stands for the nation’s
gratitude. In Mauss’s view, every social exchange carries a surplus of meaning — a spiritual or
emotional force — which is why it has the power to compel reciprocity. He introduced concepts
like the hau (spirit of the gift) and discussed mana to capture this idea that objects can carry
invisible attachments. In a unified model, we recognize that people are not just exchanging
stuff; they are exchanging symbols of relationship. This is why failing to return a gift is so
serious — it’s not about losing an object, it’s about betraying a relationship and a shared
meaning. Likewise, saying a prayer is not just mouthing words; it is sending a symbol of
devotion in hopes of receiving a blessing — a cycle of symbolic exchange with the divine.
Mauss’s hypothetical general theory would thus emphasize communication and exchange as
two sides of the same coin (indeed, Lévi-Strauss noted that exchange is a form of
communication, a language through which society speaks and holds itself together).

Collective morality is the third pillar of this synthesis. Under Mauss’s framework, the
exchanges that constitute society are governed by an implicit moral code: the code of reciprocity
and obligation. Society, in essence, is a moral community — Durkheim’s notion of collective
conscience — that dictates what individuals owe to each other. Mauss showed that even
economic exchanges in archaic societies were embedded in moral obligations (one “must” give,
and “must” repay, to avoid social shame). In a modern context, while the forms have changed,
Mauss would argue that social life still relies on these moral fabrics: contracts, laws, and norms
that enforce fairness, generosity, and recompense. His work on the nation likely would have
highlighted notions like social insurance, civic duty, and mutual aid as modern expressions of
the gift ethic (indeed, Mauss in his essay’s conclusion praised emerging practices like social
security and cooperative movements as steps toward a moral economy of solidarity). The
unified theory thus posits that moral obligations are the invisible threads stitching together the
fabric of exchanges. When people internalize these norms (the duty to help kin, the duty to
honor one’s word, the duty to share with the needy, etc.), society achieves integration. Mauss’s
emphasis on honor and shame in gift exchange prefigures what a unified theory would say: that
maintaining one’s honor (or the group’s honor) is a powerful incentive to abide by the rules of
exchange, whether it’s repaying a loan or sacrificing for one’s country.

In this synthetic model, we can see how Mauss would unite his various inquiries: the gift,
money, prayer, the nation all become different scales or arenas in which the same fundamental
process operates. The Gift demonstrated this process in small-scale, face-to-face communities;
money would have been the test case for how the process transforms (but does not disappear)
in a large-scale, impersonal market system; prayer showed the process connecting humans with
the transcendent (a vertical exchange, one might say, between earth and heaven, still reinforcing
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communal bonds on earth); and nation would illustrate the process at the largest horizontal
scale, binding millions through shared symbols and reciprocal duties (for example, citizens pay
taxes or service, the state “gifts” protection and welfare, allied nations exchange goodwill or
aid). Across all, Mauss’s guiding hypothesis would be that society is only possible because of
this constant circulation of gifts, favors, and symbolic tokens that create dependence and trust.

To make this more concrete, consider how a Maussian unified theory might describe social life
as a web of exchanges: Within a family, members care for children and elders (gifts of time and
love) in exchange for loyalty and continuation of the family line. Within a community,
neighbors exchange help and respect, creating local solidarity. In the market, workers exchange
labor for wages, and while this appears purely contractual, it’s undergirded by ideas of fairness
and reciprocity (a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work, the expectation that money will be
exchanged for goods honestly). In religious practice, the faithful exchange devotion for divine
favor (the logic of tithes or offerings securing communal blessings). In the polity, individuals
exchange some freedoms or resources for security and social order (the social contract can be
seen as a massive reciprocal exchange between citizen and state). Even between nations, foreign
aid or diplomatic gifts carry an expectation of future alliance or peace — a secular form of the
gift to avoid conflict. In all these layers, exchange (material or immaterial) is creating an
ongoing relationship; symbolism (whether it’s the sanctity of the national flag or the sanctity of
a ritual gift) imbues these exchanges with meaning; and collective morality (laws, norms,
values) enforces and encourages the give-and-take to continue.

Mauss’s unfinished ideas also suggest an orientation toward equilibrium and integration. He
believed that societies could achieve a kind of dynamic balance through reciprocity — giving
and receiving in a way that sustains everyone’s honor and needs. His worry about modern
society was that pure individualism and monetization could upset this balance, leading to
alienation (people cut off from the social bond) or coercion (people forced rather than freely
obliged). Thus, the normative thrust of a Maussian unified theory is that a healthy society is one
that fosters voluntary gift exchanges and mutual aid across all sectors, from the economy to
religion to politics. It would be a society that recognizes the “giffed” nature of social life — that
much of what we have (from language to knowledge to public infrastructure) is a gift from past
generations or from the social whole, which we are obliged to reciprocate to future generations
or to others in need. In this sense, Mauss prefigures later ideas about social capital and trust:
high-trust societies are those where people habitually give (information, help, resources) and
expect that others will do the same, creating a virtuous cycle.

In conclusion, while Mauss himself never penned a singular “unified theory” book, the
theoretical framework that emerges from synthesizing his insights is one of remarkable holism.
It portrays human society as a vast network of exchanges governed by shared meanings and
moral rules. Exchange is the heartbeat — the continuous circulation that gives life to the social
body. Symbolism is the soul — the invisible values and meanings that invest exchanges with
significance. And collective morality is the brain — the guiding consciousness that keeps the
exchanges in line with the community’s ideals. This Maussian vision stands as a powerful
counterpoint to theories that reduce social life to self-interest or force. Instead, it insists that
voluntary reciprocity and the spirit of giving are fundamental principles of human societies, as
evident in a Maori gift ritual as in the modern welfare state. It’s a vision that has inspired
generations of thinkers to imagine how we might build a world that balances individual and
collective, material and spiritual, mine and yours — a world sustained by the “gentle commerce”
of gift and counter-gift. As Mauss’s work continues to remind us, fo be social is to exchange,
and in that exchange lies the secret of our cohesion, creativity, and humanity.
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(1925)

e Mauss, Marcel — Sociologie et anthropologie (1950, edited collection; includes “Essay
on Gift” and other works).

e Mauss, Marcel — “Techniques of the Body” (1934) and “A category of the human mind:
the notion of person, the notion of self”’ (1938), in Sociologie et anthropologie.

e Fournier, Marcel — Marcel Mauss: A Biography (1994, transl. 2006) — details on
Mauss’s life, unfinished projects, and historical context.

e Lévi-Strauss, Claude — Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss (1950, English transl.
1987).

e Marcel Mauss — On Prayer (Unfinished thesis, notes published 1909/2003).

e Marcel Mauss — “Essay on the Nation” (various fragments and essays in the 1920s; see
analysis in Revue du MAUSS, 2014).

e Hart, Keith — “"Marcel Mauss: In Pursuit of the Whole” (essay, 2007) — discusses
Mauss’s vision of holistic social science.

e Graeber, David — Debt: The First 5,000 Years (2011) — builds on Maussian gift theory
in analyzing monetary debt.
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discussions on Mauss’s relevance today.

o Wikipedia — “Marcel Mauss” (for general reference and summary of concepts)
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Maurice Halbwachs

Maurice Halbwachs was one of the founding figures of the concept of collective memory in the
field of sociology, social psychology and the sociology of knowledge, but his oeuvre was
interrupted by his death and he was unable to place his works in a comprehensive social
theoretical framework. Please do this in retrospect and place your theory arising from these
into a comprehensive framework of social life.
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Maurice Halbwachs and a Social Theoretical Framework of
Collective Memory

Introduction

Maurice Halbwachs (1877—-1945) is widely recognized as the founding figure of social memory
studies. His seminal contribution was the concept of collective memory, the idea that memory
is fundamentally a social phenomenon rather than a purely individual process. Halbwachs, a
student of both Henri Bergson and Emile Durkheim, blended Bergson’s focus on subjective
memory with Durkheim’s focus on collective consciousness. The result was a sociological
theory of memory that situates individual recollections within social frameworks (or “cadres
sociaux”) like family, religion, class, and community. This framework helps explain how
groups remember a shared past and sustain a continuous identity over time. In what follows,
we develop a comprehensive social theoretical framework drawn from Halbwachs’s oeuvre,
covering his key ideas and situating them within broader sociological dimensions
(structure/agency, time/space, individual/collective, institutions/practices). We will also relate
Halbwachs’s insights to other intellectual traditions — phenomenology, critical theory, post-
structuralism — and to later thinkers such as Pierre Nora, Jan Assmann, Michel Foucault, and
Pierre Bourdieu, thereby illustrating the lasting influence and relevance of Halbwachs’s theory
of collective memory.

(Citations in this report refer to sources that inform and corroborate the statements made,
including Halbwachs’s own writings and analyses by scholars.)

Collective Memory and Its Social Frameworks

Collective vs. Individual Memory: Halbwachs’s central thesis is that memory is not a solitary
archive in the individual mind, but a social process anchored in group life. While individuals
obviously retain personal experiences, they do so by reconstructing those memories within
shared frameworks of understanding provided by their social
groupsprotosociology.deprotosociology.de. In Halbwachs’s view, even the most personal
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memory “is never strictly individual because it is fundamentally supported by the group”. Our
recollections are triggered and shaped by social cues — conversations with others, common
language and symbols, group traditions — such that what we remember and Zow we remember
are governed by collective contexts. For example, a childhood event may be recalled one way
in the presence of family (who provide corroborating details or a familiar narrative) and quite
differently if one is isolated from that familial context. Thus, individual memory exists within
collective memory, as “a point of view of the collective memory” rather than an autonomous
chronicle. Halbwachs coined the term “social frameworks of memory” (cadres sociaux de la
mémoire) to describe the structured societal contexts — family, class, religion, etc. — that
organize and sustain our recollections.

The Nature of Collective Memory: According to Halbwachs, every social group elaborates its
own memory of the past, tailored to the group’s identity and needs. “Every group has its own
collective memory and that collective memory differs from that of other groups”. A religious
community, for instance, remembers historical events in terms of their spiritual significance,
while a nation might remember the same events in terms of patriotic heritage. What counts as
important to remember is determined by the values and continuing concerns of the group.
Collective memory is therefore inherently selective — it “retains from the past only what still
lives or is capable of living in the consciousness of the groups keeping the memory alive”. Facts
or experiences that no longer resonate with the group’s present interests will fade from
collective memory (even if recorded by historians). This selectivity is not arbitrary but guided
by the “social frameworks” that filter and interpret the past. For example, Halbwachs noted how
commemorations, monuments, and rituals serve to fix certain memories in the public mind
while others are neglected. Through such practices of commemoration, groups produce a
narrative image of the past that aligns with their current identity and aspirations. Halbwachs
even formulated two “laws” of how collective memory evolves: a “law of fragmentation” and
a “law of concentration.” In brief, memories may fragment as different aspects of an event get
divided among various social locales or materials, but conversely memory also concentrates by
focusing diverse recollections onto a few symbolically important sites or figures (for example,
many scattered personal war experiences might become concentrated in the collective memory
around one iconic battle or hero).

Collective Memory vs. History: A key distinction in Halbwachs’s framework is between
collective memory and history. Collective memory, as noted, is living, present, and group-bound
— it is a “current of continuous thought” connecting a group to its past in an unbroken lineage.
History, by contrast, is an impersonal, scholarly reconstruction of the past “from a distance,”
often by those outside the original group. Halbwachs argued that memory and formal history
stand in “ultimate opposition”. Collective memory preserves resemblance and continuity — it
sustains the group’s sense that “we have remained the same” over time. In collective memory,
disruptions and changes tend to be downplayed or mythologized, giving an illusion of continuity
in the group’s identity. History, on the other hand, emphasizes differences, discontinuities, and
critical inquiry: it divides time into periods, highlights changes and ruptures, and seeks
objective evidence even at the cost of shattering cherished legends. Halbwachs vividly
illustrates this difference: collective memory is like an ongoing story or self-portrait that a group
tells about itself, whereas history “divides the sequence of centuries into periods” as if breaking
a drama into acts — losing the continuous plot and characters that memory preserves. For
instance, French collective memory might cherish a “great continuity” from Revolution to
Republic as part of national identity, whereas a critical historian will point out profound breaks
and conflicts between different Republics, Empires, and regimes. Halbwachs does acknowledge
that professional history can inform collective memory (especially through education or popular
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narratives), but he maintains that history-as-analysis remains the province of specialists and
does not restore a “living and direct contact” with the past for society at large. In sum, history
and memory have different functions: memory sustains identity and meaning for a group in the
present, while history provides a verified, but more alienated, understanding of the past. (Later
scholars like Pierre Nora would further explore this tension, arguing that modern societies
increasingly rely on archival history and artificial “sites of memory” because the spontaneous
collective memory has weakened.)

Social Frameworks and “Cadres Sociaux”: Halbwachs’s analysis of memory operates at
multiple social scales. He examined what we might call intermediate frameworks of memory:
the family, religious communities, and social classes in particular. These are the concrete social
environments in which people live and recall the past. Each framework provides a structure of
roles, traditions, and narratives that shape memory. In family memory, for example, stories of
earlier generations, shared experiences at reunions, or even the arrangement of family
photographs in a home all serve to remind members of a common familial past. Halbwachs
pointed out that even personal emotions in families (whom one feels closest to, which ancestors
one admires) are “regulated by the structure of the family” — by norms of kinship and respect
that ensure continuity of the family group. Thus, the family as a collective has a memory that
is transmitted through naming practices (e.g. naming children after grandparents), heirlooms,
and the retelling of ancestral anecdotes. Likewise, religious memory provides a framework: a
community of faith recalls foundational events (scripture, the lives of saints, etc.) through
liturgy, holy days, and pilgrimage. Halbwachs’s late study The Legendary Topography of the
Gospels in the Holy Land (1941) showed how Christian groups over centuries “changed the
appearance attributed to the holy places according to the needs and hopes of the groups
describing those places”. In other words, collective religious memory actively reshaped the
landscape of sacred space — relocating or redefining sites in Palestine to align with evolving
beliefs. This is a powerful example of a social framework (the Church and pilgrim community)
sustaining memory: Christian pilgrims remembered the Biblical past in situ by venerating
particular locales, but those locales and their associated memories were revised as the Church’s
understanding changed.

Halbwachs insisted that without such social frameworks, individual memory is fragile and
disoriented. He even drew on psychological cases like aphasia to argue this point: when people
lose language or social connection (through brain injury or isolation), they cannot properly
recall information, not because the brain storage is gone, but because they have lost the social
context (words, conventions) that make those memories intelligible. In a famous passage, he
concluded that memory, thought, and identity “are constructed by a learning process within a
group,” and when the link to the group is severed or disordered, memory malfunctions. Thus
social bonds are necessary to have memories — a proposition that forms the theoretical
foundation of Halbwachs’s work.

To summarize Halbwachs’s concept: collective memory is a group’s shared pool of
recollections, knowledge, and meanings about the past, sustained by social frameworks (family,
class, religion, etc.) and used to construct a collective identity. It is distinct from but
interdependent with individual memory. Individuals remember as group members; conversely,
the group memory exists only insofar as individuals participate in it and perpetuate it (through
communication, ritual, commemoration). Halbwachs’s framework can be visualized as a set of
concentric circles or layers — from the intimate circle of family, through peer groups and
professional groups, to broader communities like social classes or nations — each layer
providing a context that cues certain memories and interpretations of the past. Within these
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layers, institutions (churches, schools, archives, monuments, etc.) and practices (storytelling,
holidays, ceremonies) act as vessels of memory. The table below synthesizes some key features
of Halbwachs’s collective memory in relation to its theoretical dimensions:

Dimension

Halbwachs’s Perspective on Memory
Individual memories are always embedded in social contexts; the seemingly

personal is shaped by language, culture, and shared symbols of the group. The

Individual & group provides a “framework” for individuals to locate and retrieve their

Collective

memoriesprotosociology.de. Collective memory is not a mystical group mind,
but the alignment of many individual memories on common reference points
(events, figures, traditions) shared by the groupprotosociology.de.

Memory is structured by social “frameworks” and institutions (the structural
side), yet individuals exercise agency in recollection by contributing their unique
perspectives to the group’s narrative. In Halbwachs’s view, agency in

Structure & remembering is largely relational — we recall by interacting with others (e.g. in

Agency

Time
Space

Institutions
& Practices

conversation, or by participating in collective rituals) rather than by isolated
introspection. Thus, social structure shapes memory content and practice, but
individual agency can introduce new interpretations (as different group members
emphasize different aspects of the past).

Collective memory is oriented to the past but serves present needs. It treats time
as a continuous flow linking past and present, sustaining the group’s sense of
continuity. Halbwachs contrasts this with history’s segmented, chronological
time which often disrupts continuity. Moreover, memory is spatially anchored:
groups “locate” their memories in physical spaces and environments. Stable
environments (home, neighborhood, places of worship, sites of significance)
provide durable reference points that reassure the group of its ongoing identity.
A place can serve as a material trace of the past, around which memories
concentrate — for example, a city square where important events happened
becomes a living monument in collective memory. Halbwachs noted that the
very “stones of the city” can preserve memory: enduring streets and buildings
give an illusion of permanence through upheavals. In short, social space
(milieux, landscapes, architecture) is like a stage on which the drama of
collective memory is continually performed, linking temporal continuity to
concrete geography.

Institutions (like the family, church, state, schools) function as memory
“keepers” by formally or informally preserving knowledge of the past. For
instance, the family passes down stories and heirlooms, the church maintains
sacred history through scripture and ritual, the state archives documents and
sponsors holidays — all these are institutional ways of conserving memory
beyond individual lifespans. Social practices are the active side of this coin:
commemorative ceremonies, festivals, naming customs, pilgrimages,
anniversaries, and even everyday conversation are practices that continually
reactivate and transmit collective memories. Halbwachs emphasized how ritual
occasions call forth memories — e.g. a yearly religious feast makes the
community remember its founding events, or a minute of silence on a national
day of mourning invokes the collective memory of a war. These practices keep
the past “alive” in the present. In Halbwachs’s words, collective memory
“retains from the past only what is still /iving in the consciousness of the group”,

34



Dimension Halbwachs’s Perspective on Memory

and it is through institutions and social practices that such living memory is
continually cultivated and refreshed.

Social Groups: Family, Class, and Religious Community in
Memory

One of Halbwachs’s important contributions was to detail how different social groups each
inflect memory in specific ways. He studied three main intermediate groups — family, social
class, and religious community — and later extended his analysis to society-wide memory (e.g.
nation or civilization). Each provides a distinctive context for memory:

o Family Memory: The family is often our first and closest social framework for memory.
Halbwachs showed that family narratives create a sense of a shared past among
members. Families develop their own genealogies, legends, and points of reference
(such as “the year we moved house” or “the stories grandpa told about the war”) that
become ingrained in individual members’ identities. Even when personal feelings
deviate (e.g. one might secretly feel closer to an uncle than to a parent), people tend to
express and organize their feelings in line with family norms for the sake of cohesion.
What matters for the group is preserving its continuity and authority, so the collective
life of the family has a memory that transcends individual whims. Halbwachs noted
practices like naming children after ancestors or preserving family tombs as ways
families maintain memory symbolically. A telling example: the choice of first names in
a family often reflects continuity (e.g. “John Doe IV” or recurring traditional names) —
these choices are “symbols” of how the family differentiates its members within a
historical line. Through such practices, the family implants a memory in children even
before they have their own experiences, teaching them “who we are” as a lineage.
Family reunions, photo albums, and storytelling around the dinner table are everyday
rituals that anchor individual memories in a familial narrative. In Halbwachs’s terms,
the family provides a cadre social so that a person’s childhood recollections are not
isolated impressions but part of “our family’s story.”

e Social Class and Memory: Halbwachs extended the idea of collective memory to social
classes, linking it to what Karl Marx termed class consciousness (though Halbwachs
approached it in a Durkheimian, non-Marxist way). In works like La Classe ouvriere et
les niveaux de vie (1913) and later essays, he explored how working-class people and
bourgeois people live in different “milieus” and thus remember differently. A social
class, in Halbwachs’s view, develops a collective framework of memory based on its
shared living conditions, hardships or privileges, and cultural atmosphere. For example,
the working class in early 20th-century Europe had a memory structured around labor
and material struggle: workers’ collective memory “is made of recollections that
conform to an interpretation of the worker’s condition”. Halbwachs observed that
industrial workers experienced a sense of exclusion from full participation in society’s
“dignified” life — their daily reality was one of subordination to machines, cramped
living quarters, and economic precarity. This shared experience leads to a feeling and
memory of injustice that becomes part of working-class identity (for instance, memories
of factory accidents, strikes, or just the grind of work become emblematic stories passed
among workers). At the same time, workers cherish memories of solidarity and
aspiration: the “little society” of the family or neighborhood gives warm human
relations in contrast to the depersonalizing factory, and the class collectively aspires to
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a more dignified life. Halbwachs noted that these aspirations — say, the memory of a
successful strike or a political victory — feed into consumption patterns and cultural
practices of the class (workers might spend on certain goods or leisure activities that
symbolize “participating in modern civilization,” asserting the dignity they are denied
at work). In short, a social class remembers its past and present through the lens of its
social position. The bourgeoisie, by contrast, would have a different collective memory
— perhaps one that emphasizes tradition, lineage, and entitlement, or glosses over the
experiences of other classes. Halbwachs’s insight is that classes develop “an idea of
their place in society” and a notion of what is required for their maintenance. This
includes an image of the past that justifies their social outlook. (His contemporary,
historian Marc Bloch, reviewed Halbwachs’s work and encouraged him to consider “the
errors in collective memory”, meaning how groups (especially classes or nations)
mythologize history to serve their interests. Halbwachs’s later work on religious
memory can be seen as a response to this, examining how misremembering also obeys
social logic).

Religious Memory and Sacred Space: Halbwachs devoted special attention to how
religious groups remember the past, particularly in his book La Topographie légendaire
des Evangiles en Terre Sainte (1941). Here he studied Christian collective memory of
the Gospels as manifested in pilgrimages and identifications of holy sites in the Holy
Land. His finding was striking: the physical landscape of memory (sacred space) is
subject to reconstruction by social groups. For instance, different Christian
communities at different times identified different locations as the site of a Biblical
event, each sincerely believing their memory was accurate. The Crusaders, the
Byzantine Christians, and others “remembered” the Holy Land in ways that mirrored
their own spiritual needs and historical circumstances, often relocating holy events
closer to areas they controlled or building new shrines to bring memory into the present.
Halbwachs concluded that even something as factual as geographical memory is
socially determined: “in various periods of history, the appearance attributed to the holy
places has changed according to the needs and hopes of the Christian groups describing
these places”. More broadly, religious ritual provides a continuous re-enactment of
foundational memories — the Passover Seder keeps the memory of the Exodus alive for
Jewish communities, the Eucharist keeps the memory of Christ’s sacrifice central for
Christian communities, etc. These rites synchronize individual minds into a collective
remembering. Halbwachs, influenced by Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of Religious
Life, noted that collective rituals are powerful agents of social memory: by performing
ceremonies at specific times and places, the group “actualizes” its shared past in the
present. Religious calendars (feast days, fasts) map out a cycle of remembrance that
binds believers together in time (everyone recalls the same sacred history on the same
day) and in space (through common places of worship or pilgrimage). In this way,
religion exemplifies how collective memory merges time and space within an
institutional framework. Halbwachs’s analysis here intersects with his interest in space:
he observed that sacred spaces (churches, temples, pilgrimage routes) are not merely
backdrops but active frameworks that structure memory. A pilgrim visiting the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, for instance, participates in a long chain of
collective remembrance; the very stones of the church and the rituals performed there
“speak” to the believer, telling the story that the community remembers. Halbwachs
described such places as living representations of the group’s past — where memory is
inscribed in architecture and landscape. This work on religious memory was tragically
Halbwachs’s last major project (he published it amidst World War II; he would be
arrested and perish in Buchenwald in 1945 for his involvement with the French

36



Resistance). Fittingly, it underscored how resilient yet flexible collective memory is:
resilient in that sacred memories survived across millennia, but flexible in that their
expression in space could change with each community.

In all these cases — family, class, religion — Halbwachs showed that memory helps to constitute
the group itself. A family is held together not just by blood, but by a shared narrative of who
“we” are across generations. A class solidifies as people recognize common experiences and
remember the same formative events (like a great strike for workers, or a founding entrepreneur
myth for a bourgeoisie). A religious community remains unified by continually recalling its
sacred history. Each group’s memory provides what Halbwachs called a kind of “self-portrait”
or “social mirror” in which the group sees its identity. This is why memory is often contested
— because changing the narrative of the past can alter a group’s self-image. (Halbwachs himself
was less focused on political contestation, but later thinkers would emphasize this aspect; more
on that in a later section.)

Memory, Space, and Social Morphology

Halbwachs had a unique interest in the spatial dimensions of collective memory. In The
Collective Memory (1950), one chapter entitled “Space and the Collective Memory” delves into
how physical environments anchor social recollections. He argued that our relationship to space
—the layout of our homes, cities, and landscapes — provides a stable scaffold for memory. Citing
philosopher Auguste Comte, Halbwachs notes that mental stability is reinforced by the relative
permanence of our physical surroundings. We rely on familiar places and objects as reference
points; when those shift drastically, we often feel disoriented (he gives the example of moving
to a new city and feeling as if one’s “whole personality” were left behind until one adapts). In
extreme cases, mental illness can involve a breakdown in recognizing one’s environment,
further illustrating how tightly memory, identity, and environment are linked.

Halbwachs’s insight is that space is a social framework just like family or language. Our house,
our neighborhood, our city contain material cues that “tell” us what we have experienced there
and with whom. For example, the furniture arrangement in one’s home “recalls family and
friends” by its very layout — a particular armchair might evoke the memory of a grandfather
who always sat there, a set of photographs on the wall keeps in mind distant relatives. Even
living alone, Halbwachs says, one’s space reflects one’s social attachments: “our tastes and
desires evidenced in the choice and arrangement of objects are explained in large measure by
the bonds attaching us to various groups”. In other words, how we organize space is shaped by
social influences (fashions, class expectations) and in turn that organized space helps reaffirm
those social influences by surrounding us with their symbols. A vivid metaphor he gives is that
the objects around us form “a mute and motionless society” — they don’t speak, yet we
understand their meaning because it is collectively assigned. A change in social values can even
make an object appear to age or become incongruent; for instance, when the group’s habits
change, suddenly an old piece of furniture feels “outdated”.

On a larger scale, Halbwachs analyzed the city as a map of collective memory. He observed
that old districts and monuments in a city like Paris persist through political revolutions,
providing citizens with a sense of continuity amid change. The Paris of 1850 and the Paris of
1950 experienced very different regimes and social upheavals, yet the same Notre-Dame
Cathedral, the same street layout of the Latin Quarter, remained. This persistence means that
successive generations, though living in different historical “acts,” share common spatial
reference points, allowing a degree of shared memory. “The nation may be prone to the most
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violent upheavals... yet so long as walls and homes remain standing, nothing has been lost”,
he suggests, for those places silently witness and embody continuity. Halbwachs stops short of
suggesting space determines memory entirely — he notes that extraordinary events (war
destruction, forced migrations) that alter the spatial framework do produce profound memory
crises. But under normal circumstances, the stability of spatial environments lends a reassuring
stability to collective memory: “the permanence and interior appearance of a home impose on
the group a comforting image of its own continuity”.

He introduced the idea of the “social morphology” of memory — essentially the demographic
and spatial organization of society and how it underpins memory. In his late 1930s work on
social morphology, Halbwachs explored how rural vs. urban life generate different memory
structures. In a traditional village (low density, high intergenerational stability), collective life
is intense and memory is localized — everyone knows the local lore, and the physical
environment (fields, church, marketplace) is loaded with known histories. In a modern city
(high density, mobility), by contrast, social life fragments; there are many groups and rapid
changes, leading to what he called “fragmentation of social life” and thus fragmentation of
memory. City dwellers may experience social amnesia of sorts — the pace of change and influx
of strangers means that shared memory is harder to sustain, or only maintained in smaller sub-
communities. Yet cities also create new forms of collective memory: mass media and national
commemorations can unite people who never meet, and urban monuments or museums serve
as focal points for very large-scale memory (e.g. a national war memorial in a capital city
becomes a pilgrimage site for citizens from all over). Halbwachs’s work only scratched the
surface of these modern developments, but he identified the core issue: the “density of human
groups” and their spatial distribution influence how memory is formed. When populations grow
and intermingle, memory either dissolves (because there is no single tradition binding everyone)
or takes on new forms (like the rise of national memory to replace local memory, often
promoted by states through education and public ceremonies).

A good example of space and collective memory interplay is Halbwachs’s discussion of the
Paris Commune (1871) in La Mémoire collective. Although Halbwachs did not deeply analyze
this event, later scholars (and indeed Pierre Nora’s Lieux de mémoire project) have shown that
specific sites in Paris (like the Wall of the Communards in Pére Lachaise Cemetery) became
imbued with the memory of the Commune. This illustrates Halbwachs’s principle perfectly: a
physical wall stands as a testimonial to a group memory (in this case, the French left’s memory
of martyrdom and struggle), and each year people may gather there to remember, thus keeping
that memory alive in a ritual tied to place.

In summary, Halbwachs incorporated space into his theoretical framework as both a container
and a trigger of collective memory. Place is never merely backdrop; it is active. We embed
memories in places — our home towns, our sacred shrines, our battlefields — and those places,
in turn, help us recall and maintain continuity. By examining social morphology, Halbwachs
also hinted at how modernity (industrialization, urbanization) was changing the traditional
alignments of memory (a theme later taken up by memory scholars analyzing memory and
modern mass culture). This presages connections to critical theory and others, as we will see.

Halbwachs’s Intellectual Heritage: Durkheim, Bergson, and
Lévy-Bruhl

38



Halbwachs did not develop his theory in isolation; he was deeply influenced by earlier thinkers
and sociological traditions. Notably, he straddled two seemingly opposed intellectual lineages:
Durkheim’s sociology and Bergson’s philosophy of memory, and was also associated with
Lucien Lévy-Bruhl in Durkheim’s circle. Understanding these influences helps place
Halbwachs in context:

Durkheimian Legacy: Emile Durkheim was Halbwachs’s mentor and the founder of the
school of French sociology that emphasized collective representations and the sui
generis reality of society. Durkheim’s concept of collective consciousness — the shared
beliefs and moral attitudes that operate as a unifying force in society — is a clear
forerunner to collective memory. Durkheim, especially in The Elementary Forms of
Religious Life, showed how society periodically comes together to reaffirm itself
through rituals, thereby creating collective representations of fundamental ideas (like
time, space, causality, the sacred/profane distinction). Halbwachs explicitly drew on this
foundation: he treated memory as one type of collective representation (the
representation of the past), governed by social solidarity and collective needs. In his
early work on working-class budgets, Halbwachs was already “applying Durkheim’s
theory of collective representations” by showing that what a family or group considers
a “need” depends on group standards and not just individual choice. He carried this
sensibility into memory studies, effectively saying that what a group considers worth
remembering (and how it remembers it) is a social fact, not reducible to individual
psychology. Additionally, Durkheim’s influence is seen in Halbwachs’s structural-
functional leanings: he often described memory as serving to maintain group cohesion
and continuity, much as Durkheim saw rituals reinforcing social cohesion. Halbwachs
also followed Durkheim’s method of looking at the social conditioning of seemingly
individual phenomena (Durkheim famously did this for suicide rates; Halbwachs indeed
wrote The Causes of Suicide (1930) extending Durkheim’s analysis). We can view
Halbwachs’s Les Cadres sociaux de la mémoire (1925) as transposing Durkheim’s idea
of the social frameworks of knowledge into the domain of memory specifically.
Durkheim had posited that our categories of understanding (space, time, number) come
from society; Halbwachs posited that our recollections likewise depend on social
frameworks. The Durkheimian emphasis on collectivity, social norms, and the moral
force of the group is thus at the heart of Halbwachs’s theory.

Henri Bergson’s Influence: Halbwachs studied under philosopher Henri Bergson for
several years and was initially captivated by Bergson’s theories of memory. Bergson’s
classic Matter and Memory (1896) drew a distinction between pure memory (the entirety
of our past images, existing virtually) and memory-image (the specific recollections that
are summoned to address present needs). Bergson saw memory as a fundamentally
personal, subjective flux, tied to one’s unique flow of consciousness. Halbwachs began
in dialogue with this view, but ultimately diverged in a crucial way: he “moved from
Bergsonian individualism to scientific objectivism” under Durkheim’s guidance.
Halbwachs agreed with Bergson that memory is more than a mechanistic recording —
it’s an active process of interpretation — but he disagreed that it was purely individual.
Essentially, Halbwachs socialized Bergson’s memory. In his chapter “Individual
Memory and Collective Memory,” Halbwachs wrote it almost entirely in first person
phenomenological language (likely as a nod to Bergson’s style of introspection), but
then demonstrated that even those intimate internal dialogues relied on social language
and concepts. Halbwachs reinterpreted Bergson’s “memory images” as being selected
not just by individual utility, but by social frames of reference. He uses examples like
language loss (aphasia) and dreaming to argue that without a social frame, memory
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images cannot be properly organized or retrieved. Where Bergson spoke of duration (la
durée) — the subjective experience of time — Halbwachs brought in social time. Indeed,
Halbwachs wrote that Bergson’s introspective approach captured the feeling of one’s
inner life like “a spectator at the unfolding of his own psychic life”, but Halbwachs
wanted to show that this inner life is interwoven with society. In short, Halbwachs’s
collective memory can be seen as an answer to Bergson: yes, memory is fluid and
selective as Bergson said, but the criteria for selection and the context that gives
memories meaning come from our memberships in social groups, not from some asocial
durée. Halbwachs’s education with Bergson thus equipped him with a nuanced
understanding of memory’s qualitative, subjective aspects (something the Durkheimian
approach alone might have overlooked), and Halbwachs incorporated this by
acknowledging the elasticity of memory, the role of emotion and imagination. Yet he
embedded those in a social matrix, tempering Bergson’s subjectivism with Durkheim’s
collectivism. Paul Ricoeur, a later philosopher, noted that Halbwachs achieved an
“original mix of Bergsonian subjectivism and Durkheimian objectivism” in the concept
of collective memory. This fruitful synthesis is one reason Halbwachs’s theory has had
broad appeal — it neither reduces memory to cold social structure nor leaves it as
ineffable private reverie, but sees memory as intersubjective: forged between minds in
society.

e Lévy-Bruhl and the Sociology of Knowledge: Maurice Halbwachs was also influenced
by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, a member of Durkheim’s circle known for studying the
collective representations of “primitive” peoples. Lévy-Bruhl proposed that so-called
primitive societies have a “collective mentality” different from Western logical thought
— characterized by mystic participation and the blurring of distinction between the
individual and the tribe. While Halbwachs did not focus on primitive vs. modern
mentality per se, Lévy-Bruhl’s work reinforced the idea that mental functions (like
reasoning, and by extension remembering) could take different forms depending on
social context. Halbwachs’s notion that each society or group has its own way of
arranging the past has resonance with Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of culture-specific cognition.
Furthermore, Halbwachs joined the editorial board of L ’Année Sociologique and worked
alongside Lévy-Bruhl in editing duties. This environment was saturated with the idea
that the social collective generates its own worldview and thought categories.
Halbwachs’s collective memory can be seen as part of the broader Durkheimian project
(to which Lévy-Bruhl contributed) of a sociology of knowledge. In a sense, collective
memory is the social knowledge of the past. A contemporary observer noted that
“Durkheim had already written about the space of this ‘collective consciousness’” and
that Halbwachs, a generation later, extended this to memory. The durkheimian heritage
(through Durkheim and Lévy-Bruhl) gave Halbwachs the confidence to treat memory
as observable and analyzable through social facts (family roles, class customs, religious
rituals, spatial arrangements) rather than as a mysterious individual faculty. It’s worth
mentioning that Halbwachs’s work was initially met with some criticism for “over-
socializing” memory — e.g., psychologist Charles Blondel argued Halbwachs neglected
the neurological substrate of memory. But Halbwachs engaged these critiques in his
later essays, refining his stance by acknowledging that while the brain stores traces, it
is the social framework that gives them coherence and meaning. In this, he stayed true
to the Durkheimian conviction that social facts (like shared memory) should be
explained by social causes, not reduced to individual biology.

In sum, Halbwachs’s theoretical framework was retrospectively built on a triadic heritage:
Durkheim’s idea of collective conscience and social solidarity gave him the concept of supra-
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individual memory; Bergson’s exploration of memory’s selective and temporal nature gave him
an appreciation for subjectivity and the fluidity of recall; Lévy-Bruhl’s work on collective
representations underscored the variability of thought across cultures, bolstering the idea that
each group’s memory is idiosyncratic to its culture. Halbwachs synthesized these into a
coherent theory that memory is both subjective (experienced by individuals) and supra-
subjective (structured by society). This delicate balance made his work a cornerstone for later
interdisciplinary dialogues.

Halbwachs’s Framework in Broader Theoretical Perspective

Halbwachs’s ideas, though rooted in early 20th-century sociology, have radiating connections
to later theoretical currents. In this section, we articulate how his concept of collective memory
intersects with or has been critiqued by phenomenology, critical theory, and post-structuralism,
and how it anticipated or influenced thinkers like Pierre Nora, Jan Assmann, Michel Foucault,
and Pierre Bourdieu.

Phenomenology and Intersubjectivity: While Halbwachs himself did not use the language of
phenomenology, his work shares concerns with phenomenological sociology (such as that of
Alfred Schiitz) regarding how subjective experience is socially shaped. Alfred Schiitz, a
phenomenologist, indeed engaged with Halbwachs’s ideas. Schiitz agreed that memory is social
but emphasized the degrees of intimacy vs. anonymity in shared memories — for example, two
people who directly experience an event have a different “community of memory” than those
who only hear about it later. This is a phenomenological refinement to Halbwachs: Schiitz
dissected the structures of experience that allow memory to be shared (face-to-face immediacy,
communicative distance, etc.), calling it a “phenomenology of shared memory.” Halbwachs, in
phenomenological terms, was exploring the intersubjective basis of time-consciousness. Both
Halbwachs and phenomenologists like Edmund Husserl or Paul Ricoeur are interested in how
the past is re-presented to consciousness. Husserl’s analyses of internal time-consciousness
focus on individual retention and protention, whereas Halbwachs focuses on collective
retention — society’s equivalent of memory. Paul Ricoeur, in his Memory, History, Forgetting
(2000), devotes attention to Halbwachs and Schiitz. Ricoeur acknowledges Halbwachs as
pioneering the idea of “the social conditioning of memory,” but also gently criticizes him for
underestimating the role of personal narrative identity (how individuals make sense of their
own life story). Ricoeur argues for a nuanced view where individual and collective memory
constantly feed into each other — a view quite consistent with Halbwachs, if perhaps giving
more agency to individual imagination in reconfiguring memory beyond strict social templates.
In phenomenology, embodiment is key too: Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion that our body
“remembers” skills (habit memory) resonates with Halbwachs’s idea that many memories are
embedded in habitual social action (for example, knowing how to act during a religious ritual
without explicit recall of instructions, because the body “just knows” in sync with the
community). Contemporary phenomenologist Thomas Fuchs speaks of the body as a “memory
pad” for habitus, echoing Bourdieu (whom we’ll address below), and indirectly Halbwachs’s
view that memory lives in practices. In summary, phenomenology complements Halbwachs by
illuminating how collective memory is experienced: the feeling of belonging to a remembering
community, the pre-reflective recall triggered by being in a familiar group setting, etc.
Halbwachs provided the sociological skeleton, and phenomenologists have added flesh about
lived experience. Both converge on the insight that individual recollection is not purely private
mental inventory, but an act occurring within a “lifeworld” of shared time, space, and social
meaning.
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Critical Theory and the Politics of Memory: Halbwachs’s work was largely functionalist — he
saw collective memory as a positive force knitting society together. However, he paid less
attention to power, conflict, and distortion in memory (aside from acknowledging the selectivity
and potential “errors” in memory as Bloch urged). Later critical theorists and social critics have
interrogated collective memory as an arena of political struggle. For instance, the Frankfurt
School (Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer, etc.) grappled with memory in
the context of fascism and the culture industry. Adorno famously wrote about the imperative of
remembering atrocities (like Auschwitz) against the tide of silence or denial — essentially
highlighting how power influences what is remembered or forgotten. While Halbwachs
observed that collective memory is selective, critical theory asks who selects and for what
purpose. The concept of “social amnesia” (coined by Russell Jacoby, 1975) reflects a Marxian
critical stance: that capitalist mass culture might systematically erase historical memory for the
sake of consumer presentism. Halbwachs did not foresee television, propaganda, or “fake
news,” but his idea that memory serves present social needs could be turned on its head: perhaps
elites manipulate collective memory to serve their needs. Indeed, later scholars like James
Wertsch speak of “schematic narrative templates” imposed by nations, and Susan Sontag
argued that collective memory can be a manipulative tool, essentially “an instruction... to
believe one particular narrative of the past”, amounting to a form of ideology. Jan Assmann (a
memory scholar we discuss more soon) also noted that if taken cynically, collective memory
could be just a euphemism for propaganda or “imagined history” (when regimes fabricate a
heroic past). Critical theorists emphasize forgetting as much as remembering — Nietzsche’s
adage that “we need forgetfulness to live” but also his idea (picked up by critical theory) that
active forgetting can be either liberating or violently imposed. Halbwachs did write about
forgetting in that memories fade when the group that sustained them fades, but he saw this as a
natural process. Critical perspectives point out intentional forgetting: e.g. a government might
deliberately suppress memory of a massacre, or a dominant culture may marginalize the
memories of minorities. We can extend Halbwachs’s framework to include these power
dynamics: collective memory is contested. Different groups (classes, ethnicities, political
factions) vie to have their version of the past become the accepted collective memory, and
institutions (like state media or education) are battlegrounds for this. Halbwachs’s framework,
with its stress on multiple group memories, actually allows for this pluralism — “each group
has its own memory” — but he didn’t deeply explore what happens when memories clash.
Critical theory and related scholarship (e.g. Michel Foucault’s ideas, below) deepen the
framework by showing that collective memory can be an instrument of power or resistance. For
example, social movements often work to reclaim suppressed memories (think of how feminist
or post-colonial activists revive the forgotten stories of women or colonized peoples as an act
of resistance against the dominant narrative). These phenomena still operate within
Halbwachs’s principles (they form a group with a shared memory, etc.), but add a layer of
critical consciousness about why some memories were excluded to begin with. In essence,
Halbwachs gives us the neutral anatomy of collective memory, while critical theory asks about
its pathology and politics: who controls the past? who benefits from this version of memory?

One concrete link is via Walter Benjamin. Benjamin’s thesis on history (1940) introduced the
notion of “brushing history against the grain” and remembering the vanquished instead of the
victors. He didn’t cite Halbwachs, but one can see a connection: Benjamin was calling for a
counter-memory to the official collective memory of progress. Halbwachs’s concept could
accommodate that — a counter-group (the oppressed) with its own collective memory (of
suffering, of lost causes) challenging the dominant collective memory. Indeed, post-war critical
thinkers have coined terms like “counter-memory” (Foucault’s term, inspired by Nietzsche) to
denote memories that challenge prevailing power narratives. Michel Foucault, a post-
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structuralist, did not explicitly write a treatise on memory, but his idea of genealogy (as opposed
to traditional history) aligns with highlighting submerged memories and discontinuities.
Foucault spoke of “subjugated knowledges” — knowledges (one could say memories) that the
dominant discourse suppresses, and the role of genealogy is to bring them back to light as a
form of counter-memory. For example, the collective memory of a prison uprising might be
erased by official records (history written by authorities), but preserved in the oral culture of
former prisoners — a genealogist/activist might seek out and amplify that memory to challenge
the official narrative about the prison system. This is a scenario Halbwachs prepared us for by
asserting memory is plural and tied to social groups, though Foucault emphasizes the power
aspects more strongly. Foucault also introduced the concept of “heterotopia” — real places
where alternate social orders and memories can exist (e.g. a museum is a heterotopia storing
pieces of all times). We could interpret a museum in Halbwachsian terms as an institution of
cultural memory (in Jan Assmann’s term) — it takes objects out of their living context and
freezes them for reflection, more like history than memory perhaps. Nora’s lieux de mémoire
concept — that in a modern world where everyday lived memory has weakened, we have to
artificially create sites of memory (archives, museums, monuments) — is very Foucauldian too
(society constructing an “archive” of its own past). Nora explicitly cites Halbwachs as
inspiration but argues that modern memory is being transformed by the loss of “milieux de
mémoire” (environments of memory) which Halbwachs described, and replaced by “lieux”
(sites). In simpler terms, Nora says we archive memory because we no longer live it as
intimately as before — a claim that resonates with Halbwachs’s notion that small cohesive
groups like premodern families or villages had stronger, spontaneous collective memories than
large, fragmented modern societies. Nora revived Halbwachs’s concept in French
historiography and took it in a somewhat melancholic, critical direction: memory had become
externalized and nostalgic, something to be curated, because real social bonds had loosened.
This is a critical theory-type worry about modernity, albeit from a conservative angle (Nora
lamented the loss of organic memory, while someone like Adorno lamented the persistence of
mythic memory blocking enlightenment).

Jan Assmann and Cultural Memory: One of the most significant later developments building
on Halbwachs is Jan Assmann’s theory of communicative vs. cultural memory. Assmann, an
Egyptologist turned cultural theorist, explicitly bases his ideas on Halbwachs. He agrees that
memory is a social phenomenon “like language” (shared and transmitted), but he distinguishes
between communicative memory — the living, interpersonal memory of recent past (about 3-4
generations, say 80 years, which people can communicate directly through spoken stories) —
and cultural memory — the deep reservoir of symbolic knowledge of the past that is maintained
by institutions over centuries or millennia (through writing, rituals, monumental art, etc.).
Communicative memory maps closely to Halbwachs’s collective memory in small groups (e.g.
memories grandparent tells grandchild). Cultural memory, by contrast, is more formalized and
remote — e.g. modern Egyptians remembering the Pharaohs not through personal connection
but through curated cultural heritage (texts, monuments, holidays). Assmann argued that as
communicative memory fades with time, societies invest in cultural memory to preserve
important representations of the past beyond living recall. This framework expands Halbwachs
by introducing a time-scale dimension and clarifying how institutions (like religions or states)
carry memory. For example, Halbwachs showed how medieval Christians reimagined the Holy
Land — that’s communicative memory at work among pilgrims and clerics. But the fact that the
Bible itself or the liturgy carried memories for 2000 years is cultural memory — a stable archive
of meaning accessible even after the direct chain of communication is broken. Assmann credits
Halbwachs for laying the foundations of cultural memory studies, specifically by: (1) defining
memory as shared/social, not individual; (2) highlighting frameworks of memory; (3)
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differentiating memory from history. Assmann and his wife Aleida Assmann further engage
with the issues of power and conflict in memory — for instance, Aleida Assmann talks about
“canon” and “archive” as two modes of cultural memory: canon is the active, celebrated
memory (what a society highlights) and archive is the passive storage (forgotten things that
could be reclaimed). This clearly resonates with Halbwachs’s notion of selective memory, but
with more explicit attention to deliberate choices of remembrance and oblivion. In practice, Jan
Assmann’s work on biblical and Egyptian memory carries forward Halbwachs’s late interest in
religion and space, but with more emphasis on how fexts and media stabilize memory. For
example, where Halbwachs analyzed pilgrims’ accounts, Assmann will analyze how a written
narrative (like the Hebrew Bible) was passed down, ritualized, and served to shape a people’s
identity over ages. We can see Assmann’s concept of cultural memory as formalizing what
Halbwachs called “collective memory that is consolidated and perpetuated beyond the
existence of members "protosociology.de — in Halbwachs’s terms, an institutionalized collective
memory that no longer depends on face-to-face
communicationprotosociology.deprotosociology.de. Indeed, Halbwachs himself recognized a
difference between memories of recent events that elders share (which die out after those elders
die) and memories that become embodied in traditions, chronicles, or monuments. The
Assmanns have systematized this, dividing Halbwachs’s broad notion into clearer categories
and thereby broadening the scope of memory studies. They also integrate insights from
psychology (e.g. how trauma is remembered or suppressed) and media theory (the role of print,
film, digital tech in memory), which were beyond Halbwachs’s pre-1945 horizon.

Pierre Nora and the History vs. Memory Debate: We’ve mentioned Nora already, but to situate
him: Nora’s multi-volume Les Lieux de Mémoire (1984-1992) was a direct offspring of
Halbwachs’s legacy in France. He argued that in modern times, history (critical, secular,
archive-based) has overtaken memory (traditional, lived, community-based), leaving only
certain places of memory as islands of the sacred past in a secular ocean. Nora echoes
Halbwachs’s dichotomy but with a more elegiac tone: “Memory is life... history is
reconstruction”, Nora writes, aligning with Halbwachs’s view that memory is an ever-present
social connection to the past, whereas history is an intellectual exercise that “comes when
memory has died”. However, Nora also distances himself by emphasizing rupture — he thinks
modern French society no longer organically Aas collective memory, it only archives it. In that
sense, Nora radicalizes Halbwachs’s distinction: where Halbwachs saw them as different but
coexisting (and collective memory still very much operative in his time), Nora sees an
antagonism and the triumph of history over memory in contemporary consciousness. This has
been debated: some accuse Nora of an overly nostalgic, perhaps conservative, view that
idealizes pre-modern memory and laments modern individualism. But his influence was huge
in putting “memory” on the agenda of historians. A direct line can be drawn: Halbwachs (1925)
was somewhat neglected, then translated by Lewis Coser in 1992, just as interest in memory
boomed. Nora’s work in the 1980s primed that boom by arguing that historians should study
memory practices (myths, commemorations, memorials) not just facts — essentially legitimating
Halbwachs’s subject for mainstream scholarship. Thus, Nora is an heir who helped dispel
earlier doubts about “collective memory” as a soft concept.

Michel Foucault and Post-Structuralism: We’ve touched on Foucault’s relevance, but to
summarize: Foucault did not use the term collective memory, but his notions of discourse,
power/knowledge, and the historical archive provide tools to analyze how societies remember
and forget according to power dynamics. Foucault’s concept of “effective history” (from his
essay Nietzsche, Genealogy, History) holds that history should “destroy the constants” and
show the discontinuities — basically to combat the smooth collective memories that nations
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cultivate. He suggested using “counter-memory’ against the narratives of identity and tradition
that sustain the status quo. This aligns with Halbwachs in a roundabout way: Halbwachs showed
memory serves social cohesion; Foucault (via Nietzsche) says that very cohesion can be
oppressive and should be challenged by remembering differently (e.g., remembering the
marginalized, or remembering that things haven’t always been as they are). Foucault’s analysis
of institutions (prisons, asylums, etc.) often involved showing how society “forgets ” alternative
possibilities by normalizing one discourse. For instance, the collective memory of “madness”
was rewritten in the Enlightenment to exclude the earlier Renaissance idea of wisdom in folly.
Although he wouldn’t phrase it as such, Foucault was describing a collective forgetting
orchestrated by emerging psychiatric power. If Halbwachs gave us the concept of collective
memory, Foucault’s work implicitly provides a concept of collective oblivion — the systematic
ways certain pasts are erased. More concretely, Foucault’s idea of the archive as the system of
statements that define what can be remembered (or said) in a given era can be related to
Halbwachs’s idea of frameworks. Both address limits on memory: Halbwachs by social frames
(we can’t remember outside the schemas our society provides), Foucault by discursive
formations (we can’t even articulate certain memories if our culture lacks the terms or narrative
for them).

Pierre Bourdieu and Habitus: Finally, Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, while not explicitly a theory
of memory, is suffused with a Halbwachsian spirit in many ways. Bourdieu’s key concept of
habitus — a system of durable dispositions shaped by one’s social trajectory — can be seen as a
form of embodied collective memory. Bourdieu described habitus as “history turned into
nature”, i.e. the ingrained memories of how to act and react that come from past experiences.
It is “social memory” internalized in the body, guiding individuals without conscious recall of
particular past events. For example, a person of a certain class remembers (not intellectually
but in their habits) how to behave at a dinner table, how to speak to superiors, etc., because
they’ve absorbed those patterns from their upbringing. This is very much in line with
Halbwachs’s view that each social group primes certain memories and “ways of doing things”
that persist in individuals. Bourdieu even refers to the body as a mémoire (memory) in the sense
that it stores these principles of action. We can say that habitus is the individual-level analog of
collective memory: it is where the collective past (the history of one’s family, class, region)
resides within the individual as second nature. Another link is Bourdieu’s concept of collective
misrecognition — for instance, in rituals (like gift exchange or official ceremonies) people
collectively misremember or gloss over the economic or power relations at play, sustaining an
enchanted view (like the idea that a king is sacred, forgetting he’s just a human). This ties to
Halbwachs in that society sometimes needs to remember in particular (perhaps distorted) ways
to maintain solidarity. Both see that memory serves social functions. Bourdieu, influenced by
structuralism and post-structuralism, adds that these functions are often to reproduce social
hierarchies without people being fully aware (they “misrecognize” the arbitrariness of social
order as natural). Halbwachs in his class studies observed a simpler version: that workers
remain tied to society “by virtue of their class consciousness” and solidarity, which carries an
echo of misrecognized necessity (they accept their role but also aspire modestly). Bourdieu’s
theory can be read as filling in what Halbwachs hinted: that social memory operates
unconsciously through habit and tradition, not just through explicit commemoration. It’s a
bridge between Durkheim and Halbwachs on one side and phenomenology on the other — much
as Halbwachs tried to bridge Durkheim and Bergson.

To put it simply, Bourdieu gives a micro-sociological mechanism for Halbwachs’s macro-

sociological observations. Halbwachs said memory lives in social frameworks; Bourdieu shows
how those frameworks become internalized as dispositions, ensuring continuity of practice
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(which implies continuity of memory, since what is practice but enacted memory?). For
example, a community’s collective memory of a dance is preserved not only in stories of “we
always danced this at harvest,” but in the actual bodily competence of the dancers via habitus.
The music starts and the feet remember the moves — the group’s past lives in the present act.
Bourdieu might say the scheme of the dance is part of the habitus; Halbwachs would say the
occasion and place trigger the collective memory of all previous such dances. Both describe the
same phenomenon at different levels.

Conclusion

Maurice Halbwachs’s work provides a foundational framework for understanding the complex
interplay between individual recollection and social context. His concept of collective memory
revolutionized how we think about the past’s presence in social life: not as a fixed archive of
facts, but as a living, reconstructed narrative shaped by group identity, shared culture, and
material surroundings. We have seen that Halbwachs’s framework spans multiple dimensions
of social life — from the intimate sphere of family stories to the vast realm of religious and
national myths — always emphasizing that memory is a social construct, guided by the “cadres”
of time, space, language, and group relations. We placed Halbwachs’s ideas within broader
theoretical currents: aligning his insights on lived, experiential memory with phenomenology’s
focus on intersubjectivity; tempering his largely harmonious view of collective memory with
critical theory’s awareness of power, contestation, and the use of memory as ideology; and
comparing his emphasis on social frameworks with post-structural notions of discourse and
counter-memory. In doing so, we find that Halbwachs’s legacy is remarkably versatile. It
directly inspired later scholars like Pierre Nora, who expanded on the tension between memory
and history in modern societies; Jan Assmann, who differentiated communicative and cultural
memory to account for long-term preservation of collective past; and it resonates with thinkers
like Foucault and Bourdieu, who, albeit in different vocabularies, explored how society
remembers and forgets in line with structured power relations and internalized dispositions.

By retrospectively systematizing Halbwachs’s oeuvre, we can articulate a coherent social
theoretical framework of memory that incorporates key dualities: structure and agency
(memory frameworks impose order, yet people actively reinterpret the past); time and space
(memory links past to present in a continuum and anchors it in physical places); individual and
collective (personal identity is deeply entwined with collective narratives, and vice versa — a
group’s identity exists only insofar as individuals imbibe and perform its memory); institutions
and practices (formal structures like archives, churches, schools, and informal practices like
storytelling and ritual work together to sustain collective memory across generations). This
framework helps explain phenomena as diverse as why breaking bread on holidays evokes
familial recollections, how monuments and street names in a city silently teach history, or why
different communities can hold passionately distinct memories of the same historical event. It
reminds us that memory is not just stored in neurons, books, or digital cloud — it is embedded
in social networks, carried in traditions and habits, inscribed on landscapes, and enacted in
ceremonies. In Halbwachs’s own words, “our memories remain collective, and are recalled to
us through others”, even when we believe we are alone with our thoughts.

In an era saturated with historical information yet rife with conflicts over narrative (from
debates about monuments and national history to struggles of marginalized groups to have their
memories acknowledged), Halbwachs’s insights are more pertinent than ever. They urge us to
see memory not as a mere echo of the past, but as a social force — one that can unite or divide,
illuminate truths or perpetuate “illusions of continuity,” but one that is always fundamentally
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socially shaped. By building on Halbwachs’s framework and integrating it with later
developments (conceptual diagrams of memory levels, tables of memory vs. history features,
etc., as we’ve included above for clarity), we gain a powerful analytic tool: a way to map the
social architecture of memory — how it is built, sustained, and sometimes demolished and rebuilt
anew. This, ultimately, is Maurice Halbwachs’s enduring contribution to social theory: he
revealed the scaffolding behind the fragile yet tenacious phenomenon of collective memory,
enabling subsequent generations to both critique and strengthen that scaffolding in the ongoing
effort to understand how we remember as societies.
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Walter Benjamin

Although Walter Benjamin wrote analyses and books on philosophy, aesthetics, media theory,
urban sociology and cultural theory, his varied living conditions and wandering between
several disciplines did not allow him to summarize them in a comprehensive social theoretical
framework. Therefore, I ask you to try to make it based on your works.
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Walter Benjamin’s Social Theoretical Framework

The memorial “Passages” (1994) in Portbou, Spain, commemorating Walter Benjamin’s final
journey. The tunnel-like sculpture by Dani Karavan symbolizes an open passage towards the
sea — an apt metaphor for Benjamin’s vision of history as an unfinished passage of memory and
hope.

Introduction: Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) was an eclectic German-Jewish thinker whose
work defies easy categorization. He combined German idealist philosophy, Jewish mysticism,
Western Marxism, and post-Kantian critique into a unique intellectual framework. His writings
range across philosophy, aesthetics, media theory, historiography, urban studies, theology, and
cultural critique. Despite their fragmentary form, these writings coalesce into a social
theoretical framework that illuminates modern society. Benjamin’s central concern was to
understand modernity’s impact on experience, art, and history, and to discern the possibilities
of human emancipation in a world of rapid change and recurring catastrophe. This report maps
the major themes of Benjamin’s thought — from his philosophical foundations and theory of art
(aura and mechanical reproduction), through his insights into mass media, history and
messianism, urban modernity (flanerie and arcades), theology and mysticism, to his studies of
language, translation, and storytelling — and shows how these facets interconnect into a broader
social theory. Clear links among these themes will be drawn (for example, how his media and
aesthetic theories inform his notion of historical materialism), and comparisons to later social
thought will be noted. The aim is to articulate Benjamin’s comprehensive social theory as
gleaned from the full range of his works, including “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (a.k.a. “On the Concept of History”),
The Arcades Project, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” and essays on
Baudelaire, Kafka, and the storyteller, among others.

Philosophical Foundations: From Kant to Critical Theory

Benjamin’s early philosophical work was deeply engaged with the legacy of Kant and German
idealism, even as he sought to transcend their limitations. Educated in part by neo-Kantian
scholars, he initially admired Immanuel Kant’s critical project but came to criticize the Kantian
approach to experience. In his unpublished early writings (c. 1916), Benjamin argued that
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Kant’s transcendental method, while securing knowledge, relied on an overly narrow,
empiricist notion of experience. Kant’s “critical” philosophy grounded knowledge in the
separated subject-object framework of Newtonian science, which Benjamin felt impoverished
the concept of experience. Seeking to overcome this, Benjamin introduced theological ideas
into epistemology — notably in “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man” (1916) —
to suggest that experience is fundamentally linguistic and interwoven with meaning beyond the
Kantian categories. He envisioned a “coming philosophy” that would heal the Kantian split
between subject and object by recognizing a more holistic, even mystical, integrity of
experience.

This effort led Benjamin to a “metacritique” of Kant and an alignment with certain Romantic
and idealist ideas. He drew on early German Romanticism (Novalis, Schlegel) and mysticism
to propose that truth is not static and “timeless” in the Kantian sense, but rather revealed in
flashes through symbols, language, and history. In The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1928),
for example, he develops an alternative to Hegelian dialectics, emphasizing allegory and
fragmentation as modes of truth — a move which “represents an attempt to construct an
alternative post-Kantian tradition to that of Hegelian dialectics”. In fact, Benjamin felt a new
philosophy of history was required, one that rejected both Kant’s ahistorical ideal and Hegel’s
teleological progress. Influenced by Judaic messianism, he posited that history might be
understood as a series of moments charged with “fulfilled infinity” or redemptive significance,
rather than a continuous evolutionary improvement. Here already, theology entered his
philosophy: Benjamin spoke of a “messianic” insight essential to experience, indicating that
the ultimate meaning of history or experience would be given in a redemptive moment outside
the continuum of homogeneous time. This unorthodox blend of Kant critique, idealism, and
theology was central to Benjamin’s philosophical stance.

By the late 1920s, Benjamin’s philosophy took a Marxist turn, integrating historical materialism
without abandoning those theological and idealist intuitions. Encounters with Marxist thought
—notably Georg Lukdcs’s theory of reification and Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater — led Benjamin
to embrace Western Marxism. He began to formulate a materialist theory of culture and history
that still retained a “theological” dimension. (Benjamin even said of himself that “his work was
theological” in nature.) In the 1930s, he became associated with the Frankfurt School of critical
theory: the Institute for Social Research (led by Max Horkheimer) provided him an intellectual
home and publishing outlet in exile. Though never a doctrinaire Marxist, Benjamin shared the
Frankfurt School’s critical stance toward bourgeois society and enlightenment positivism. He
was in search of “new forms of collectivity” and emancipation beyond the failures of liberal
progress, aligning with the leftist avant-garde. Close friends like Theodor W. Adorno and Ernst
Bloch recognized Benjamin’s endeavor to fuse materialist critique with metaphysical insight —
what Bloch called a “materialist theology”. This convergence of critical theory and theology
is a hallmark of Benjamin’s framework. In sum, Benjamin’s philosophical foundations lie in a
creative synthesis: a post-Kantian, anti-positivist epistemology that draws from German
idealism and Jewish mysticism, combined with a Marxist-critical theory of society. This
foundation undergirds all his contributions to aesthetics, media theory, and historical sociology
in a distinctive social theory of modern life.

Aesthetics: Aura, Allegory, and the Fate of Art in Modernity

One of Benjamin’s best-known contributions is his aesthetic theory, especially the concepts of
aura and mechanical reproducibility. In the landmark essay “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction” (1935-36), Benjamin analyzes how modern technological media
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(photography, film, etc.) have transformed art. He defines the aura as “the unique appearance
or semblance of distance... the unique presence of a work of art in time and space”. In
traditional artworks (for example, an original painting or a historic cathedral), the aura is the
authentic presence and authority the object exudes — its singular existence at a particular place
and time, often tied to ritual or tradition. Crucially, Benjamin argues that mechanical
reproduction (mass copying via photography, film printing, etc.) withers the aura by severing
art from its unique time-space context. A photograph of the Mona Lisa, endlessly reproducible,
lacks the aura of the original painting in the Louvre. Film, likewise, does not present a one-off
stage performance but an image copied and projected en masse. As Benjamin puts it, a work of
art’s aura “is in a state of decay” in the age of speed and reproducibility.

This loss of aura has profound implications. On one hand, Benjamin sees a democratizing
potential: the work of art “emancipates itself” from elitist ritual and becomes designed for mass
reception. Art’s “cult value” (its value within cultic or ritual context) yields to “exhibition
value” (its value in being displayed and accessible to the masses). He famously notes that
mechanical reproduction detaches art from tradition, destroying the aura which “forged the
social authority of art” in the past. On the other hand, the decay of aura also means a loss of
distance and contemplative perception. Benjamin was ambivalent: he described the
“destruction of the aura” by the modern world as “a salutary estrangement”, necessary to free
humans from the mystique of tradition, yet he also knew something was irretrievably changed
in aesthetic experience. For example, in his essay “The Storyteller” (1936), he speaks of “the
incomparable aura that surrounds the storyteller” — an aura tied to the slow accumulation of
tradition — and laments that this art is dying out. Thus, aura symbolizes the entire mode of
experience in pre-modern art and culture, which modernity both destroys and revolutionizes.

Benjamin’s aesthetic theory also introduces the idea of new modes of perception under modern
media. In the Work of Art essay, he discusses the “optical unconscious” — the way photography
and film reveal hidden details and unconscious aspects of reality that our naked eyes and
conscious attention normally overlook. Technologies like slow-motion film or close-up
photography can “uncover” structures of desire and habit embedded in everyday visuals.
Likewise, he contrasts “reception in distraction” (exemplified by the way masses absorb films
in a state of distraction) with the concentrated, ritual absorption of traditional art. These insights
made Benjamin a pioneer of media theory (anticipating later ideas about how media shape
perception).

Beyond aura, allegory is another key aesthetic concept in Benjamin’s framework. His book 7The
Origin of German Tragic Drama (1928) is a study of Baroque Trauerspiel (mourning-plays),
where he develops a theory of allegory versus symbol. For Benjamin, allegory is the dominant
aesthetic mode of the Baroque, and it expresses a fragmented, historical truth in contrast to the
unified timelessness of classical symbols. “In allegory,” Benjamin writes, “the observer is
confronted with the facies hippocratica of history as a petrified, primordial landscape”. In
other words, allegorical art (like the Baroque plays) presents history as ruins and fragments —
“everything untimely, sorrowful, and miscarried” is inscribed in its imagery. This morbid,
fragmentary aesthetic was not a mere literary curiosity for Benjamin; it became a model for
how to grasp modern reality. He saw modern culture itself as allegorical. Notably, in his later
Arcades Project, he claims “the commodity has taken the place of the allegorical mode of
apprehension” in the nineteenth century. Modern capitalist objects (commodities, fashion,
architecture) are filled with secret meanings and historical echoes, much as allegories were —
but now **“novelty” and commodity fetishism function where allegory once did”. Thus,
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Benjamin’s aesthetic idea of allegory directly connects to his social analysis of modernity (the
next sections will explore this connection further).

Benjamin was also fascinated by Surrealism, the avant-garde movement that intentionally
disrupted ordinary perception. In his 1929 essay “Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the
European Intelligentsia,” he praised the Surrealists for seeking a revolutionary release of
human desires and imagination. Surrealism aimed at a “profane illumination” — a revelatory
insight achieved not through religion but through political, material experience (often aided by
dreams or even drug-induced states). As Benjamin put it, Surrealist experience “resides in a
profane illumination, a materialistic, anthropological inspiration”. He saw this “profane
illumination” as analogous to the shock that could awaken the political consciousness of the
masses. In short, Benjamin’s aesthetics links closely with politics. He insisted that the decay of
aura and the rise of new art forms must be understood in political context: in the 1930s, fascism
and communism offered opposite answers to the mass cultural age. Fascism, he warned,
responds to the masses’ alienation by ‘“‘aestheticizing politics” — staging grand spectacles,
rallies, and myths so the masses can express themselves emotionally while the oppressive social
order remains unchanged. “Fascism seeks to give the masses an expression without giving them
rights,” he wrote; it turns politics into theater while keeping property and power intact.
Communism, by contrast, “responds by politicizing art”, harnessing the new media
(photography, film, radio) to truly enlighten and mobilize the masses for social change. This
famous formulation — “fascism aestheticizes politics, whereas communism politicizes art” —
captures how Benjamin integrated his aesthetic theory with his historical materialist and
revolutionary commitments. For him, art’s evolution (from aura-bound to reproducible forms)
was not culturally neutral: it was a battlefield between reactions that use art to mystify (fascism)
and those that use it to liberate (radical left).

In summary, Benjamin’s aesthetics revolves around the fate of art in modernity. Aura represents
the old world of unique, tradition-rooted art, which is fading; mechanical reproducibility
represents the new potential for mass art and changed perception; allegory provides a way to
read fragmented truth in both Baroque art and modern commodities; and Surrealist “profane
illumination” demonstrates art’s power to shock and transform consciousness. All of these are
tied into his social theory: aesthetic changes are symptomatic of deeper historical and
technological shifts, and they carry emancipatory or regressive possibilities. Benjamin’s
aesthetic insights thus serve as a bridge between cultural phenomena and historical-material
forces in his thought.

Media Theory: Film, Photography and Mass Communication

Benjamin can be seen as a forerunner of modern media theory. He did not treat art in isolation,
but examined media technologies (photography, phonography, cinema, radio) as shapers of
collective experience and consciousness. In works like “The Work of Art... ", “Little History of
Photography” (1931), and his essays on mass culture, Benjamin analyzes how new media
dissolve old cultural forms and enable new ones. We have already discussed aura’s decline with
photography and film; here we delve further into Benjamin’s media insights and their social
significance.

Photography, for Benjamin, exemplified the ambivalence of technological progress. In “Little
History of Photography,” he marvels at how early photographs (e.g. the portraits by David
Octavius Hill or the cityscapes by Eugene Atget) captured a reality invisible to the eye — they
revealed the “optical unconscious”, unexpected details and textures of the world that standard
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vision overlooks. At the same time, photography heralded the loss of the aura. Benjamin
famously said that Atget’s photographs of empty Paris streets “suck the aura out of reality like
water from a sinking ship.” They turn city scenes into analytical images, stripping them of
traditional sentimental glow. In those pages, he offers a succinct definition: “Aura is a strange
weave of space and time: the unique appearance of a distance, however near it may be.” And
he notes that the camera’s gaze destroys this weave, bringing even distant objects into shocking
close-up clarity. Yet Benjamin saw this destruction of aura as in some respects “salutary” or
liberating — it frees perception from tradition’s spell.

Film intensifies this effect. In cinema, not only is the artwork (the film print) mass-reproduced,
but the viewing experience itself is collective and distracted. Benjamin observed that film
audiences absorb the art in a state of distraction, unlike the absorbed concentration of a lone
gallery viewer. Montage, cuts, and camera movements subject the viewer to constant shocks
and shifts of perspective. This ties to what Benjamin (drawing from Freud and from his study
of urban life) called “shock experience.” In the modern city and in films, individuals are
bombarded with stimuli; they learn to register impressions quickly and semi-consciously.
Rather than lament this, Benjamin explored its political potential: a distracted mass could still
be educated or mobilized through film. He gave the example of newsreels and Soviet film
reaching workers, or chaplin’s silent comedy conveying critique through laughter. The “optical
unconscious” of film — slow motion revealing subtle gestures, zoom revealing new spatial
relations — could assist critical understanding.

Crucially, Benjamin placed mass media in the context of class politics. As noted, he warned
that fascist propaganda turned politics into aesthetic spectacle (think of Leni Riefenstahl’s films
or Nazi rallies) to enchant the masses without changing their conditions. In contrast, he
celebrated how leftist artists (photomontagists like John Heartfield, or Brecht’s epic theater, or
Soviet filmmakers like Eisenstein) tried to “politicize art”, using mass media to expose social
truths and encourage active response. For Benjamin, media technology itself was not
automatically liberatory or repressive — it was a field of struggle. “Both photography and film,”
he notes, “can be used to politicize art or to aestheticize politics. They can serve either
revolutionary or reactionary ends. This insight makes Benjamin remarkably relevant to
contemporary media studies: it anticipates debates on whether the internet or television, for
example, serve democracy or manipulation. Benjamin’s answer would depend on how these
media are deployed and in whose interest.

Benjamin also personally engaged in mass communication through radio. In the late 1920s, he
wrote and presented a series of radio programs (especially for children) on various topics —
from Berlin’s city sounds to moral lessons. While these charming broadcasts (collected in
“Radio Benjamin’’) are not overtly theoretical, they reflect his belief in educating the masses
via new media. He treated children as intelligent listeners and used radio to spark their
imaginative and critical faculties (e.g. a broadcast guiding children to reflect on disasters, or to
listen to trivial sounds philosophically). This practice prefigures later thinkers’ interest in media
literacy and the pedagogical role of mass media.

In sum, Benjamin’s media theory emphasizes: (1) Media as Extensions of Perception —
film/photography reveal new aspects of reality (the optical unconscious, new modes of
attention); (2) Media and the Masses — new art forms break down the elite aura and turn art
consumption into a collective, distracted, but potentially democratic experience; and (3) Media
and Politics — media can either reinforce myth and passivity (as in fascist spectacle) or become
tools of enlightenment and revolution (as in Brechtian theater or Soviet cinema). All of these
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points integrate with Benjamin’s broader social theory. He saw the media-technological
changes of the 19th and 20th centuries as foundational to the epoch of capitalist modernity,
affecting every facet of culture and even the structure of experience. His analysis of media thus
feeds directly into his theory of history and society: for example, the notion of “shock™ in film
overlaps with the shocks of urban life; the dissolution of aura parallels the dissolution of
tradition in modern historical consciousness; and the collective reception of art prefigures the
collective agency he hopes for in a revolutionary context. In these ways, Benjamin’s media
theory is not a standalone area but deeply interwoven with his aesthetic, urban, and historical
insights.

Historical Materialism: Marx, Messianism, and the Philosophy of
History

At the core of Benjamin’s social theory is a strikingly original approach to historical
materialism — one that blends Marxist critique with theological motifs. His final essay, “Theses
on the Philosophy of History” (1940), is the clearest statement of his historical theory, although
the ideas were brewing in his work for years. In these cryptic theses, Benjamin mounts a radical
critique of conventional historicism and the idea of progress, and he outlines a vision of the
historical materialist as a kind of “redeemer” of the past.

Benjamin rejects the bourgeois notion that history is a continuous story of human progress.
Looking at the horrors of the 20th century (World War I, fascism, impending World War II),
he declared that what others call progress is actually a storm piling wreckage upon wreckage.
In the Theses, he presents the unforgettable image of Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus: “His
face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single
catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage at his feet... A storm irresistibly propels him into the
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm
is what we call progress.”. Here Benjamin portrays “Progress” as a mythic storm driving
history blindly forward, while all the angel (the thoughtful observer) sees is the ruins and
suffering left behind. This is a searing critique of the ideology of progress: every advance in
civilization has also been an advance in barbarism (as he elsewhere put it, “there is no document
of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.””) History, for Benjamin,
is not a triumphant march but a continuum of disaster punctuated by flashes of hope.

So what can a historical materialist (in the Marxist sense) do in such a scenario? Benjamin’s
answer is both Marxist and messianic: “Like every generation that preceded us, we have been
endowed with a weak messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim.” All past
generations’ sufferings and struggles are waiting for redemption — and the task of the present
generation is to “redeem” those lost hopes. Benjamin literally sacralizes the political project of
emancipation: each generation is a Messiah in tiny, possessing a “weak messianic power” to
fulfill the unfinished justice of history. This power is “weak” because it is not a guaranteed
providential force; it depends on human action and memory, and it cannot undo the past, only
honor it by “wresting tradition away from conformism” in the present. The historical
materialist, in Benjamin’s view, seeks out the forgotten, oppressed memories — the stories of
the defeated classes, the “ejaculated sparks™ of hope that flared up in past moments of revolt —
and tries to reactivate them in the present struggle. He uses a vivid Kabbalistic metaphor for
this in Thesis II: he imagines the historian as a puppet (dressed as a Turk) playing a chess game
of history, winning by trick, because a dwarf hidden inside the puppet directs the moves — the
dwarf’s name is Theology. In other words, historical materialism needs the hidden theological
idea of redemption to truly win against the ideology of progress.
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One can see here Benjamin’s fusion of Jewish mysticism with Marxism. Indeed, as Margaret
Cohen observes, in the “Concept of History” Benjamin turned to Jewish mysticism — the
Kabbalistic concept of tikkun — as a model for political praxis in dark times. According to
Kabbalah, fikkun is the process of collecting the scattered fragments of divine light that were
dispersed when the original vessels of God’s attributes shattered. Benjamin “fused tikkun with
the Surrealist notion that liberation would come through releasing repressed collective
material”. The result was his idea of the revolutionary historian as one who gathers the
fragmented, “elided memories” of the oppressed and reassembles them at the moment of
danger. This is a powerful theoretical interconnection: mystical restoration (tikkun) +
psychoanalytic Surrealist retrieval of the repressed + Marxist historical materialism =
Benjamin’s method of history. By collecting the forgotten “fragments” of the past, the
materialist historian attempts to “piece them together” — not to return to a mythical golden age,
but to fulfill the unresolved injustices of the past in the now.

Benjamin’s historical materialism is therefore focused on the now as the site of redemption. In
Thesis X1V, he introduces the concept of Jetztzeit (now-time) or the “messianic cessation of
happening”. This refers to a present moment charged with splinters of fulfilled time, as opposed
to the empty, homogeneous time of historicist chronology. “For every second of time was the
strait gate through which the Messiah might enter,” he writes, quoting a Jewish tradition. This
means any present moment could become the moment of revolutionary redemption, if only we
grasp the constellation of past and present in it. The task is to “blast” open the continuum of
history — to break the spell of continuous progress or fate — and make a stand for the oppressed.

Politically, this aligns Benjamin with Marxist revolutionary politics but with a twist of
messianic hope. He sides firmly with the “tradition of the oppressed”. He insists that historical
materialists must empathize with the conquered, not the victors: “Whoever has emerged
victorious participates to this day in the triumphal procession in which the present rulers step
over those who are lying prostrate... The authentic historical materialist is one who stops telling
the triumphal procession (historicist history) and instead “brushes history against the grain ”**
(i.e. highlights the victims and losers). He even extends this concern beyond the living: “even
the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins”, he warns — a poignant expression of
solidarity with past generations.

To summarize, Benjamin’s philosophy of history integrates Marxist historical materialism with
a quasi-theological notion of redemption. It repudiates naive faith in progress and instead
emphasizes memory, rupture, and the moral obligation to past suffering. History is not an
automatic upward trajectory; it is ruptured by human action (or inaction). And the ultimate
measure of progress is not technological advance but justice for the oppressed — a task left to
each successive “now.” Benjamin’s framework here had a huge impact on later critical theory
and philosophy of history. Thinkers like Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer (in Dialectic of
Enlightenment) echoed his critique of progress as entangled with domination. Postwar
philosophers like Giorgio Agamben and Slavoj Zizek picked up his notions of “messianic time”
and “divine violence” (discussed next) to think about ruptures in history. Even Habermas, who
criticized Benjamin’s messianism as overly poetic, engaged seriously with his theses. In the
humanities, Benjamin’s historical insights have fueled memory studies, postcolonial critiques
of Eurocentric history, and other efforts to recover suppressed histories. His Theses remain a
profound challenge to any linear or complacent view of historical progress.
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Urban Modernity and the Arcades: Flanerie, Commodities, and
the City

Benjamin’s social theory is also grounded in the experience of the modern city, especially 19th-
century Paris — “the capital of the nineteenth century” as he called it. His unfinished magnum
opus, The Arcades Project (Passagenwerk, 1927-1940), is an immense collection of notes,
quotations, and reflections on Parisian urban life, early consumer culture, and modernity’s
dreams. In it, Benjamin pioneered a kind of urban sociology and cultural history avant la lettre,
focusing on the spaces and inhabitants of the modern metropolis.

The central object of study in The Arcades Project is the Paris arcade: the glass-roofed shopping
passages of Paris from the 1800s — precursors to modern malls. These arcades were filled with
the newest commodities, gaslights, mirrors, cafés, and urban crowds. Benjamin saw them as
the emblematic architecture of early capitalism: a space where commodity fetishism and urban
leisure converged. He described the arcades as a “dreamworld” of modernity, where the
commodity’s allure created a collective fantasy. As one commentator notes, “the [Arcades]
project as a whole was nothing less than a philosophical construction of ‘the primal history of
the nineteenth century’”, centered on Paris as its scene. Benjamin’s method in assembling this
project was itself modernist — a montage of texts and observations, mimicking the jumble of
city life. Though unfinished, portions of it were published as essays (e.g. “Paris, Capital of the
19th Century”), and its themes inform his other works on Baudelaire and culture.

One of Benjamin’s major contributions via the Arcades study was to highlight certain urban
figures that characterize modern city life. Chief among these is the flaneur — the idle urban
stroller or “gentleman observer” who wanders the streets, arcades, and boulevards, taking in
the sights of the city. The flaneur was first described by Baudelaire, and Benjamin adopted him
as a key to understanding modernity. The flaneur strolls without aim, consuming the city with
his gaze; he is both a product and observer of capitalism — at home in the crowd, but also
alienated. Benjamin saw the flaneur as an early incarnation of the modern consumer: window-
shopping in the arcades, finding pleasure in the spectacle of commodities. At the same time,
the flaneur has a critical potential: by observing the city, he can decode its social arrangements.
Benjamin wryly noted, however, that by the late 19th century the flaneur was already vanishing
—run over by the automobile or turned into the petty bourgeois shopper. Yet as a metaphor, the
flaneur endures: Baudelaire’s lyrical poetry is full of flanerie, and Benjamin used those writings
to read the “ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent” aspects of modern life.

Besides the flaneur, Benjamin wrote about figures like the street prostitute, the gambler, the
ragpicker, the collector, the bohemian, the detective — all characters that populate the modern
city’s social ecology. “The figures Baudelaire is justly famous for — the bohemian, the flaneur,
the prostitute, the gambler, the ragpicker — are the figures via which this structure of experience
appears,” writes the Stanford Encyclopedia. These characters each represent a facet of life
under capitalism: the prostitute commodifies love and body, the gambler worships chance in an
alienated form, the ragpicker scavenges the city’s refuse (a kind of material historian of the
street). Benjamin “inserted them in the appropriate place” of his analysis to illustrate how
modernity transforms everyday life and experience.

Underlying all this is Benjamin’s notion (mentioned earlier) that capitalist modernity brought

about a “crisis of experience”. In the pre-modern era, experience (Erfahrung in German) was
cumulative and shared — embodied in traditions, stories, and wisdom passed down. In modern
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urban life, by contrast, experience is atomized into transient shocks and isolated incidents
(Erlebnis). The constant stimuli of the city, the speed of technological change, and the flow of
commodities erode the kind of integrated experience that could be told in stories (hence The
Storyteller essay laments that people “have grown silent” and can no longer exchange
meaningful experiences). Benjamin observed this especially through Baudelaire’s poetry:
Baudelaire depicted modern city life as full of shock, alienation, and fleeting sensations, yet
tried heroically to find something “eternal” in the ephemeral by art. Benjamin admired this but
went further: he “sought to understand [modernity] in order to find a way out of what he called
its ‘hell’”. The Arcades Project was his grand attempt to “awaken” the people from the dream
phantasmagoria of the commodity world by collecting and presenting its images (quotations,
curiosities, facts) in a new constellation.

One key method Benjamin employed is the concept of the “dialectical image.” Rather than
write a linear history, he believed that certain images or scenes from the past (for example, the
interior of an arcade, or a fashion advertisement from 1870, or a Grandville illustration of a
mechanized city) could suddenly reveal the truth of an epoch when juxtaposed with the present.
A dialectical image is like a flash of recognition where past and present meet in a constellation,
revealing the “wish image” or the hidden dream content of the past. It’s a historical insight that
comes not through causal explanation but through interpretation of images. This method was
inspired by Surrealist montage and by Marx’s idea that history often progresses by its “bad
side” (the unconscious of society). In The Arcades, Benjamin wrote: “In the dream in which
each epoch entertains images of its successor, the latter appears wedded to elements of primal
history.” Thus, by scrutinizing the** dreams of the 19th century** (its utopian projects, its
commodity fetishes, its architecture), Benjamin hoped to illuminate the 20th-century reality and
its possibilities.

In terms of urban sociology, Benjamin’s work was pioneering in seeing the city itself as a text
to be read. He followed the footsteps of his friend Siegfried Kracauer and mentor Georg
Simmel, who also wrote about city life and the mental life of the metropolis. But Benjamin’s
approach was more literary and philosophical. He wandered Berlin (his memoir Berlin
Childhood around 1900 reconstructs the city of his youth) and Paris, collecting impressions.
He and Asja Lacis wrote about Naples (1925) as a “porous city” where life spilled into the
streets without the rigid separation of private and public (a contrast to the more regulated
bourgeois cities). This sensitivity to city atmospheres and public space later influenced thinkers
like Henri Lefebvre and the field of psychogeography. Today, when sociologists or cultural
theorists discuss the flaneur or commodity culture or the experience of modern urban alienation,
they are often drawing (knowingly or not) on Benjamin’s Arcades and Baudelaire essays. For
example, the concept of the flaneur has entered common use in urban studies and literary theory
to denote a critical observer of modernity. And Benjamin’s linkage of commodity culture with
urban spectacle prefigured later analyses by Guy Debord (Society of the Spectacle) and others.

In summary, through 7The Arcades Project and related writings, Benjamin provided a rich social
analysis of the modern city. He treated Paris as a microcosm of capitalist modernity, decoding
its spatial forms (arcades, boulevards, railways, barricades) and its social types (flaneurs,
ragpickers, collectors). He demonstrated how urban spaces and commodities shape social
experience and dreams. And importantly, he tied this into his broader theory: the city was the
locus of both the phantasmagoria that bewitched the masses (commodity fetishism, leisure
distractions) and the potential awakening (through shock, through historical remembrance,
through revolutionary moments like the 1848 barricades which also appear in his notes).
Benjamin’s urban writings thus show in concrete detail what his more abstract philosophical
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texts argue: that modernity is a Janus-faced phenomenon — at once a hell of alienation and a
terrain of possible emancipation — and that understanding everyday life (in the city streets,
shops, crowds) is indispensable to any social theory of modern society.

Theology and Mysticism: Language, Myth, and “Divine Violence”

One of the most distinctive (and challenging) aspects of Benjamin’s thought is the integration
of theological and mystical themes into his social critique. Throughout his life, Benjamin was
in dialogue with Jewish mysticism (largely via his close friend Gershom Scholem, a scholar of
Kabbalah) and with broader religious ideas, even as he remained secular in practice.
Benjamin’s work is laced with references to God, angels, Messianism, and myth — not in an
orthodox way, but as philosophical tropes that convey his critique of modern life and his hopes
for justice.

An important early piece is “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man” (1916). In
this dense essay, Benjamin proposes a metaphysical theory of language that is thoroughly
entwined with theology. He argues that language is not merely a system of signs or a tool for
communication. Rather, “Benjamin’s ideas on language are deeply bound up with theology. He
posits an ideal divine language, which we have strayed from and should return to.”. According
to Benjamin, everything has language: not only humans, but animals and even objects have a
“language” insofar as they communicate their essence. “Benjamin’s conception of language is
expansive. ‘Every expression of human mental life can be understood as a kind of
language,’...He speaks of a ‘language of things,” of music, of sculpture, of justice...”. In the
beginning, as in the Garden of Eden story, language was the medium through which man knew
the world — Adam gave names to all creatures, and those names weren’t arbitrary but expressed
the beings’ true essences. Benjamin calls this the “Adamic language”, effectively the language
of creation. Human language for him is special precisely because humans name things. “Plenty
of things communicate, but only humans name things. Thus, the language of man is
distinguished as the only naming language.”. In doing so, humans share in the divine creativity.
Benjamin writes that human language is “divine” or God-bestowed — not in the sense that each
word is sacred, but that the very ability to name and mean is a reflection of the divine Logos.

This theological language theory was a rejection of empiricist or utilitarian views of language.
Benjamin “strongly opposes any suggestion that language is merely an instrument for
communication”. Instead, language is the medium of being: “The view that the mental essence
of a thing consists precisely in its language” — that the concept or essence of a thing is its
linguistic being — is a daring thesis he flirts with. Although he grapples with the paradox of
whether there is anything beyond language, his thrust is clear: language is fundamentally about
expression (Ausdruck) of inner being, not just transferring information. This quasi-mystical
philosophy of language implies that in our fallen state (after the Fall, metaphorically), languages
are divided and meaning is obscured. But in the Messianic end, Benjamin hints, there could be
a restoration of the “pure language” underlying all tongues — a concept he explores in “The
Task of the Translator” (1921). In that essay, he suggests that all languages are fragments of a
greater language, and a true translation does not just communicate content, but joins these
fragments to hint at the pure language that God’s word spoke. “In the deformed [translated]
text, otherwise hidden aspects of the original text are elucidated, while previously obvious
aspects become unreadable. Such translational modification...reveals affinities between works,
productive of philosophical truth.”. Thus for Benjamin, translation is almost a messianic act: it
redeems the hidden unity of languages. This clearly is not a standard linguistic theory — it’s
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mysticism meeting literary theory. But it exemplifies how Benjamin merges theology with
cultural theory (here, of language and literature).

Another theological strand is Benjamin’s fascination with myth and critique of violence. In
“Critique of Violence” (Zur Kritik der Gewalt, 1921), he distinguishes between mythic
violence and divine violence. Mythic violence is the violence that founds and preserves law —
exemplified by ancient legends where gods or heroes brutally establish an order (Benjamin
references Greek myths). This, he argues, is essentially the kind of violence wielded by states:
law-making (foundational violence like a revolution or conquest) and law-preserving (police,
courts). Both are intertwined and ultimately serve to uphold an order of power. In contrast,
divine violence is a concept Benjamin introduces for a form of violence that shatters the legal
order entirely in the name of justice. It is “violence undertaken by a sovereign individual, a
strike at power, an attempt at the dissolution of the law in favor of justice”. Whereas mythic
violence is bloody and demanding (often requiring sacrifice), divine violence is seen as pure
and “law-destroying”. “Divine violence stands in contrast to mythico-legal violence... Divine
violence is ‘law-destroying.’ It is justice intervening against legal violence in favor of the
sacredness of the human, which is limited by [law] to its ‘mere life.””. In simpler terms,
Benjamin imagines a revolutionary violence that does not create a new law (and thus new
domination), but abolishes the current oppressive law without instituting a new oppression. He
gives the intriguing example of the general strike: a mass proletarian strike that doesn’t aim to
negotiate (which would be within the legal-economic framework) but to totally overthrow the
system — this, to Benjamin, was an instance of divine violence or pure means. It’s “a strike at
the very foundations of the law”, reaffirming human autonomy against the “coercive violence
of the law”. Importantly, Benjamin says we cannot know divine violence fully (“we know
nothing of it,” he admits), only that if it existed, it would be “immediate” and not instrumental.

This notion of divine violence is controversial and much-debated. Some read it as Benjamin
justifying revolutionary terror, others as a more abstract hope for pure justice. Later thinkers
like Slavoj Zizek have appropriated it — Zizek interprets divine violence as the volcanic anger
of the oppressed masses that can burst forth and sweep away the old order. But Benjamin
carefully says that if such violence actually founds a new law, it lapses back into mythic
violence. So it remains an ever-receding horizon of “pure” justice beyond cycles of law and
violence. This too ties to his theological bent: it’s akin to an eschatological justice (like God’s
final judgment, which destroys sin without instituting new sin). Yet Benjamin is not preaching
theology —he’s using it as a philosophical tool to critique state power and imagine its overthrow.
We see here a pattern: theology is the hidden “dwarf” guiding his secular critique.

Lastly, Benjamin’s engagement with mysticism is evident in his interpretations of writers like
Franz Kafka and Baudelaire, and in scattered pieces like the “Theological-Political Fragment”
(a brief 1921 note where he muses on the relation of the divine kingdom (Messianic) to the
profane order — concluding that while we cannot bring about the Messiah, our worldly actions
can prepare the way negatively by ceasing to mythologize progress). In his essay on Kafka
(1934), Benjamin reads Kafka’s parables as expressions of a “failure of tradition” and the
perplexity of a world from which Revelation has withdrawn — but where tiny, inscrutable hopes
still glimmer (like the messengers that never arrive, or the inaccessible law that nonetheless has
a gate open). He connects Kafka’s absurd bureaucratic tales with Jewish folklore and mysticism
(drawing on Scholem’s ideas). Kafka’s world, in Benjamin’s view, is a secularized mythical
world — full of law and guilt but with God’s face hidden. Benjamin even references the
Kabbalistic legend of the shards in relation to Kafka, similar to how he did in the Theses via
tikkun. All this shows that Benjamin saw modern literature and reality as deeply informed by
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the absence or distance of the divine, yet he sought ways to re-read secular modernity through
the lens of sacred texts (without endorsing orthodox religion).

In summary, theology and mysticism in Benjamin’s framework serve multiple purposes:

They provide a language for transcendence and redemption (e.g. messianic time, divine
justice) that counters the dominant secular myths of progress and law. Benjamin
effectively uses theological concepts to invert the worldly order’s self-justification.

e They inform his philosophy of language and art (e.g. the idea of a divine “pure
language” underlying human language, or the aura’s origin in cultic ritual). Many of
Benjamin’s aesthetic concepts trace back to religious origins: Aura, he notes, originally
emanated from sacred objects (icons, relics) and the natural scene experienced in
contemplation — its withering is parallel to the secularization of art.

e They shape his ethics of memory and revolution: His insistence that we have a duty to
the dead and an openness to miracles in history is a moral stance drawn from Jewish
messianism.

o They enable a critique of violence and power at the very root: by invoking God’s justice,

he sets a measuring stick that relativizes all human law and calls out its violence.

Benjamin’s blending of mysticism with Marxism was highly unorthodox at the time — even his
friends in the Frankfurt School were uneasy. (Habermas later criticized it, suggesting Benjamin
dangerously crossed into theology, while Adorno had a mix of admiration and concern for
Benjamin’s mystic streak.) But today this blend is part of what makes Benjamin’s social theory
so compelling: it speaks to secular materialist concerns (like commodity fetishism, class
struggle, authoritarianism) and to spiritual-existential concerns (meaning, justice, redemption).
In contemporary theory, we see “political theology” as a field drawing on thinkers like
Benjamin to understand how secular ideologies function like religions and how religious
concepts linger in revolutionary politics. Thinkers like Giorgio Agamben (with his concept of
the state of exception and messianic time) explicitly cite Benjamin’s theological motifs. Indeed,
Benjamin’s notion of “state of exception” (in Thesis VIII, he says the tradition of the oppressed
teaches us that the “state of emergency” in which we live is not the exception but the rule —
implying we must create a real state of exception to overthrow oppression) has influenced
Agamben’s famous work on sovereignty. Jacques Derrida too engaged with Benjamin’s
Critique of Violence in his essay “Force of Law”, coining “mystical foundation of authority”
and “messianicity without messianism” in dialogue with Benjamin. Thus, Benjamin’s
theological ideas, though often enigmatic, have proven fertile for social theory, offering ways
to discuss justice, law, and history beyond the limits of both positivism and naive utopianism.

Cultural Theory: Language, Translation, Storytelling, and the Critique
of Progress

Finally, we consider Benjamin’s contributions to cultural theory in the narrow sense — his
analyses of cultural forms like literature, storytelling, translation, and his broad critique of the
idea of cultural “progress.” Many of these we have touched on, but here we synthesize them as
part of his social theoretical framework.

In the realm of language and literature, we saw Benjamin’s philosophy of language positing a

quasi-mystical origin of meaning. Practical upshot of that is: he treats cultural products (poems,
stories, translations) not merely as texts with content, but as vessels of truth-content
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(Wahrheitsgehalt) that may not be immediately apparent. For example, in his early “Goethe’s
Elective Affinities” essay (1924), Benjamin distinguishes between material content and truth
content of a work — the latter being its philosophical revelation that might shine only under
certain readings. This approach later influenced literary criticism that looks at works as
philosophically significant beyond authorial intent (e.g. deconstructionists and hermeneutic
philosophers have drawn on Benjamin’s idea of the “afterlife” of texts — a concept he introduces
in The Task of the Translator).

Translation theory: Benjamin’s The Task of the Translator (1921) is a classic in translation
studies. It proposes that a good translation is not one that reproduces the literal meaning of the
original (an impossibility, as languages are incommensurable), but one that liberates the pure
language within the original by finding those elements in the translating language that “match”
it. He uses the image of fragments of a vessel: original and translation are like pieces of a broken
tablet of truth — only together, through their differences, do they dimly reveal the whole. This
is why he says translation produces “deformations and misunderstandings of the original text”
but in doing so it elucidates hidden aspects of that original. The goal is not communication but
a kind of harmonization of languages. This mystical idea of “pure language” (reine Sprache)
has influenced later thinkers like Derrida and translation theorists (e.g. de Man). For our
purposes, it shows Benjamin viewing even a cultural practice like translation in terms of
redemption and integration of human plurality — a very broad, cultural-philosophical stance. It
fits into his social theory as an example of how culture can transcend the immediate utility and
point towards a reconciled humanity (since pure language = all languages reconciled).

Storytelling and experience: In “The Storyteller” (1936), Benjamin elegizes the lost art of
traditional storytelling through the figure of Nikolai Leskov, a Russian writer who preserved
oral narrative style. Benjamin argues that storytelling (oral, communal, handed-down
narratives) declined in modern times due to the rise of information, the novel, and the World
War. “Familiar though his name may be, the storyteller in his living immediacy is by no means
a present force,” he writes — “he has already become something remote... and is getting even
more distant.”. He attributes this to a “poverty of experience” after the war — soldiers returned
“silent” because the horrific experiences of the trenches were incommunicable in the old way,
and people trusted newspapers and statistics more than the wisdom of elders. Where a
storyteller used to share practical wisdom and moral insights gleaned from real experiences (his
own or others’), now “experience has fallen in value,” replaced by factual report or fiction that
one reads alone. Benjamin saw storytelling as a community-binding practice, where listeners
and teller share a space of meaning. Its loss is thus a loss of community and a coherent sense of
experience. He notes that with the novel (the modern literary form), the individual reader is
i1solated, and the narrative tends to be about an individual’s inner life rather than communal
wisdom. This analysis intersects with his critique of modernity’s individualism and
epistemology — it’s another facet of the “crisis of experience” under capitalism.

Yet, Benjamin doesn’t simply romanticize the past. In “The Storyteller, ” he also says this decay
of storytelling isn’t “merely a symptom of decay” (as if all is lost) but is tied to broader historical
transformations. There is something inevitable about it — the world itself has changed, and we
must understand why. Implicitly, new forms might emerge (cinema, for example, could be seen
as a new way of telling communal stories, albeit in different form). Indeed, Benjamin’s own
storytelling is fragmentary and modernist (see One-Way Street, 1928, which is a series of
experimental prose pieces reading like street signs and interior monologues). He was
experimenting with new genres to cope with the new reality. So in cultural theory terms,
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Benjamin stands at the threshold between tradition and modernity, analyzing what is lost but
also mapping what is emerging.

Finally, critique of progress in cultural terms: We discussed his critique of historical progress.
Culturally, Benjamin was equally critical of the dominant Enlightenment notion that arts,
sciences, society are on an upward linear path. In the 19th century, there was a strong belief in
the idea of progress, including cultural progress — that modern literature is better than ancient,
that civilization is constantly improving. Benjamin consistently undermines this. His concept
of allegory seeing the “ruins” of history, his idea that modernity eternalizes transience (turning
even the new into something permanently flashy and shocking), and his emphasis on memory
of the old all oppose a naive progressivism. Culturally, he often valorized obsolete or marginal
forms — e.g. children’s books, baroque dramas, outmoded Paris arcades, the stories of the
defeated — rather than celebrate the latest craze. This was a deliberate stance against the
capitalist cult of the new. In “Capitalism as Religion” (1921, a brief note), he even characterizes
capitalism itself as a perverse religion that demands constant innovation (what we’d call today
consumerist novelty) at the expense of actual redemption. He says capitalism is an endless,
destructive cult with no mercy that produces guilt, not salvation. This religious metaphor
encapsulates his cultural critique of progress: what we idolize as “progress” is actually a
compulsive ritual that might be leading to catastrophe (which history indeed did in WWII).

To be fair, Benjamin was not against progress per se (he was a leftist who wanted societal
advancement), but he insisted that what is usually called progress is an illusion that masks
barbarism. True progress, for him, would mean fulfilling those utopian promises that modernity
keeps postponing — a classless society, a reconciliation of humans with nature, etc. Culturally,
this might mean preserving and actualizing the liberating potentials of the past rather than
mindlessly chasing the latest trend. For example, he had great interest in early technological
utopias (like the 19th-century socialist Charles Fourier’s fantasies, or early science fiction). In
Arcades, he collects the dreams of the past precisely to say: these failed or forgotten wishes
might contain the seeds of an alternative future, whereas what calls itself progress now
(consumerism, imperialism) is actually a road to ruin.

In contemporary terms, Benjamin’s cultural theory has influenced fields like media/cultural
studies, critical literary theory, and memory studies. His insight that narrative and memory fade
in modern information society is echoed by theorists of postmodernity or by social
psychologists worrying about loss of communal memory. His understanding of language and
translation as transformative influenced philosophers of language beyond strict analytic
philosophy, bringing in ethical and spiritual dimensions. And his critique of progress prefigured
the skepticism of postmodern theory toward “grand narratives” of enlightenment and
civilization. In fact, one could argue Benjamin is a proto-postmodernist in some respects, except
that he always held onto a guiding hope (the Messianic or utopian hope) which many
postmodernists abandoned.

To integrate: Benjamin’s cultural theory reinforces his social framework by showing how
fundamental human practices of meaning-making (language, storytelling, translation) are
historical — they change with material conditions — and how modern capitalist society endangers
as well as transforms those practices. His work implores us to find in culture not a mere
reflection of progress or decadence, but a field of struggle where memory, meaning, and human
solidarity can either be eroded or renewed.

Integrating the Strands: Toward a Comprehensive Social Theory
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Having surveyed Benjamin’s key thematic contributions, we can now integrate them to see
how they form a coherent (if unconventional) social theory. Benjamin did not write a single
treatise systematizing his thoughts — his style was aphoristic, mosaic-like — but strong
conceptual interconnections bind his work. Below is a summary table that highlights each
thematic sphere and its key concepts, and indicates how Benjamin weaves them together:

Sphere of
Thought

Philosophy &

Epistemology

Aesthetics &
Art Theory

Media Theory

Historical
Materialism

Urban
Sociology &
Modernity

Key Benjaminian
Concepts

Critique of Kantian
experience; “dialectical
images’”’; messianic time

Aura (unique presence);
Mechanical
reproducibility; Allegory
vs. symbol; “Profane
illumination”™

Film and photography
(optical unconscious,
distraction); Radio; Mass
reproducibility;
Aestheticization vs.
politicization of art

“Angel of History”
(catastrophe of progress);
Weak messianic power;
Jetztzeit (now-time);
Redemption of oppressed

Flaneur; Arcade
(passage); Commodity
fetish as dream; Shock
and the metropolis

Interconnections with Other Spheres

Provides the methodological basis: rejects linear,
positivist thinking (links to critique of progress
in history). Dialectical image method
(philosophical-historical) connects to Surrealist
aesthetics and urban montage. Messianic time
concept informs both his historical materialism
(revolution as now-time) and his theology
(redemption).

Aura’s decline connects to media technology
(photography/film) and to politics (fascism
exploits residual aura). Allegory (fragmentary
meaning) becomes his model for reading history
(as ruin) and commodities (modern allegories).
Surrealist illumination (secular epiphany)
parallels the shock needed to jolt society awake
(tying art to revolutionary consciousness).

Technologies of reproduction drive the loss of
aura (from aesthetics) and thus alter perception
and experience (links to urban modernity —
crowds, shock). Film’s distracted reception
prefigures new forms of collective experience
(possible politicization of art for revolution).
Media’s dual use for fascism or communism ties
directly into his historical materialist analysis of
class struggle in cultural forms.

Serves as the moral-political core: informs his
critical stance on culture (every cultural treasure
has barbaric origins, so critique heritage) and
politics (revolution as breaking continuum).
Depends on theology (hidden “dwarf” guiding
materialism) for inspiration and on aesthetic
imagery (angel, tiger’s leap) to convey ideas.
Also uses allegorical reading (from aesthetics) —
e.g. sees history’s meaning in images not
narratives.

Provides the concrete context of modern life
where abstract forces play out. The flaneur’s
observations feed Benjamin’s understanding of
aura’s transformation (e.g. the city turns art into
commodity display). Arcades (early malls) are
literal sites where media (advertisements,
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Sphere of Key Benjaminian

Thought Concepts Interconnections with Other Spheres

photography), aesthetics (fashion, style), and
capitalist history converge. The shock experience
of city crowds ties to film montage (media) and
to the blunting of storytelling (cultural memory).

Provides the transcendent horizon for all other
domains. Divine violence concept critiques the
foundation of law (connecting to political theory

Divine vi law- . .
ivine violence (law and revolution). Pure language idea elevates

destroying justice);

Theology & . ) translation and art to spiritual significance.
Mysticism Pure/.dzvme language; Messianic hope underlies his historical
Messianism; Myth vs. true - C .
justice m‘aterla'hsm (the sgcular mggsmh = revglutlgn).
His notion of mythic vs. divine underpins his
critique of state violence and fascist myth as well
as the need for real justice beyond legalism.
Represents the human experiential dimension.
The decline of storytelling illustrates effects of
modern war and media on community
experience. Translation theory reflects his
Storytelling vs. language philosophy and theology (seeking pure
Cultural Theory information; Translation language). Critique of progress narrative ties
(Everyday as “afterlife”; Critique of directly to his history thesis (no automatic
Culture) progress; Collective cultural enlightenment — modern culture is
memory contradictory). Collective memory concerns (e.g.

forgetting tradition) link to urban and media
phenomena (new media replace living memory,
requiring new forms of remembrance
championed by the historical materialist).

This integrated view shows that none of the areas — philosophy, aesthetics, media, history, city,
theology, culture — stands alone in Benjamin’s thought. Each is a facet of his overarching
concern: to grasp modern society’s contradictory reality and to envision its radical
transformation. Benjamin’s framework is dialectical in that it always sees a tension between
opposites: aura vs. reproducibility, mythic violence vs. divine violence, bourgeois progress vs.
messianic interruption, remembering vs. forgetting, etc. His social theory doesn’t present
simple answers but invites a way of reading the modern world that is critical, allegorical, and
hopeful in a deeply serious way.

Influence on Contemporary Social Theory

Though Benjamin died in 1940, his ideas have only grown in influence. Contemporary critical
theory, cultural studies, media theory, urban theory, and even theology draw heavily on his
work. In the postwar years, thinkers like Adorno and Horkheimer incorporated Benjamin’s
insights (e.g. Adorno’s aesthetics and negative dialectics owe much to Benjamin’s aura concept
and anti-progress outlook). Hannah Arendt helped introduce Benjamin to the Anglophone
world, emphasizing his illumination of the “barbarism beneath culture”. Jirgen Habermas,
while critical of the theological strain, acknowledged Benjamin’s enduring importance in
critiquing positivist reason and in linking art with politics. Post-structuralists like Derrida and
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de Man engaged with Benjamin on language and translation, seeing him as a precursor to
deconstruction (indeed Benjamin’s constant awareness of the instability of meaning and the
power of textual interpretation prefigures deconstruction). Media scholars regard “The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” as foundational — it’s “of seminal importance to
academics in the humanities”, widely cited in discussions of film, digital media, and more.
Terms like “aura,” “mechanical reproduction,” ‘“aestheticization of politics” have entered
common scholarly parlance, often without people realizing they come from Benjamin. For
instance, discussions about the impact of CGI or NFTs on the “aura” of art explicitly cite
Benjamin’s 1930s essay, finding it astonishingly applicable to 21st-century technological art.

b 1Y

In urban studies and architecture, Benjamin’s Arcades Project has inspired analyses of malls,
cities as texts, and the experience of urban flanerie in the digital age. The flaneur became a key
concept for understanding consumer behavior and even the act of browsing online (a kind of
virtual flanerie).

In political theory, as mentioned, Agamben’s idea of the “state of exception” and “messianic
time” in The Time That Remains are direct extensions of Benjamin’s theses (Agamben even
dedicates that book to analyzing Thesis VIII and the idea of fulfilled time). Slavoj Zizek
frequently references Benjamin, for example praising the notion of “divine violence” as a way
to think about uprisings that don’t immediately solidify into new states.

Even in popular discourse, Benjamin’s name has a certain aura (pun intended): he is often
invoked in the art world. It’s said that “Benjamin — his name, his work, his aura — is invoked
by the art world as a kind of philosophical incense”, underscoring sophistication. Exhibitions
have been dedicated to his memory (e.g. the 2017 “Arcades: Contemporary Art and Walter
Benjamin” in New York), and contemporary artists like Hito Steyer]l echo Benjaminian themes
of image, politics, and history. The formation of multiple Walter Benjamin Societies and
conferences around the world attests to the ongoing resonance of his framework for
understanding modernity.

In conclusion, Walter Benjamin’s social theoretical framework — while not delivered in a single
unified doctrine — emerges from the integration of his major contributions across diverse fields.
It is a framework that critiques the present by constellating it with the past, that seeks
redemptive possibilities in the heart of modern alienation, and that refuses to separate culture
from politics, or material life from theological longing. Benjamin offers no easy blueprint for
change, but he equips social theory with powerful allegorical tools: to recognize the “time of
the now”, to hear the silent stories of the oppressed, and to envision, even in the most
technologically advanced and phantasmagoric society, the potential for a revolutionary
awakening. His work remains, in the words of Scholem, like “a kind of Holy Writ” open to
continual interpretation — an inexhaustible guide for those who would understand and transform
society in the deepest sense.

Sources: Walter Benjamin’s own essays and theses (as cited above), Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy: “Walter Benjamin”, Wikipedia: “Walter Benjamin”, and various analyses and
interpretations by scholars (Margaret Cohen in The Cambridge Companion to Walter Benjamin;
Joshua Kopin on Critique of Violence; Moses May-Hobbs on Benjamin’s theology of language;
Susan Buck-Morss, etc.). These sources provide commentary and context for Benjamin’s ideas
as integrated in this framework.
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Michel Foucault

Michel Foucault wrote studies in the fields of history, philosophy and social theory (power,
government, institutions, discourse), but his life's work was interrupted by his death, and his
varied living conditions and wandering between several disciplines did not allow him to
summarize them in a comprehensive social theoretical framework. Therefore, I ask you to try
to make it based on your works.
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Michel Foucault’s Social Theoretical Framework: Power, Knowledge,
and the Making of Modern Society

Introduction

Michel Foucault (1926-1984) developed a far-reaching social theory that reconceptualized how
we understand history, power, and knowledge. Spanning multiple phases — from early
archaeological studies of discourse to later genealogies of power and finally an ethics of the
self — Foucault’s work offers a coherent framework for analyzing society. Central to this
framework are his concepts of discourse, power/knowledge, and the techniques by which
human subjects are governed and govern themselves. This report synthesizes Foucault’s major
ideas, tracing the evolution of his thought and highlighting applications to various social
institutions. We will examine Foucault’s archaeological method for uncovering historical
epistemes, his genealogical method for analyzing power relations and disciplinary mechanisms,
the role of discourse in shaping knowledge and subjectivity, the intertwined nature of power
and knowledge, the notions of governmentality and biopolitics in modern governance, and his
later focus on subjectivity and ethics. Throughout, we also consider critiques and later
developments of Foucault’s ideas. The goal is to provide a structured overview of Foucault’s
social theory — a toolbox for understanding how modern society constructs truth, exerts power,
and shapes individuals.

Archaeology of Knowledge: Epistemes and Discursive Formations

Foucault’s early work employed what he called an archaeological method — an analytic
approach to the history of ideas that digs beneath individual thinkers to unearth the underlying
rules of knowledge (“epistemes”) that characterize an era. Unlike traditional intellectual history
(the “history of ideas”), Foucault’s archaeology does not trace a continuous evolution of thought
or search for originators of ideas. Instead, it describes the discursive formations — the systems
of statements, concepts, and beliefs — that define what is thinkable and true in a given period.
In The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), Foucault defines an episteme as “the total set of
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relations that unite, at a given period, the discursive practices that give rise to epistemological
figures, sciences, and possibly formalized systems”. An episteme is not just a world-view or an
era’s ideology; it is the underlying structure that makes certain knowledge possible. It is “the
totality of relations that can be discovered, for a given period, between the sciences when one
analyses them at the level of discursive regularities”. In other words, each historical epoch (e.g.
Renaissance, Classical, Modern) has its own positivity or “historical a priori” that governs
what counts as legitimate knowledge and truth.

Foucault’s archaeological studies — such as Madness and Civilization (1961), The Birth of the
Clinic (1963), and The Order of Things (1966) — exemplify this approach. Rather than telling a
linear story of progress, these works expose discontinuities between epistemes. For example,
in The Order of Things, Foucault shows how the Classical Age classified knowledge (e.g.
natural history, grammar, economics) according to an order of representation, which then gave
way around the 19th century to a modern episteme centered on concepts of evolution, scarcity,
and history. Archaeology treats these shifts as ruptures in the underlying grid of knowledge,
not as cumulative progress. It attempts “a quite different history of what men have said,”
rejecting the idea that history is driven by geniuses or a steady unfolding of truth. Instead,
archaeology maps the rules of formation of discourse: how certain objects, concepts,
enunciative modalities, and strategies become possible in discourse at a given time.

Discursive formations are thus central in Foucault’s archaeology. A discursive formation
defines a field in which statements relate to one another according to specific rules. For instance,
the clinical discourse of medicine around 1800 constituted a new way of speaking about disease
and the human body. Archaeological analysis “individualizes and describes discursive
formations” by comparing and contrasting them without imposing a grand unity. It looks at
what was said, and what could not be said, in a given period — the conditions of possibility of
knowledge. Crucially, this approach suspends judging statements as true or false and instead
asks how those statements came to exist at all. Foucault’s archaeology is thus sometimes
described as an analysis of the archive — not a collection of documents, but the system that
governs the appearance of statements.

In summary, the archaeological method yields a picture of history not as continuous progress
but as a succession of distinct epistemes, each with its own internal logic. By excavating these
epistemes, Foucault revealed how even fundamental concepts (madness, illness, personhood,
etc.) are not constant, but are products of historically specific discursive practices. This laid the
groundwork for his later analyses of power, because it suggested that what a society takes to be
“knowledge” or “truth” is inextricably tied to the structures of discourse — and, as would become
clear, to structures of power.

Genealogy and the Critique of Power: Discipline and Punishment

In the 1970s, Foucault’s focus shifted from archaeology’s synchronic analysis of discourse to
a historical critique of power relations — what he termed genealogy. Inspired by Nietzsche,
genealogical method examines the descent and emergence of ideas and institutions, often to
debunk their presumed inevitability or nobility. In his essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”
(1971), Foucault describes genealogy as “gray, meticulous, and patiently documentary,” a
method that operates on a field of entangled, often subjugated, historical records. Unlike a
traditional quest for origins (which assumes a timeless essence or a teleological destiny),
genealogy seeks out the accidents, deviations, and power struggles that give rise to present-day
practices. It rejects the idea of a pure origin; instead, it finds that what we consider fundamental

66



— e.g. concepts of punishment, sexuality, or insanity — have contingent beginnings marked by
conflict and coercion. “Genealogy is... the union of erudite knowledge and local memories
which allows us to establish a historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of this
knowledge tactically today,” Foucault writes elsewhere, indicating its political intent (to
uncover and challenge power).

Foucault’s genealogical works, notably Discipline and Punish (1975) and the multi-volume
History of Sexuality (1976—1984), analyze how modern power operates through institutions and
discourses by tracing their history. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault contrasts the public,
bodily torture that characterized sovereign power in the pre-modern era with the subtle,
“disciplinary” power that emerged in the 18th and 19th centuries. The book opens with a vivid
description of a man being drawn-and-quartered in 1757, then shifts to a dry prison timetable a
few decades later — symbolizing a transformation in power. Modern power no longer flaunts
itself in spectacular punishment; instead, it works through surveillance, normalization, and the
internalization of discipline. Foucault uses Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon — a circular prison
design with a central watchtower — as an emblem of disciplinary society. In the Panopticon,
prisoners must assume they are under constant observation, leading them to police their own
behavior.

Plan of Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon (1791), an architectural diagram illustrating
surveillance-based discipline. Foucault adopted the Panopticon as a metaphor for modern
“disciplinary” power that operates by making individuals constantly visible and thus inducing
self-regulation. Foucault notes that the major effect of the Panopticon is “to induce in the inmate
a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.”
Under this schema, surveillance becomes internalized: “So fo arrange things that the
surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action”. The genius of
disciplinary power is that it produces “docile bodies” — individuals who self-regulate according
to norms without needing brute force. Such disciplinary techniques, Foucault showed, were
generalized across society by the 19th century. Factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, and
asylums all took on panoptic characteristics. “If they are schoolchildren, there is no copying,
no noise... if they are workers, there is no idleness” — in each setting, partitioning space and
time, supervising and examining individuals, achieves efficient control. Through endless minor
techniques — timetables, drills, surveillance, and the exam — modern institutions inculcated
habits of order and subjection. Foucault dubbed this the disciplinary society.

The genealogical method not only describes these transformations but also critiques the power
relations behind them. In tracing the genealogy of prisons, Foucault argues that the move to
“gentler” punishment (prisons, rehabilitation) was not simply humanitarian progress. Rather, it
created a more insidious form of power that molds individuals at a deep level. Discipline, he
writes, ‘‘fabricates subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies” useful to modern
capitalism and administration. Modern power targets the soul of the prisoner (or student or
patient) — their habits, inclinations, and identities — rather than just their physical body. In
Discipline and Punish Foucault famously observes: “We must cease once and for all to describe
the effects of power in negative terms... In fact, power produces; it produces reality, it produces
domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained
of him belong to this production.”. This encapsulates Foucault’s striking thesis that power in
modern society is productive rather than merely repressive: it shapes knowledge and produces
the very categories by which we understand ourselves (such as “the delinquent” as a type of
person produced by the penal system).
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Furthermore, Foucault’s genealogy of sexuality revealed how power produces subjectivity
through discourse. In The History of Sexuality Volume I, he challenges the notion that the
Victorians simply repressed sex. Instead, he argues there was a proliferation of discourse about
sex — in medicine, psychiatry, education, and law — which created new sexual identities and
reinforced power over individuals. For example, 19th-century medical discourse categorized
people by their sexual desires, inaugurating the identity of “the homosexual” as a distinct
species of person. As Foucault puts it, “The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the
homosexual was now a species.”. Through this kind of labeling, power/knowledge defines what
people are, not just what they do. A host of “perversions” were defined and studied by
psychiatrists (e.g. fetishists, deviants of various sorts), attaching a scientific and moral identity
to individuals. This genealogy shows that our modern notion of sexual identity is not timeless
or natural, but arose from power-infused discourses — a prime example of how discourse shapes
subjectivity. In general, genealogies expose that many aspects of the modern self (the criminal,
the mentally ill, the sexually deviant, etc.) are outcomes of power-laden social practices and
knowledge regimes, rather than eternal categories.

In sum, Foucault’s genealogical method provides a critique of modern institutions by
uncovering the history of power within everyday practices. It expands the archaeological focus
on discourse by integrating the dimension of force, domination, and resistance in history.
Genealogy asks not “how did ideas develop?” but “who benefits from this way of thinking?
What underlies the emergence of this practice? How do power relations imbue this knowledge?”’
The answers often reveal that behind claims to humane reform or scientific neutrality are
strategies that extend control over people. By analyzing prisons, asylums, clinics, schools, and
sexuality, Foucault’s genealogies show how disciplinary power and normativity became the
dominant forces shaping modern society and its subjects.

Discourse, Knowledge, and the Power/Knowledge Nexus

Throughout Foucault’s work, a constant theme is the intimate entanglement of knowledge and
power. He rejects the liberal idea that power is merely repressive and opposed to
knowledge/truth. Instead, he posits that knowledge is both an instrument of power and a result
of power. Every regime of power brings with it a regime of truth — accepted ways of knowing
that reinforce that power. Foucault coined the term power/knowledge to indicate that the two
are not separable: “power and knowledge directly imply one another”. In Discipline and
Punish, for example, the emergence of human sciences (criminology, psychiatry, pedagogy)
provided new knowledge about individuals, which in turn allowed more effective control (e.g.
classifying someone as ‘“delinquent” justifies surveillance and rehabilitation efforts).
Conversely, power relations create the conditions for certain knowledge to flourish — for
instance, the state’s administrative power in the 19th century drove the collection of statistics
(knowledge of populations) which then informed policies to exert further control.

Foucault succinctly states: “There is no power relation without the correlative constitution of
a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same
time power relations.”. In other words, wherever you find power, it produces knowledge
(through science, discourse, classification); and wherever you find what is taken as true
knowledge, it is underpinned by power relations (institutions, authorities, social structures that
validate that truth). For example, the modern medical discourse did not just scientifically
discover illness in a neutral way — it was enabled by institutional structures of hospitals,
licensing, doctor-patient hierarchy, etc., which are relations of power. That discourse in turn
empowers the medical profession to define normality and abnormality (an exercise of social
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control). Foucault’s analysis of the medical gaze in The Birth of the Clinic illustrates this: the
18th-century clinician’s new way of seeing was not just a better scientific method, but a new
configuration of power/knowledge. “The eye [of the clinician] becomes the depositary and
source of clarity, it has the power to bring a truth to light that it receives only to the extent that
it has brought it to light,” Foucault writes, highlighting how the act of seeing (diagnosing) is
imbued with power to define truth. The patient’s body becomes a site where truth is extracted
under the medical gaze, and that truth in turn authorizes medical intervention. This exemplifies
the power/knowledge nexus.

Discourse is the medium through which power and knowledge intersect. By discourse, Foucault
means not just speech or writing, but the structured way we talk about and thereby experience
things. Discourses (of law, medicine, sexuality, etc.) both reflect and produce power relations.
They set the boundaries of what can be known, said, and done. For instance, the discourse of
psychiatry in the 19th century constructed the category of “the mentally ill” as a specific kind
of person requiring confinement and treatment — which empowered psychiatrists and
institutions to intervene in people’s lives. The discourse claimed scientific truth (knowledge)
about insanity, and at the same time justified a network of asylums and therapies (power).
Similarly, the discourse of criminology produced a new knowledge of “delinquency” which
transformed how society dealt with law-breakers (shifting focus from the crime to the criminal’s

psyche).

A key insight in Foucault’s theory is that power is not only exercised top-down by the state or
sovereign. It is diffuse, operating at the micro-level of everyday interactions (“capillary” power)
and through social norms. Power is relational, existing in all relationships (teacher/student,
doctor/patient, parent/child, etc.), and individuals are both objects and vehicles of power. Even
the oppressed exercise some power in local settings, and even authorities are constrained by the
need to produce knowledge and manage subjects. Because power is everywhere, so is resistance
— but such resistance also operates within the field of power, not from an external Archimedean
point. Foucault thus paints a picture of modern society as a web of power/knowledge relations:
schools produce educated, “disciplined” individuals; hospitals produce the healthy subject;
sexuality discourse produces identities and norms of sexual behavior; and so on. Truth itself is
a “thing of this world”, produced by multiple forms of constraint in society and having real
power effects.

To clarify the different modalities of power Foucault identified, it is helpful to distinguish
between sovereign power, disciplinary power, and biopower (which we discuss in the next
section). The table below summarizes these forms:

Form of Power Mechanisms Scope/Target Examples
Law, edicts; spectacular Individual legal

Sovereign ) . ) Public execution, torture as

Power (Pre- punishment to enforce  subjects (obedience ritual of power (.. the

modern) authority of the to the monarch’s scaffol d)p &
sovereign will)
L ill .. .. . .
Disciplinary rslz)l;vne;h;:gz’n Individual bodies in Prisons, factories, schools,
Power C institutions barracks, asylums with
examination; training of et 1 . !

(Modern, from L (producing “docile” routines, surveillance, and
bodies in institutions A :

18th c.) individuals) record-keeping

(Panopticon principle)
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Form of Power Mechanisms Scope/Target Examples

Public health campaigns,
censuses and demographic
analyses, state policies on
sexuality and reproduction,
risk management (e.g.
insurance, public hygiene)

Regulation of
populations through
measures of security,
health, and management
of life (statistics,
policies, norms)

The population as a
collective biological
entity (birth rates,
health, longevity of
masses)

Biopower
(Modern, from
18th—19th c.)

These forms can overlap, but historically disciplinary power arose to supplement/reduce
sovereign power, and biopower emerged as states began to manage the health and
productivity of populations. Foucault emphasizes that modern societies did not eliminate
sovereign power (laws and juridical rights still exist), but that day-to-day social control
shifted toward the diffuse techniques of discipline and the regulatory interventions of
biopower.

Governmentality: Governing Modern Society

While Discipline and Punish examined power on the micro-level of institutions, Foucault’s
later lectures (especially Security, Territory, Population (1977-78) and The Birth of Biopolitics
(1978-79)) introduced the concept of governmentality — essentially, the art of government in
the broad sense. Governmentality refers to the way governments try to produce the citizen best
suited to fulfill those governments’ policies, and to the organized practices (institutions,
procedures, calculations) by which subjects are governed. Foucault defines it concisely in a
1978 lecture: “By this word ‘governmentality’ I mean three things. First, the ensemble formed
by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, calculations, and tactics that allow the
exercise of a very specific, albeit complex, form of power, which has the population as its target,
political economy as its major form of knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential
technical instrumentsomereading.blogspot.com. Second, the tendency that, throughout the
West, has led to the pre-eminence of this form of power over others (sovereignty, discipline) —
in other words, the rise of “government” as the primary locus of power. Finally,
governmentality also refers to the process by which the modern state gradually became
“governmentalized,” meaning power came to be exercised less through dramatic displays of
authority and more  through  continuous management of citizens and
resourcessomereading.blogspot.com.

In simpler terms, governmentality is about how modern power “governs people’s conduct”
indirectly, by acting on their environment and choices rather than through direct coercion. It
encompasses the invention of new governmental practices in the 18th century, such as
population statistics, policing (in the broad sense of regulating society), and political economy
as a guiding rationale. For example, whereas a sovereign might simply decree taxes or conscript
soldiers (sovereign power), a governmental approach would involve analyzing the economic
well-being of the population, encouraging certain behaviors (like saving or working) through
policies, and ensuring security (preventing famine, epidemics, etc.) to achieve a prosperous,
orderly society. This is power as management, as “the conduct of conduct.” Foucault shows
that starting in the 18th century, treatises on the “art of government” began to ask how to govern
not just territory or individual subjects, but a complex of men and things — including wealth,
health, habits, and conditions of life of the
populacesomereading.blogspot.comsomereading.blogspot.com. This marked a shift from a
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focus on the law and the right of the sovereign, to a focus on managing the welfare of the
population — giving rise to modern administrative states.

One important aspect of governmentality is the notion of “police” (in the older sense,
Polizeiwissenschaft), which for 18th-century thinkers meant the broad regulation of society for
the common good (not just crime-fighting, but regulating health, trades, urban planning,
morality, etc.). This laid groundwork for what Foucault calls technologies of government — the
calculated means by which authorities shape and respond to the behavior of groups and
individuals. Governmentality thus bridges micro-power and macro-power: it uses insights from
disciplines (medicine, economics, psychology) to inform policies at the state level, and it uses
state power to enforce norms that discipline individuals.

Foucault’s analysis of governmentality also covers the rise of liberalism and neoliberalism as
particular rationalities of government. Liberalism introduced the idea that government should
be limited and should follow the natural “truth” of markets and civil society — yet this itself is
a form of governmentality that governs through freedom. Later, neoliberal governmentality
extends economic logic to all social domains, treating individuals as self-interested actors
(“entrepreneurs of the self”). In each case, Foucault is interested in the mentality or rationality
behind how we govern and are governed — the underlying reasoning that justifies certain
interventions (or non-interventions).

In summary, governmentality broadens Foucault’s framework by explaining how modern states
exercise power not just through law (sovereignty) or direct discipline, but by regulating the
conditions in which people live so that they follow certain paths. It is about governing at the
level of population, using “apparatuses of security” (like public health measures, urban
management, social insurance, etc.) to stabilize and optimize the populace. This leads directly
to Foucault’s concept of biopolitics.

Biopolitics: Power over Life and the Management of Populations

Foucault introduced biopolitics (or biopower) to describe the new technology of power that
emerged in modernity, aimed at managing life, bodies, and populations. If disciplinary power
produces the “docile body” of the individual, biopower targets the species body, the body of the
population. In The History of Sexuality Vol. I, Foucault explains that starting in the 18th century,
power began to take charge of life in two coordinated forms: one centered on the body as
machine (disciplinary anatomo-politics of the human body) and one centered on the body as
species (regulatory biopolitics of the population). The latter — biopolitics — deals with
phenomena like birth rate, mortality, public health, housing, and longevity: all the conditions
that affect a population’s biological life.

Foucault famously wrote: “If one can apply the term bio-history to the pressures through which
the movements of life and the processes of history interfere with one another, one would have
to speak of bio-power to designate what brought life and its mechanisms into the realm of
explicit calculations and made knowledge-power an agent of transformation of human life.”.
Biopower thus means power has penetrated the level of life itself — the state doesn’t just demand
obedience or mold individuals, it administers life. For instance, modern states gather
demographic data and intervene with policies to increase population (or improve its “quality”),
such as incentives for fertility, vaccination programs, sanitation infrastructure, etc. This form
of power works through norms and measurements — establishing what is statistically normal or

healthy for a population and striving to achieve those norms. It operates by making live
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(fostering life, health, productivity) and by letting die (neglecting or exposing to risk those
deemed outside the norm, such as through racism or policies that sacrifice some for the greater
good).

Foucault points out that biopower was “without question an indispensable element in the
development of capitalism”, because a healthy, large workforce and controlled population
growth directly serve economic productivity. Industrial capitalism needed both the disciplined
worker (an individual body optimized by education and surveillance) and a stable, growing
population (regulated through biopolitical measures). He observes that the 19th-century saw the
flowering of numerous apparatuses of power at every level of the social body — from family
and medicine to town planning and welfare — all aimed at optimizing life and managing
collective existence. This was a major shift: where sovereignty had the right to take life
(execute) or let live, biopower is the power to “make live and let die.” 1t’s concerned with
security: managing risks, planning for the future of the population, preventing disease, etc.,
through diverse interventions that often appear purely technical or benign.

A clear example of biopolitics is the state’s response to a plague versus its response to routine
health issues. In pre-modern times, faced with plague, authorities might quarantine or let people
die; by the 19th century, states established permanent public health bureaucracies, tracked births
and deaths, and implemented measures to improve life expectancy. This is power in the form
of governance of life processes. Foucault notes that a “society’s ‘threshold of modernity’ is
reached when the life of the species is wagered on its own political strategies” — meaning life
itself (survival, health, reproduction) becomes a direct object of political calculation.

Biopolitics and disciplinary power often work together. For instance, sexuality is a domain
where the two intersect: disciplinary power is seen in how individuals are taught to monitor and
confess their sexual desires, while biopolitical concern is seen in state interest in birth rates,
marriage, and sexual norms for the population at large. Foucault shows that the 19th-century
“deployment of sexuality” was a biopolitical strategy: by investing sex with scientific discourse
(e.g. sexology, psychiatry) and moral campaigns, societies aimed to regulate family structures,
venereal disease, racial “hygiene,” etc., in the name of public health and order.

To summarize, biopolitics extends Foucault’s framework of power to the macroscopic level of
populations. It explains how modern power doesn’t only punish or discipline individuals, but
also promotes life and administers the collective biological fate of society. This leads to new
paradoxes and dangers: for example, when the health of the population becomes paramount,
those deemed unhealthy or dangerous (the “abnormal”) can be subject to exclusion or
elimination in extreme cases (Foucault’s analysis here foreshadows discussions of eugenics and
state racism). The point is that modern authority legitimates itself not by divine right but by
claiming to optimize life — a rationale that can justify extensive intervention and surveillance in
the name of welfare or security.

Subjectivity, Ethics, and Technologies of the Self

In Foucault’s final phase (early 1980s), he turned his attention to the formation of the subject
and the possibilities of freedom through what he called “technologies of the self.” Earlier,
Foucault had largely treated the subject as an effect of discourse and power — essentially,
individuals are shaped by external forces (disciplines, norms, knowledge regimes). This led
some critics to accuse him of denying agency. In response — and as an evolution of his own
thought — Foucault began studying how individuals constitute themselves through practices of
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freedom and self-care, especially in ancient Greek and Roman philosophy. He did not abandon
his analysis of power, but he shifted focus to how subjects can and do engage in ethical self-
fashioning even within power relations. He described this shift frankly: “Perhaps I've insisted
too much on the technology of domination and power... I am more and more interested in the
interaction between oneself and others, and in the technologies of individual domination — the
history of how an individual acts upon himself.”.

Foucault identified four major “technologies”: technologies of production, sign systems, power,
and self. Throughout the 1970s he had analyzed technologies of power/domination; now he
pivoted to the technologies of the self — defined as the practices by which individuals shape
their own bodies, souls, thoughts, and conduct in order to attain certain states or values. For
instance, meditation, self-examination, ascetic practices, dietary regimens, or confession can all
be technologies of the self. Foucault traced how Greco-Roman philosophers like Socrates,
Seneca, and Epictetus emphasized “care of the self” (epimeleia heautou) — a whole set of
practices of self-discipline and self-knowledge intended to lead to wisdom and virtue. In these
ancient contexts, becoming an ethical subject was not primarily about obeying universal moral

law (as modern morality often frames it), but about practicing a way of life that transforms the
self.

By studying antiquity, Foucault sought alternative models for subjectivity beyond the modern
“normalizing” one. He examined, for example, how early Christians practiced techniques of
self such as confession and spiritual direction, which in turn formed specific kinds of subjects
(humble, obedient, self-scrutinizing). His books The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self
(volumes 2 and 3 of History of Sexuality, 1984) explore ancient ethical practices around
sexuality and self-mastery. He highlighted the contrast between morality as code (rules of right
and wrong) versus morality as ethical work on oneself. The latter involves an “aesthetics of
existence,” treating one’s life as a work of art to be crafted.

An important concept here is “subjectivation” — the process by which one becomes a subject.
This has a double meaning: being subjected to power and subject to someone’s control, but also
becoming a self-determining subject. Foucault’s late work emphasizes that even though we are
always in power relations, we can practice freedom in how we relate to ourselves. For instance,
in the contemporary context, while sexual identities might be imposed by discourse, individuals
can also cultivate an ethical stance toward their own desires (e.g. deliberate stylization of one’s
sexual and relational life). Foucault studied how, in classical Greek ethics, freedom was
exercised through self-mastery — one governed oneself in order to be free of external
domination.

He encapsulates the idea of self-technique in a lecture: “Technologies of the self... permit
individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations on their bodies and
souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality.”. This perspective
marked a methodological shift from his earlier structural analyses (archaeology/genealogy) to
a focus on ethics as the self’s relationship to itself. It does not mean Foucault abandoned the
analysis of power; rather, he extended it by asking how people can be agents and not just effects
of power.

In terms of the history of ideas, this shift also involved Foucault re-reading the Enlightenment

and Kant’s question “What is Enlightenment?” as an attitude of critique and self-transformation
in the present. He became interested in how we can practice a critical ontology of ourselves —
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1.e. critically investigate and create who we are, in opposition to the ways we are governed. This
ties to his notion of “care of the self as a practice of freedom.” If power is everywhere, freedom
for Foucault is not a universal state outside power, but an ongoing practice of resisting certain
types of subjectification and experimenting with new forms of subjectivity.

To summarize, Foucault’s later work on subjectivity and ethics completes his theoretical
framework by accounting for the active role of the subject. While earlier he examined how
subjects are constituted by power/knowledge (e.g. as mad, sick, criminal, sexual, etc.), he later
examined how subjects constitute themselves through ethical practices. This adds a crucial
dimension: the possibility of resistance and self-fashioning. Foucault does not offer a traditional
normative ethics — he doesn’t tell us which ethical form is best — but he illuminates the capacity
of human beings to critically work on themselves and to transform the norms by which they
live. In a sense, it returns some agency to the individual without losing the critical insight that
that agency is exercised in fields of power.

Applications to Social Institutions

Foucault’s theoretical tools were not abstract musings; he applied them in detailed studies of
concrete institutions, demonstrating their analytical power. Here we briefly review how
Foucault’s concepts have illuminated key social domains — prisons, medicine, psychiatry,
sexuality, and education — reshaping our understanding of these institutions.

e Prisons and Criminal Justice: Foucault’s Discipline and Punish is a seminal analysis of
the prison system. He argues that the modern prison (and the wider carceral network
including courts, police, reformatories) is not a failed attempt to reform criminals, but a
mechanism to produce a delinquent class that can be controlled and studied. The
introduction of Panopticon-style discipline in prisons made power more efficient by
internalizing in inmates the sense of constant surveillance. This model extends beyond
prisons — as Foucault notes, Bentham’s Panopticon principle was envisioned “as
applicable to all establishments whatsoever, in which... a particular form of behaviour
must be imposed”, including schools, factories, hospitals. Foucault’s insight that penal
practices create the delinquent (a persona to be managed) has influenced criminology
and prompted critical examination of how criminal justice systems label and perpetuate
deviance.

e Medicine and the Clinic: In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault examined the late-18th-
century transformation in medical knowledge, when doctors moved from theoretical
speculations to clinical observation — seeing and saying became tightly linked. He
introduced the concept of the medical gaze: doctors learned to perceive patients’ bodies
as objects of knowledge (signs of disease to be read) under a normalized gaze. This was
tied to new institutions (clinical wards, hospitals) and new discourses (pathological
anatomy) that together empowered medicine as a truth-regime. The medical gaze not
only discovers illness, but also defines normal vs. abnormal, thereby exercising power.
For example, the classification of mental illness medicalized madness and legitimated
confining the mad in asylums (a power/knowledge move that Foucault detailed in
History of Madness). Foucault’s medical genealogy has influenced the field of medical
sociology, highlighting how diagnoses and medical practices are influenced by social
power and how they shape patient subjectivity (e.g. the patient becomes a “case” defined
by medical categories).

o Psychiatry and Mental Health: Foucault’s very first major work, History of Madness
(1961), analyzed the social construction of madness. He showed that in the Classical
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episteme, “unreason” was confined in institutions (the Great Confinement) alongside
vagrants and the poor — essentially a moral and economic decision rather than a medical
one. Only later did the figure of “the mental patient” and the asylum as a therapeutic
institution emerge. Psychiatry, in Foucault’s view, became a discipline that exercised
power over individuals by defining sanity and insanity and by forcing the mad to
internalize the norms of reason. The asylum was a space of both exclusion and discipline
— a clear example of a disciplinary institution. Foucault’s critique has resonated with
anti-psychiatry movements and contemporary critiques of how society treats mental
illness, raising awareness of the fine line between care and control in psychiatric
practices.

Sexuality and Family Life: In The History of Sexuality, Foucault overturned the
conventional “repressive hypothesis” (the idea that modern society repressed sex). He
showed instead that from the 18th century onward there was an explosion of discourse
about sex — in medicine, law, pedagogy, demography, and the confessional — which
constituted sex as a domain to be managed. Power/knowledge around sexuality took
two main forms: the discipline of the individual body (e.g. teaching children to monitor
their masturbatory habits, defining “perversions” to be corrected) and the regulation of
population (e.g. encouraging fertility in married couples, concern for birth rates, racial
purity, etc.). Institutions like schools and churches made sex an object of scrutiny and
confession, while state policies treated it as part of biopolitical management (public
health campaigns, anti-prostitution laws, etc.). Foucault famously analyzed the
Victorian incitement to discourse on sexuality — how even movements to liberate sex or
classify it scientifically only further bound us to identities and norms (e.g. the
emergence of the “homosexual” identity as mentioned earlier). His framework has
profoundly influenced gender and queer theory, as scholars like Judith Butler built on
Foucault’s idea that identities are performatively constituted within power.

Education and the School: Foucault often cited schools as an archetypal site of
disciplinary power. In the modern era, schools took on the task of producing educated,
normalized citizens through techniques very similar to those in prisons or barracks:
hierarchical observation (teachers monitoring pupils), normalizing judgment (grading,
ranking, punishing deviations), and the examination (testing knowledge while also
inspecting conduct). In fact, Foucault notes that the spread of these methods in military
and educational settings happened alongside the rise of factories — together forming a
disciplined workforce and citizenry. Education thus is not just about imparting
knowledge but about training individuals in punctuality, docility, and conformity to
standards (curricular and behavioral). Scholars in education have used Foucault to
critique standardized testing, the architecture of schools, and the subtle ways students
are subjectified as “normal” or “deviant” via educational discourse. Even the very
notion of “intelligence” or “ability” can be seen as a construct emerging from the testing
apparatus — a power/knowledge regime in the school.

In all these domains, Foucault’s approach reveals a common thread: institutions structure
possible actions by producing and enforcing truths about individuals. Prisons produce
delinquents, clinics produce patients, asylums produce lunatics, schools produce obedient
students — and in each case a field of knowledge (criminology, medicine, psychiatry, pedagogy)
arises and circulates between institution and society. Moreover, Foucault shows these
institutions are interconnected. For example, the carceral system extends beyond prisons into
schools, factories, and families — a diffuse ‘“carceral archipelago” that disciplines society at
large. Similarly, the norms of sexuality enforced in families tie into broader state strategies and
scientific discourses.
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Foucault’s analyses encourage us to view social institutions not as neutral or purely
humanitarian, but as arenas of power relations. This does not reduce everything to domination
— Foucault recognized positive effects (education increases knowledge, medicine heals, etc.) —
but it reframes those effects as also serving control and social order. Importantly, by making
these mechanisms visible, Foucault also opens them to critique and transformation. If we
understand how an institution molds us, we gain a degree of freedom to resist or redesign those
mechanisms.

Critical Responses and Further Developments

Foucault’s innovative and provocative theories have inspired vibrant debate and further
research across the humanities and social sciences. They have also faced significant criticisms.
One major critique, articulated by philosophers like Jiirgen Habermas and by feminist scholars
such as Nancy Fraser, is that Foucault’s refusal to adopt an explicit normative standpoint leaves
his analysis “normatively confused.” He dissects power but seemingly cannot tell us why
domination is wrong or why resistance is good. Fraser argued that although Foucault offers
empirical insights into modern power, he cannot explain “what is wrong with the modern
power/knowledge regime and why we ought to oppose it” without invoking some normative
concepts. In other words, by bracketing morality (treating concepts like justice, freedom, truth
as themselves products of power), Foucault is accused of an implicit moral ambivalence.
Habermas likewise charged Foucault with a “performative contradiction”: using truth-claims to
debunk truth, and an ethos of resistance while denying any universal justification for resistance.

Another line of critique concerns agency and the subject. Some feminist theorists (e.g. Linda
Alcoff, Seyla Benhabib) took issue with Foucault’s early portrayal of the subject as entirely
constructed by power, which “implies a denial of agency incompatible with feminism’s
emancipatory aims.” If individuals are just effects of discourse, how can they act to change
their situation?. Foucault’s later work on ethics can be seen as a partial answer to this,
reintroducing a mode of agency (through self-care practices). But skeptics wonder if this is
enough, or if it ignores material and structural constraints on who can practice such self-
fashioning.

Political theorists have also queried the role of resistance in Foucault. He famously states that
“where there is power, there is resistance,” but he often describes resistance as immanent to
power — small-scale, always co-optable — which to some seems to understate the possibility of
large-scale social change or collective movements. Indeed, early feminists observed that
Foucault paid little direct attention to gender and the specific forms of patriarchal power. When
feminists did apply Foucault (e.g. analyzing the disciplined female body in beauty practices, or
the social construction of gender), they often had to supplement his framework with a gendered
perspective. Some, like Nancy Hartsock, argued that Foucault’s viewpoint “is not a theory for
women " because it fails to account for the standpoint of the oppressed — by viewing power from
the position of dominant discourse, he “analyzes power from the perspective of the colonizer,
not the colonized,” and thus overlooks how things like structural sexism or racism operate
beyond discourse. She also contended that Foucault under-theorized the enduring macro-
structures of inequality (e.g. capitalism, patriarchy) by fragmenting power into localized
relations.

Despite these critiques, many thinkers have built upon and adapted Foucault’s ideas in
productive ways. Feminist scholars such as Judith Butler used Foucault’s concept of discourse
and power to develop theories of gender performativity, while also addressing gender-specific
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norms. Post-colonial theorists (e.g. Edward Said in Orientalism) drew on Foucault’s idea of
discourse to show how Western scholarship itself exercised power over colonized peoples by
constructing the “Orient” as an object of knowledge — although some post-colonial critics fault
Foucault for focusing mostly on European contexts and not interrogating colonial power
directly. Sociologists and political scientists have applied the notion of governmentality to study
neoliberal policies, international development programs, and advanced liberal forms of
regulation — a whole field of “governmentality studies” analyzes how contemporary governance
(from corporate management to public health campaigns) attempts to shape subjectivities in
line with market or state objectives. For example, Nikolas Rose and others examined how
individuals are encouraged to govern themselves (through personal responsibility, risk
management, fitness, etc.) in line with neoliberal rationalities — a direct extension of Foucault’s
governmentality concept.

Foucault’s influence is also evident in critical legal studies, education theory, critical
psychology, and criminology. Terms like panopticon, biopower, disciplinary society, regimes
of truth, and power/knowledge have become part of the theoretical lexicon for analyzing social
phenomena. Scholars have extended Foucault’s analysis to new areas: prisons to digital
surveillance (the “electronic panopticon”), disciplinary power to the algorithmic governance of
online behavior, biopolitics to contemporary issues like genetic engineering or global health
pandemics (examining how states manage life and death on a planetary scale).

Finally, it’s worth noting Foucault’s impact on activism and social critique. His idea that
“knowledge is not for understanding; it is for cutting” has encouraged generations of scholars
to adopt a critical stance toward seemingly neutral truths. His genealogical method — “history
of the present” — is used to denaturalize current institutions by showing their contingent
beginnings. This has been empowering for various marginalized groups who seek to challenge
how they’ve been categorized or governed. For instance, movements for prisoners’ rights,
psychiatric patients’ rights, and LGBTQ+ rights have, whether knowingly or not, leveraged
Foucauldian insights to question the authority of the prison, the asylum, the medical profession,
and normative sexuality.

In conclusion, Michel Foucault’s social theoretical framework provides a rich, if sometimes
unsettling, model of modern society. It is one in which power is ubiquitous — not just repressive
laws or police, but the subtle control of knowledge, discourse, and daily practices. Power and
knowledge form a matrix that shapes what we take to be truth and who we take ourselves to be.
Yet within this matrix, Foucault also identifies points of resistance and creativity: the ability to
think and live differently. His work does not offer simple solutions or moral prescriptions;
rather, it offers tools for critical analysis — a “tool-box,” as he liked to say — that we can use to
understand and possibly transform the present. As Foucault demonstrated through archaeology
and genealogy, things we consider natural or inevitable (from madness to sexuality to
punishment) are in fact historical and changeable. By understanding the contingent relations of
power and knowledge that produced them, we open the possibility to “cut’’ through them and
imagine new forms of social organization and subjectivity. In this way, Foucault’s legacy is
both diagnostic and aspirational: he helps us see how we are governed and constituted, and by
doing so, invites us to consider how we might be otherwise.
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Wright Mills

C. Wright Mills wrote studies in sociology, political sociology, power theory, intellectual and
public theory, but due to his death, his oeuvre remained unfinished and he was not allowed to
summarize them in a comprehensive social theoretical framework. Therefore, I ask you to try
to make it based on his works.

Toward a Comprehensive Millsian Social Theory

Introduction

C. Wright Mills (1916-1962) was a pioneering American sociologist who sought to fuse grand
theory with practical social analysis. His work spanned studies of class structure, power elites,
and the role of ideas in society, all underlined by a sociological imagination that connects
private troubles to public issues. Mills’s major works — from White Collar and The Power Elite
to The Sociological Imagination — collectively outline a critical framework for understanding
modern society. This framework revolves around core concepts such as the concentration of
power in institutional elites, the alienation of individuals in a mass bureaucratic order, and the
imperative for intellectuals to link personal experiences with broader historical forces. In what
follows, we develop a Millsian social theoretical framework that integrates his major themes
into a structured whole. Key concepts and propositions are defined, from micro-level insights
about individual and “milieu” to macro-level analyses of class and power. We also extend
Mills’s ideas to contemporary issues — globalization, media power, and neoliberalism —
suggesting how his unfinished synthesis might evolve today. The goal is a logically organized
“map of social forces,” faithful to Mills’s oeuvre and useful for analyzing modern society. Table
1 (below) summarizes the core concepts in this framework and their interrelations, providing a
reference for how Mills’s ideas fit together.

Core Concepts and Their Relationships

To ground Mills’s social theory, we first define its central concepts and show how they
interlink. Table 1 provides an overview:
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Concept

Sociological
Imagination

Personal
Troubles

Public Issues

Power Elite

White-Collar
Middle Class

Mass Society

Alienation
(“Cheertful
Robot™)

Intellectual
Craftsmanship

Grand Theory
(critique)

Definition and Role in Mills’s Theory Related

Concepts
A quality Qf mind gngbllng one to connect personal Troubles <>
troubles with public issues. It links biography and o
. . e . . Issues; Micro <
history, illuminating how individual lives are shaped by Macro

broader social forces.

Private problems experienced within the character of the

individual and immediate milieu (e.g. job loss). Public Issues

Understanding troubles requires examining personal (contrast)
context (biography).
Problems that transcend local environments, stemming Personal
from the organization of society (e.g. national Troubles
unemployment). Issues signal a crisis in institutional (contrast)
arrangements beyond any one person’s control.
A small ruling stratum of leaders in the economy, o

. o .. . . Institutional
politics, and military whose decisions have nationwide .

; Power; Ruling

(even global) consequences. The power elite concentrates Class

power and often operates beyond democratic oversight.

The salaried employees and managers who rose to
prominence in the 20th-century “organizational society.”
Mills saw them as a “new middle class” shaped by mass
bureaucracy — unorganized, dependent, alienated, and
lacking class consciousness. Their way of life
exemplifies mass society.

Mass Society;
Alienation

A type of society in which a community of publics has
been transformed into a passive mass, characterized by

. : L . Media Power;
centralized media and economy. Individuals in a mass ’

society feel powerless and disconnected, easing elite Political Apathy
domination.
A condition in which individuals are estranged from
work, community, and self. Mills warned of the “cheerful
robot” — an individual content in a thoroughly Bureaucracy;
administered society, devoid of critical reason or Malaise; Mass
autonomy. The rise of bureaucratic routines and Society
technocratic control produces this alienated type,
antithetical to the free, democratic individual.
Mills’s ideal of how social scientists should work:
integrating life and work, “using life experience in Slogical
intellectual work”. The scholar is a craftsperson who SOCIO. 0g¥ca.
keeps a file of ideas, remains curious and imaginative Imagiation;

’ > Moral Duty

and refuses to divorce personal moral vision from
professional inquiry.

Abstract, overly general theory that is disconnected from

concrete social problems. Mills critiqued contemporary ~ Abstracted
structural-functionalism (e.g. Talcott Parsons) as “grand Empiricism
theory” that uses elaborate concepts (e.g. “role (contrast)
expectation”) but fails to illuminate real-world issues.
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Related

Concept Definition and Role in Mills’s Theory Concepts

Empirical research fixated on method and quantitative

data without meaningful theory. Mills decried the

: . . Grand Theory
Abstracted postwar trend of sociology as a “methodological (contrast):
Empiricism specialty” servicing bureaucracy — research for its own .
o\ . . . Bureaucratic

(critique) sake or for sponsors, lacking larger vision. This Ethos

“methodolatry” produces technicians rather than thinkers,
and splits research from big-picture theory.

Table 1: Core concepts in Mills’s social theory and their relationships.

Each concept above will be elaborated in the following sections. Together they form a coherent
social theory that moves from micro-level perspectives (personal experience, selfhood) to
macro-level structures (institutions, power systems), bridged by the sociological imagination.
Mills’s framework emphasizes that individual lives (and minds) cannot be understood without
understanding the structure of society, and vice versa. The key propositions of this theory are
summarized at the end of the discussion, after we detail its components.

The Sociological Imagination: Linking Biography and History

At the heart of Mills’s approach is the sociological imagination, which he defined as “the
awareness of the relationship between personal experience and the wider society”. This
imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and the relationship between the two
within society. In practical terms, it means seeing that what people often experience as personal
troubles (private problems in their own lives) are often public issues (consequences of social
structures or historical forces). Mills argued that this distinction between troubles and issues “is
an essential tool of the sociological imagination” — it helps individuals and scholars locate the
larger social context for personal challenges.

Personal troubles are “within the character of the individual and within the range of his
immediate relations with others,” involving the self and limited areas of social life. For
example, if one man in a city is unemployed, that is a personal trouble requiring examination
of that individual’s skills and immediate circumstances. In contrast, public issues are matters
that “transcend these local environments of the individual” and affect large numbers of people
through the organization of society. If 15 million people are unemployed in a nation of 50
million workers, that is a structural issue indicating a crisis in the economy or polity, not merely
in individual characters. Mills famously illustrated this with unemployment: one person jobless
is a personal trouble; a million jobless is a public issue — its causes lie in economic and political
structures, beyond any one person’s control.

This core idea urges us to “think ourselves away” from the familiar routines of daily life and
consider the bigger picture. Unemployment, marriage, war, urban housing — any aspect of life
— can be understood on two levels. The sociological imagination asks us to connect “the
personal troubles of milieu” with “the public issues of social structure”. By doing so,
individuals realize that their private woes (debt, divorce, illness, etc.) may be shaped by larger
social trends (recession, cultural norms, healthcare systems). This imagination is, in Mills’s
view, the “promise” of sociology: to illuminate how our lives are intertwined with history. It
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combats the “false consciousness” of seeing issues as only personal failings, and thereby
empowers people to address underlying societal causes.

Mills also noted that society often obscures the link between personal and public. Governments
and authorities may “cloak” public issues as private troubles — for instance, blaming individuals
for their unemployment or poverty rather than addressing structural problems in the economy.
Professionals like social workers or counselors might focus only on helping individuals adjust,
“slipping past structure to focus on isolated situations”, instead of questioning the social order
that produces those situations. The sociological imagination stands as a corrective, revealing
that many personal troubles “cannot be solved merely as troubles, but must be understood in
terms of public issues — and in terms of the problems of history making”. In sum, this concept
is the linchpin of Mills’s theory, ensuring that micro-level lived experiences and macro-level
societal structures are analyzed together, not in isolation.

Power and Class Structure: From White Collar to the Power Elite

Mills’s social theory offers a map of power and stratification in modern society, developed
especially through three studies often called his “stratification trilogy”. These works — The New
Men of Power (1948), White Collar (1951), and The Power Elite (1956) — examine different
layers of the American class structure and their interplay. Together, they depict a society in
which power has become concentrated at the top, middle classes are increasingly bureaucratized
and politically passive, and traditional sources of worker power have waned. Mills’s core
propositions here are that economic, political, and military elites form an interconnected ruling
group, while the majority experience a loss of autonomy and agency in an over-organized mass
society.

Labor and the Decline of Mass Movements

In The New Men of Power, Mills studied American labor leaders at mid-century. Contrary to
the expectation that organized labor would be a radical force for change, Mills found union
leaders to be surprisingly conservative and co-opted. Their primary orientation was not towards
mobilizing workers for a new social order, but rather toward securing incremental gains (wages,
benefits) within the existing system Mills and his collaborators showed that many labor chiefs
rejected the idea of any independent labor political party or structural transformation, preferring
“some material advantage for their members” over broader social change. He identified a range
of “publics” around labor — from leftists to conservatives — but lamented that the wider working
class had become a largely politically passive “mass” public. Essentially, the potential of the
labor movement to democratize power was being squandered. Mills believed unions should
have built an independent power bloc (as Britain’s Labour Party did), and he warned that failing
to do so would carry a heavy price. By the early 1950s, observing labor’s stagnation, Mills grew
pessimistic that organized labor could “stem the tide of almost complete corporate capitalist
domination of... life”. This disenchantment led him to shift focus: if the working class would
not act as an agent of change, one must scrutinize the forces that were dominating society and
the character of the new middle classes emerging under those forces.

White-Collar Worlds and the “Mass” Middle Class

Mills’s second major study, White Collar: The American Middle Classes, examined the new
middle class of salaried employees — clerks, managers, salespeople, professionals — who grew
explosively in the 20th century. This class’s rise upset the old 19th-century image of society
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split between capitalists and manual workers. By the mid-20th century, a “mass” white-collar
way of life had “transformed the tang and feel of American life”, as Mills put it. He portrayed
these white-collar Americans as ‘“the new little people, the unwilling vanguard of modern
society” — not a confident middle class, but rather a large, dependent population molded by
bureaucracy and consumer culture. “Estranged from community and society in a context of
distrust and manipulation; alienated from work and... from self; expropriated of individual
rationality, and politically apathetic — these are the new little people”, Mills wrote, “for the
acceptance of which their hopeful training has quite unprepared them”. This vivid description
captures three key themes that Mills highlighted about the new middle class:

Rise of Mass Society and Corporate Power: White-collar people live a mass existence,
heavily shaped by large organizations (corporations, government agencies). Their
communities and workplaces are dominated by bureaucracies beyond their control.
Mills observed that the United States was seeing “the transformation of a community of
publics into a mass society”, driven by the concentration of economic power and the
pervasive influence of mass media. As one commentator summarized Mills’s view, “for
the first time in history... the United States [has] a self-conscious mass society,” where
the economy now “answered to the needs of a few hundred corporations” rather than
local units. In such a mass society, individual white-collar people become cogs in vast
systems.

Alienating Work and Life: The new middle-class jobs, often in offices or sales floors,
were routinized and fragmented. White-collar workers performed segmented tasks in
large hierarchies, leading to a loss of any sense of craftsmanship or pride. Mills, drawing
on Marx’s concept of alienation, argued that modern white-collar work systematically
estranged people from their creative human potential. “As tool becomes machine, man
is estranged from the intellectual potentialities of work; and each individual is
routinized in the name of increased and cheaper per unit productivity,” he wrote,
describing how office technologies and divided tasks turn workers into automatons.
Decision-making is centralized at the top of organizations, while the mass of employees
have little autonomy. The result is an alienated personality — people who follow rules
and routines but feel their work has no personal meaning. Mills even noted that the push
for “personality” in sales and corporate culture (what he called the “personality
market”) only superficially masks the deeper loss of individuality.

Political Apathy and Loss of Identity: Because of their estrangement and the steady
comfort provided by corporate capitalism, white-collar Americans often lacked class
consciousness or political zeal. Mills suggested that an unbroken record of rising
affluence and security can breed indifference rather than activism. People experiencing
“Increasing and uninterrupted contentment ‘are not likely to develop economic
resentments that would turn their minds to political forms’,” he noted, echoing
economist John Kenneth Galbraith’s later observations. In White Collar, Mills pointed
out that U.S. politics had become “anchored in the economic sphere” — focused on
immediate material gains — and largely divorced from ideological conflict or civic
ideals. The new middle classes, enjoying modest prosperity and busy with bureaucratic
careers, proved “politically apathetic”. They did not see themselves as agents of
change. Moreover, Mills saw a cultural shift in education: schools and universities were
increasingly geared toward vocational training for these bureaucratic roles, rather than
cultivating critical and independent citizens. In short, the white-collar way of life
produced people who were well-integrated into the corporate system but at the cost of
civic engagement and independent thought.
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Mills’s White Collar thesis thus feeds directly into his concept of mass society: a society where
social atomization, mass media, and centralized organizations leave individuals isolated and
politically inert. While White Collar was a celebrated and debated work (it helped spark
discussions alongside works like David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd on the changing
American character), its central insight was that the growing middle class was not a bulwark of
democracy but potentially a passive class, susceptible to manipulation. Critics like Riesman
argued Mills painted too drab a picture and ignored, for instance, ethnic subcultures or any joys
of white-collar life. Yet even critics agreed that Mills had identified a profound structural
change: the emergence of a huge salaried class whose conditions of work were increasingly
similar to those of factory workers (routine, controlled, replaceable). This analysis set the stage
for Mills’s most famous work on the power structure that sat above this mass society.

The Power Elite and Institutional Power

In The Power Elite, Mills turned to the apex of the social structure — those who run the major
institutions. By the mid-1950s, he observed a striking consolidation of power in America:
“major national power now resides in the economic, the political, and the military domains”.
In each of these spheres — big corporations, the federal government (especially the executive
branch), and the military establishment — organizations had grown in scale and concentrated
their decision-making. Corporate mergers produced giant firms; political power shifted toward
a strong centralized executive; and the military had become “the largest and most expensive
feature of government . Within each domain, Mills noted “units have become larger, decisions
more centralized, and administrative routines more tightly coordinated”. Crucially, these
domains also increasingly intertwined with one another. As he succinctly put it:

“In each of these institutional areas, the means of power at the disposal of decision makers
have increased enormously ... As each of these domains becomes enlarged and centralized, the
consequences of its activities become greater, and its traffic with the others increases.”

The power elite in Mills’s definition consists of those key people who occupy the command
posts of these dominant institutions. They are the CEOs and directors of big corporations, the
top generals and admirals and their civilian war managers, and the political insiders (the
President, cabinet, top strategists). These individuals, “by virtue of their positions,” make
decisions that “reverberate into all areas of everyday life” for ordinary Americans. For
example, a handful of banking executives and economic officials can decide financial policies
that affect jobs and inflation nationwide; a few generals and defense contractors can set military
build-ups that absorb resources and shape foreign policy. The average person, by contrast, is
confined to decisions in “the rounds of job, family, and neighborhood” and “seems driven by
forces they can neither understand nor govern”. Mills opened The Power Elite with this stark
contrast: “The powers of ordinary men are circumscribed by the everyday worlds in which they
live... Yet even in these locales, they often seem driven by forces they can neither understand
nor govern. ‘Great changes’ are beyond their control... The very framework of modern society
confines them... in an epoch in which they are without power.”. This captures the book’s central
tension between an increasingly powerless mass public and a small, autonomous elite.

What binds the elites of corporate, military, and political institutions together? Mills argued that
by the mid-20th century, they had become a somewhat unified ruling stratum — not through any
formal conspiracy, but through structural and social convergence. The unity of the elite, he
wrote, rests on the “coincidence of interests” among the big three domains and on the similar
social background and worldview of their personnel. Top generals, top CEOs, and top political
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figures tended to come from the same privileged social class (often the wealthy upper classes),
attend the same elite universities, join the same exclusive clubs, and intermarry or socialize
with one another. As Mills quipped, the idea of a singular “ruling class” was a “badly loaded
phrase” if it implied a purely economic elite or a hereditary caste. Instead, drawing inspiration
from Max Weber and elite theorists like Pareto and Michels, Mills portrayed a triangle of power
— at its vertices the economic, military, and political institutions — with heavy traffic and
interchange among them. Executives move into government posts, generals sit on corporate
boards, politicians rely on military and business advisors, etc. Washington, Wall Street, and the
Pentagon form an interlocking directorate of sorts. Mills noted, for instance, the rise of
corporate lawyers and business leaders into high political office, or generals transitioning into
corporate roles in the defense industry — the “revolving door” that we talk about today was
already apparent. This “personnel traffic between the big three” ensured a shared perspective
and coordination at the top.

Because of this integration of elites, Mills stressed that the decisions of a small elite could have
vast consequences. In an earlier democratic-pluralist view, power was thought to be
decentralized among competing interest groups and branches of government. Mills challenged
that, asserting that real decisions (on war and peace, big economic directions, etc.) were made
by a relatively closed circle. For the first time in U.S. history, national security agencies (the
“secret government” of the Cold War) had amassed enormous unchecked power, and The
Power Elite was among the first works to highlight this new reality. One reviewer noted that
Mills “saw the post-ideological ‘postmodern epoch’ at its inception”” — meaning he recognized
a new form of technocratic power divorced from old politics — and that The Power Elite
“remains a founding text in the continuing demand for democratically responsible leadership”.
Indeed, the book raised enduring questions: “Can a strong democracy coexist with the amoral
ethos of corporate elites? Can public debate have meaning in an age of military secrecy?”.
These questions still resonate today.

Mills’s analysis of the power elite was controversial. Some critics, like sociologist Talcott
Parsons, argued Mills viewed power too narrowly as a zero-sum commodity (either you have it
or you don’t), neglecting how power can also be a more diffused “capacity” in a system. Others
pointed out institutions Mills underplayed — e.g. the judiciary or Congress, or the role of
political parties — suggesting power was not as monolithic as he described. Nonetheless, few
denied the empirical reality that the American power structure had concentrated in the mid-20th
century. Mills may have overstated unity at times, but he captured a trend toward oligarchy.
Significantly, The Power Elite also connected back to Mills’s earlier themes: the rise of this
elite was accompanied by the eclipse of the public. As the elite consolidated control, the mass
of citizens became more spectator than participant, which relates to the concept of mass society
we discuss next.

Bureaucracy, Mass Society, and the Fate of Democracy

Woven through Mills’s writings on class and power is a broader social critique of what he saw
as the drift of modern society toward a bureaucratic mass society. This condition is
characterized by the dominance of large organizations, the pervasive influence of mass media,
and the erosion of an active public sphere. Mills was deeply concerned that the trends of his
time — corporate growth, militarization, centralized authority, and cultural standardization —
were leading to the “oversized” and “over-organized” society in which individuals lose their
agency. In such a society, democracy decays not through coups or open tyranny, but through
apathy, technocracy, and the slow death of public debate.
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One of Mills’s key propositions was that the 20th century witnessed a shift from a society of
publics to a society of masses. In a functioning democratic public, as he idealized it, citizens
participate in discussions, form independent opinions, and can effectively pressure authorities.
In a mass, however, communication is mostly one-way (from authorities or media to the
people), and the people have little ability to organize or communicate back. Mills wrote, “The
transformation of a community of publics into a mass society is one of the keys to the meaning
of modern life”. This transformation was driven in part by the rise of mass media and the
centralized control of information. He observed that never before had so many people been so
exposed to the same media content, produced by so few sources. Television, radio, and print
empires in the 1950s created a national audience that could be influenced en masse. The result,
according to Mills (and as summarized by historian John H. Summers), was that “for the first
time in history... the United States made up a self-conscious mass society” where local, diverse
voices were submerged and “a few hundred corporations” in media and industry set the
agenda. Local community life and face-to-face publics weakened as people became atomized
viewers of mass culture.

Bureaucracy was the other pillar of mass society. Large-scale formal organizations — whether
in government, business, or even leisure — regimented people’s lives. Mills, influenced by Max
Weber’s analysis of bureaucracy, noted the rationalization of more and more social activities.
Work was bureaucratic, as we saw with white-collar jobs. Military service was bureaucratic.
Even politics had bureaucratic parties and campaign machines. Bureaucracy brings efficiency
and coordination, but it also centralizes control and standardizes human behavior. Mills feared
that bureaucracies, coupled with advanced technology, had the capacity to produce a new type
of human being: the complacent, uncritical, and thoroughly conformist person. He coined the
memorable metaphor of “The Cheerful Robot” to symbolize this possibility. The cheerful robot
is an individual who has adapted entirely to bureaucratic life, does what is expected efficiently,
and feels no inner conflict — indeed may feel “happy” — in a condition of total conformity. Mills
asked whether we were moving toward a society where human beings could “be made to want
to become a cheerful and willing robot” and even “be happy in this condition”. If so, it would
mean the death of individual freedom as traditionally understood.

In The Sociological Imagination, Mills discusses this ominous development at length. He notes
that classical social thinkers from Marx to Freud to Weber all, in their own ways, grappled with
the threat to individual autonomy posed by modern society. Marx spoke of alienation, Weber
of the “iron cage” of rationalization, Fromm of the “automaton” personality, Riesman of the
“other-directed” character — all were getting at similar issues. Mills ties these insights together
in the figure of the cheerful robot. “The alienated man is the antithesis of the Western image of
the free man,” he writes, “The society in which this man, this cheerful robot, flourishes is the
antithesis of the free society — of a democratic society”. In other words, if people become
content to live as functionaries and consumers, uncritically obeying the routines set for them
by bureaucratic planners, then genuine democracy — which requires active, reasoning citizens
—is fundamentally undermined. Mills saw freedom and reason as the core values at stake. The
“Fourth Epoch” of modern history, he suggested, is marked by a situation in which “the ideas
of freedom and reason have become moot; increased rationality does not necessarily make for
increased freedom”. Highly rationalized institutions can coexist with, or even produce,
widespread unreason (irrational beliefs, propaganda) and unfreedom (manipulated or apathetic
populations).

Mills was particularly concerned with how the culture industry (what he elsewhere called the
cultural apparatus) and political propaganda foster mass acquiescence. In The Causes of World
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War III (1958), he analyzed how the Cold War consensus was manufactured. He argued that a
“military metaphysics” had gripped America’s elites — an ideology that militaristic policies are
necessary and inevitable — and that this mindset was being drilled into the population through
various institutions. “This militarism is inculcated in the population through schoolroom and
pulpit patriotism, through manipulation and control of the news, [and] through the cultivation
of opinion leaders and unofficial ideology,” Mills warned. Here he explicitly describes how
mass media and opinion-makers help transform a public into a mass that accepts elite-driven
narratives (in this case, the glorification of military build-up). In mass society, average people
have information, but it’s filtered and framed by those in power. They might feel emotions (fear
of communism, pride in nation), but those are systematically shaped by propaganda rather than
autonomous reasoning. The result is moral insensibility and political paralysis. Mills noted the
“apathy and moral insensibility of the masses” in accepting the march toward potential world
war, and he linked this to “the political inactivity of intellectuals” — a point we will explore in
the next section.

To sum up, Mills’s concept of mass society and bureaucracy paints a macro-level picture that
complements his class and power analysis. The power elite rules at the top, but they can only
do so securely if the masses remain disorganized and acquiescent. The structure of modern
society — giant organizations, pervasive media, specialized education — tends to produce just
that acquiescence. People become “cheerful robots,” or at least uninformed and disengaged
citizens, rather than active democratic actors. Mills did not view this development passively;
he saw it as a crisis. The “drift” of society toward greater concentration of power and passive
masses was, for him, not a fate but a challenge to be confronted by social scientists and
intellectuals.

The Role of Intellectuals and the Sociological Craft

A distinctive feature of Mills’s social theory is his insistence on the responsibility of
intellectuals — especially social scientists — in diagnosing society’s ills and inspiring change.
Mills was both a fierce critic of his own discipline (academic sociology) and an impassioned
advocate for what he thought sociology should be. Throughout works like The Sociological
Imagination and essays such as “The Causes of World War III” and “On Intellectual
Craftsmanship,” Mills argues that scholars and thinkers must not stand aloof in ivory towers.
Instead, they should be society’s conscience and critics, using their skills to “bring reason to
bear on human affairs” and to speak truth to power.

Critique of “Grand Theory” and “Abstracted Empiricism”

Mills became famous (or notorious in some circles) for his scathing critique of the two dominant
trends in mid-20th-century sociology: what he dubbed “Grand Theory” and “Abstracted
Empiricism.” These were, in his view, pathological extremes that led sociology away from
addressing real-world problems.

e Grand Theory: By this Mills primarily meant the highly abstract, system-building
sociology epitomized by Talcott Parsons. In The Sociological Imagination, Mills’s
Chapter 2 is essentially a critique of Parsons’s The Social System. Mills argued that such
grand theorists create elaborate conceptual schemes (e.g. Parsons’s jargon of functional
prerequisites, pattern variables, etc.) that are so far removed from observable social life
that they explain nothing concrete. They treat society as a self-contained system and
lose sight of history and structure. Mills wryly observed that classical social theories
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(like Marx’s theory of capitalism or Weber’s theory of rationalization) were grand in
vision but always tied to empirical reality. In contrast, “grand theorists” of the 1950s
produced dense, often impenetrable works that never got down to brass tacks. He noted
that terms like “dysfunction,” “role expectation,” or “structural requisite” were
deployed in these theories as if they were profound, but when you “translate” their
claims to concrete language, they often amounted to re-statements of common
knowledge. Mills faulted grand theory for defining problems away — instead of
confronting actual social issues (poverty, power, war), it built a theoretical world of its
own. This tendency he saw as irresponsible given the urgent realities of his time. In
short, grand theory suffered from over-generalization and over-abstraction, losing
contact with empirical fact and human meaning.

Abstracted Empiricism: If grand theory was one extreme (all theory, no useful facts),
abstracted empiricism was the opposite (all facts and methods, no guiding theory). Mills
used this term to critique the flourishing of quantitative survey research and
administrative studies, often centered at places like Columbia’s Bureau of Applied
Social Research under Paul Lazarsfeld. He observed that after World War II, sociology
became enamored with being “scientific” by focusing on polling, statistics, and minute
investigations — often funded by government or corporate grants. While not against
empirical research per se, Mills argued that “abstracted empiricism” made
methodology an end in itself. Research became bureaucratized (teams of researchers on
projects, churning out data for whoever paid) and fragmented (each study on a narrow
question, with little cumulative insight). Mills famously quipped that sociology was
becoming a set of “fechnicians” who could as easily work for an ad agency or a
government propaganda unit as for a university. He pointed out that this trend fit too
neatly with the needs of the bureaucratic ethos: sociologists would take on whatever
problem a sponsor gave (worker morale, consumer preferences, voter attitudes), do a
quick study, publish tables — and not ask any larger “why” questions about social
structure or power. “I have seldom seen one of these [young research technicians] in a
condition of genuine intellectual puzzlement... I have never seen any passionate
curiosity about a great problem,” Mills lamented. “They have taken up social research
as a career; they have come early to an extreme specialization, and... acquired a
contempt for ‘social philosophy’.... Listening to their conversations... one finds a
deadly limitation of mind.”. In Mills’s eyes, abstracted empiricism had robbed
sociology of its traditional subject matter (the big social issues) and instead made it “the
methodological specialty” — a bag of techniques for whoever would pay. It also
separated research from theory: data was collected without theoretical frameworks to
give it meaning, and theory wasn’t informing data collection. This amounted to what he
mockingly called “organized irresponsibility”: lots of busywork that avoided the
fundamental questions of society.

Mills’s critique of these two tendencies was not just academic infighting; it was tied to his moral
vision of what social science should do. He believed that by indulging in grand theory or
abstract empiricism, sociologists were abdicating their public responsibility. In the Cold War
era, massive changes were afoot — the threat of nuclear war, the rise of new empires, civil rights
struggles, etc. Yet much of sociology was, as he put it, “splitting itself into a many little cliques
each avoiding the big problems”. Grand theorists avoided them by hiding in abstractions;
empiricists avoided them by “going micro” or by treating individuals as mere data points
isolated from social contexts (Mills noted the problem of “psychologism” — explaining social
behavior solely by individual psychology, ignoring social structure). The consequence was that
sociology risked irrelevance or worse — becoming a handmaiden to power.
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The Calling of the Social Scientist

Against these trends, Mills called for a revival of classical social science practice — one that is
problem-oriented, theoretically informed but empirically grounded, and intrinsically linked to
human values like truth and freedom. He outlined his vision of intellectual work most explicitly
in the appendix to The Sociological Imagination, titled “On Intellectual Craftsmanship.” There,
he offers practical advice to young scholars, effectively describing the ethos of a genuine social
theorist. Some key elements of Mills’s intellectual ethos include:

Integrating Life and Work: “A good scholar does not split his work from his life, ” Mills
wrote; “both are part of a seriously accepted unity.”. By this he meant that doing social
science is not a 9-to-5 technical job; it’s a way of life. The researcher’s personal
experiences, passions, and moral commitments inevitably shape the questions they ask.
Rather than pretend to be a detached automaton, the scholar should embrace their full
self in the work — to “use your life experience in your intellectual work”. Mills himself
rode motorcycles, wrote for the popular press, engaged with politics — his life
experiences (growing up in Texas, for example, or his frustrations with academia) fueled
his scholarly concerns. He urged others to similarly take their standpoint as an asset, not
a bias to be eliminated.

The “File” and Ongoing Reflection: Mills recommended that scholars keep a continuous
file or journal of ideas, data, hypotheses — a tangible symbol of craft. This file is where
personal, professional, and intellectual experiences meet. The idea is to constantly jot
down insights, make connections between different readings or observations, and
regularly revisit these notes. By doing so, a researcher builds an evolving dialogue with
themselves, spurring creativity. “He [the intellectual workman] forms his own self as
he works toward the perfection of his craft,” Mills wrote, “to realize his own
potentialities... he constructs a character which has as its core the qualities of a good
workman.”. This almost artisanal conception of scholarship emphasizes humility and
self-development — one learns by doing, thinking, writing, and doing again, rather than
by rigid adherence to method for its own sake.

Imagination, Playfulness, and Breadth: Mills championed imaginative thinking. He
encouraged sociologists to cross disciplines, to draw on history, philosophy, literature —
any materials that shed light on the human condition. He warned against “academic
departmentalization” that fences off knowledge; instead, one should “specialize
according to problem,” using any conceptual tool necessary. He also advised an
“attitude of playfulness toward ideas” — meaning one should be unafraid to entertain
bold hypotheses or “imaginative extremes” in early stages of research. Even bad books
or seemingly outlandish ideas can provoke productive thought. The point is to keep the
mind flexible and not dogmatic. This is a clear rebuke to the dry, mechanical approach
of abstracted empiricism. A sociologist, for Mills, should be part artist, part scientist,
and part philosopher.

Politics of Truth and Moral Courage: Mills believed intellectuals have an ethical duty
to society. In his essay “On Knowledge and Power,” he asserted that while intellectuals
can have any personal politics, “the work of any man of knowledge, if he is the genuine
article, does have a distinct kind of political relevance: his politics, in the first instance,
are the politics of truth. ”’. That means the intellectual’s first loyalty is to reality — to find
it out and call out falsehoods. “In so far as he is politically adroit, the main tenet of this
politics is to find out as much of the truth as he can and to tell it to the right people at
the right time... Or, stated negatively: to deny publicly what he knows to be false,
whenever it appears... whether it be a direct lie or a lie by omission.”. In Mills’s vision,
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intellectuals are the moral conscience of society, at least regarding truth. He adds, “The
intellectual ought to be the moral conscience of his society at least with reference to the
value of truth... He ought also to be a man absorbed in the attempt to know what is real
and unreal.”. This clarion call resonates with Mills’s behavior — he often publicly
challenged officials and fellow academics when he thought they were perpetuating lies
(for example, he vocally opposed the simplistic anti-communist rhetoric of the Cold
War, which he dissected in The Causes of World War III).

Mills was frustrated that many intellectuals of his time did not live up to this role. In fact, he
charged that “most intellectual, scientific, and religious leaders are echoing the elaborate
confusions of the elite. They refuse to question elite policies... They have abdicated their role;
they allow the elite to rule unhindered. ”. This harsh indictment (from The Causes of World War
111) shows Mills’s disappointment that so many experts and academics lent their talents to the
status quo — either by actively justifying it or by remaining silent. In both the capitalist West
and the communist East, he saw intellectuals failing to independently critique their societies.
He famously referred to compliant U.S. social scientists as cheerleaders for the “crackpot
realism” of the Cold War — i.e. supporting policies (like mutual assured destruction) that were
“realistic” in establishment terms but irrational in a human sense.

In contrast, Mills aligned himself with public intellectuals and dissenters. He admired figures
like Thorstein Veblen and John Dewey who engaged critically with American society. He also
walked the talk: he wrote open letters to political leaders, gave talks beyond academia, and even
traveled to Cuba to understand its revolution firsthand (Listen, Yankee! was his book presenting
the Cuban revolutionary perspective to Americans, 1960). Mills’s ideal social theorist is almost
a prophetic figure — someone who reveals to society the underlying forces shaping events and
challenges people to take action guided by reason. In the concluding pages of The Sociological
Imagination, Mills urges the next generation not to conform to either the bureaucratic ethos or
to moral cynicism: “Do not allow public issues as they are officially formulated, or troubles as
they are privately experienced, to determine the problems you take up for study... Do not give
up your moral and political autonomy... Know that many personal troubles cannot be solved
merely as troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues... Know that the problems
of social science, when adequately formulated, must include both troubles and issues, both
biography and history... Within that range the sociological imagination has its chance to make
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a difference in the quality of human life in our time.”.

This rousing advice encapsulates Mills’s theoretical framework in practice: always connect the
micro and macro, always keep moral values in view, and never shy from asking the big
questions. It also hints at Mills’s optimism that, armed with the sociological imagination, people
can change society (“history-making”) for the better by first understanding it. Even though he
described grim trends (power elites, mass apathy, cheerful robots), Mills was not a fatalist. He
believed that clear social knowledge is a prerequisite for any liberating change. And providing
that knowledge — in plain language, to “the right people” (which could mean the public, or
activists, or anyone outside the ivory tower) — is the task of social theory.

Mills’s Legacy and Modern Extensions

By the time of his death in 1962, C. Wright Mills had articulated a powerful framework for
analyzing the mid-20th century society. But how might this framework extend to the late 20th
and 21st centuries, which have seen globalization, the rise of neoliberal capitalism, and new
forms of media? Here we consider how Mills’s ideas anticipated or can be adapted to these
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developments, and what a completed Millsian synthesis might look like today. We also
highlight a few applications of Mills’s theory to contemporary issues, demonstrating its ongoing
relevance.

e From National Power Elite to Global Power Structures: Mills’s Power Elite was focused
on the United States in the 1950s. However, he was aware even then that American
power had global reach (the U.S. was establishing a kind of empire of bases and
economic influence). Had Mills lived longer, he likely would have analyzed the
emergence of transnational elites and institutions. Indeed, much recent sociology builds
on Mills to describe a global power elite or transnational capitalist class that dominates
across nations. The post-1970s era of globalization saw corporate conglomerates go
multinational, policy planning forums like the IMF/World Bank shape multiple
countries, and international military alliances (e.g. NATO) exert wide influence. Mills’s
approach — looking at intersections of economic, political, military power — can be
scaled up to the global level. For instance, a contemporary Millsian might study how
CEOs of tech and finance companies, global political leaders, and heads of powerful
militaries or security agencies form a de facto elite managing global capitalism. Some
scholars, like Heather Gautney, explicitly revisit Mills in light of global capitalism’s
changes: “neoliberalism and the centering of the market in political and social life”
since the 1980s have led to “ever more extreme forms of violence and exploitation and
a drift toward authoritarianism,” she notes, echoing Mills’s fears about what
unconstrained elite power can do. In other words, Mills anticipated that if the power
elite was not checked, the result could be a resurgence of authoritarian tendencies (even
fascism) cloaked in modern form. The contemporary rise of oligarchic wealth, global
surveillance states, and democratic backsliding arguably confirms Mills’s warnings. His
framework helps us ask: Who are today’s power elite (perhaps billionaires, heads of
state, generals)? How do they network at venues like Davos or the G20? What
institutions connect them (think tanks, corporate board interlocks, etc.)? And critically,
what is the fate of democracy in a world where decisions on climate policy, financial
stability, or war and peace might be made by a handful of actors largely invisible to the
public?

e Media Power and the Cultural Apparatus: Mills was keenly aware of the role of
information and culture in shaping society — he just didn’t get to write a magnum opus
on it (though he left notes on what he called the “cultural apparatus,” meaning the
array of institutions that produce and distribute ideas, symbols, and information). If we
extend Mills’s theory, the mass media and now digital media would be integral
components. Mills saw in the 1950s the centralization of mass media under corporate
ownership and its use in propagating ideology (for example, the patriotic narrative
supporting militarism). Today, media power is even more complex — a few tech
companies (Google, Meta, etc.) control global platforms, traditional news is often
concentrated, and social media algorithms shape what information people see. A
Millsian approach would examine how this “information elite” interacts with political
and economic elites. For instance, media magnates and tech CEOs might be considered
part of the broader power elite, given their influence on public opinion and even
elections. Additionally, the concept of mass society gains new dimensions with global
media: the creation of what some call a “global village” could also be seen as the
creation of a global mass, susceptible to manipulation or misinformation on a worldwide
scale. Mills’s notion that “manipulation and control of the news” inculcates the mass
outlook rings true in the age of mass-distributed fake news or state-sponsored media
campaigns. On the flip side, Mills would likely have been interested in how new media
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(the Internet, social networks) might enable new publics to form, sometimes outside
elite control — for example, grassroots movements that organize via Twitter or
Facebook. A Mills-inspired analysis might ask: are digital communities functioning as
new “publics” (with dialogue and debate), or are they more often fragmented masses
guided by algorithmic echo chambers (which can be seen as a new cultural apparatus
owned by private companies)? The Millsian framework directs us to scrutinize who
controls the means of communication and how that control intersects with economic
and political power.

Neoliberalism and the Triumph of Market Logic: Mills’s time preceded the full-blown
neoliberal era (which took off in the late 1970s and 1980s with leaders like Reagan and
Thatcher). However, Mills identified early signs of what we now call neoliberalism: the
exaltation of market values, the weakening of labor, and the penetration of corporate
logic into all areas of life. He observed “the tide of... complete corporate capitalist
domination of economic, political and cultural life” already by mid-century.
Neoliberalism intensified that tide globally — deregulating finance, privatizing public
goods, dismantling unions, and promoting an ethos of individualism and competition.
Mills’s theory can readily be applied to critique neoliberal society. For example, the
erosion of the welfare state and collective institutions under neoliberal policies has
arguably further atomized individuals, rolling back some protections that mitigated the
alienation Mills described. With weaker labor movements and more precarious work
(the “gig economy”), workers today often resemble Mills’s cheerful robots — expected
to constantly adapt, reskill, and market themselves, while power over their lives rests in
distant corporate hands. A Millsian would note how neoliberal rhetoric turns public
issues into personal troubles: unemployment or poverty is reframed as individual failure
or inadequacy, obscuring structural causes like deindustrialization or policy choices.
This directly echoes Mills’s point about governments presenting systemic issues as
private failings. Furthermore, neoliberal globalization created a transnational elite class
of financiers and CEOs who might have even less accountability to any public. Mills’s
work anticipated the need to hold intellectuals and experts accountable as well — many
economists and technocrats became the high priests of neoliberal policy, and one could
argue they abdicated moral autonomy much as Mills chastised his contemporaries for
doing in the Cold War. Yet, Mills’s legacy also inspires the new generation of critical
sociologists who question neoliberalism. For instance, scholars have drawn on Mills to
critique the “neoliberal university” — noting how academic research is increasingly
measured by market criteria and narrow specialization, threatening the very sociological
imagination Mills championed. In sum, Mills’s framework — with its focus on power,
ideology, and the responsibility of intellectuals — provides a lens to analyze and resist
the excesses of neoliberal capitalism.

Contemporary Applications: To illustrate the enduring power of Mills’s approach, we
can apply it to a few present-day issues:

o Global Financial Crisis (2008): A Millsian analysis would link personal troubles
(millions of people losing homes, jobs, savings) to public issues (deregulation
of banks, risky financial practices by elite bankers). The power elite perspective
points out that decisions by a small network of financial CEOs, government
treasury officials, and central bankers created conditions for the crash — and that
those same elites largely shaped the recovery (often in ways that protected banks
more than homeowners). Affected individuals might initially blame themselves
for debt or foreclosure, but the sociological imagination reveals the structural
causes in the global financial system. Indeed, Mills would encourage us to ask:
who had the power to create or prevent this disaster, and why were ordinary
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citizens so exposed? This helps transform a narrative of individual failure into
one of accountability for elites and systemic reform.

Climate Change: Many experience climate change in personal ways — a farmer
endures a drought, a family’s home is destroyed by a hurricane, a young person
feels anxiety about the future. Mills’s framework urges us to connect these
troubles to issues: e.g. the policies of governments and corporations that have
allowed carbon emissions to skyrocket, the power of the fossil fuel industry elite
to block environmental regulation, and the global inequality that means the poor
suffer most from ecological crises. The climate crisis is not just a matter of
individual carbon footprints; it’s about public issues like industrial policy,
international power dynamics, and media discourse (including misinformation
by interest groups). A Millsian view also highlights the role of intellectuals and
experts: climate scientists have largely acted as truth-tellers (often in the face of
denial and propaganda), exemplifying the “moral conscience” role Mills
described. Conversely, it would condemn those professionals (including some
scientists, economists, lobbyists) who lent their expertise to casting doubt on
climate science or to advancing “business-as-usual” — analogous to Mills’s
indictment of Cold War intellectual apologists.

Digital Surveillance and Privacy: On the individual level, people may feel their
privacy invaded by corporate data collection or state surveillance — a personal
unease (trouble) that they may not understand is widely shared. Mills would
direct us to see the public issue: the rise of a surveillance regime involving Big
Tech companies (economic elite) working in tandem with government security
agencies (political/military elite). Decisions made in secret programs or
boardrooms (for example, social media algorithms that prioritize engagement
over privacy, or government policies that collect bulk data) create the structural
context that makes individual privacy hard to protect. This is very much a case
of “great changes” (technological and institutional) “beyond the control” of
ordinary users. Mills’s perspective also implies questioning the mass society
effect: are we becoming “cheerful robots” with regard to surveillance — willingly
handing over personal data for the convenience of apps and gadgets, without
critical thought? If so, what stands against it? He would likely call on public
intellectuals in tech and academia to expose these issues (some are doing so) and
on publics to form around digital rights.

COVID-19 Pandemic: The recent pandemic presented a clear interplay of
personal troubles (illness, job loss, mental health challenges) and public issues
(global health policy, economic inequality, misinformation in media). A
Millsian analysis points out, for instance, how a lack of public healthcare
infrastructure or the policies of political leaders turned a biomedical event into
a social catastrophe in some countries. It also underscores how the “orientation
of social workers and educators” can mistakenly focus only on individual
adjustment (e.g. telling people to be resilient) rather than addressing structural
issues (like inadequate healthcare systems or labor protections). The pandemic
also showed the importance of connecting biography and history: individual
experiences of loss were tied to the historical moment of a global outbreak and
the varied social responses to it. Moreover, experts (scientists, public health
officials) were thrust into roles as truth-tellers, and where they succeeded or
failed maps onto Mills’s concerns about intellectuals’ moral duty. In places
where health experts spoke plainly and governments listened to evidence,
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outcomes were better; where some leaders ignored or politicized the science,
Mills would say they failed the “politics of truth.”

These examples demonstrate Mills’s continued relevance. His framework helps dissect power
dynamics (Who is making the decisions? Who benefits? Who is left out?), cultural dynamics
(What ideologies or media narratives shape perceptions of the problem?), and the necessary
linkage of individual and society (How are personal experiences symptomatic of deeper
issues?). Mills anticipated many later theoretical developments: for instance, the study of the
“military-industrial complex” (a term President Eisenhower popularized in 1961) builds on
Mills’s power elite triangle of military, industry, and politics. Studies of globalization and the
“transnational capitalist class” echo Mills’s approach to elites, just on a world scale. The current
movement for public sociology (sociology engaged with public issues) is an intellectual heir to
Mills’s call in The Sociological Imagination. Even critiques of data-driven, depoliticized social
science in the age of Big Data often cite Mills’s warnings about abstracted empiricism.

In conclusion, while C. Wright Mills wrote in and for his mid-20th-century context, the social
theoretical framework he left us — if integrated and updated — remains a potent tool. It reminds
us that structure and agency, history and biography, power and ideology must be understood
together. It insists that morals and reason should guide social inquiry, and that doing sociology
is a form of democratic action when done right. Mills’s work continues to inspire those who
seek to connect knowledge with social change, fulfilling what he saw as the promise of social
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science: “to make a difference in the quality of human life in our time.”.

Key Propositions of the Millsian Framework

To crystallize the discussion, we can summarize the core propositions of Mills’s integrated
social theory:

1. Biography and History Intersection: Individual lives (biography) can only be
understood in the context of larger social and historical structures. Personal troubles
(unemployment, divorce, etc.) are often manifestations of public issues (economic
cycles, changing family institutions). Conversely, large-scale changes (e.g.
technological shifts, wars) shape the fates of individuals. The sociological imagination
is vital for revealing these linkages.

2. Power is Concentrated in an Elite: Modern societies are dominated by an interlocking
power elite of corporate, political, and military leaders who make decisions with far-
reaching consequences. This elite is unified by institutional interests and social ties, and
its rise has displaced earlier forms of pluralism. Democratic processes are weakened
when major power lies outside public scrutiny.

3. The Middle Classes are Massified and Alienated: The rise of white-collar and
bureaucratic work has created a new middle class that lacks the independence or
solidarity of either the old bourgeoisie or proletariat. White-collar workers are
“estranged from self and society”, performing routinized roles in giant organizations.
They tend to be politically apathetic and culturally conditioned by mass media. This
mass society of atomized individuals provides a feeble counterweight to elite power.

4. Mass Society Undermines Democracy: The transformation of publics into masses — due
to centralized media, bureaucratic control, and social fragmentation — means that public
issues fail to be recognized as such. Instead of informed debate, society faces
“organized irresponsibility,” where important decisions are made without public
involvement, and citizens are often reduced to “cheerful robots” who accept authority
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uncritically. The decline of an active public sphere is both a cause and effect of elite
dominance.

The Cultural Apparatus and Ideology: Institutions of knowledge production (media,
education, religion) often serve to legitimate the status quo. Through patriotic education,
controlled news, and popular culture, people are subtly indoctrinated into seeing
systemic issues as normal or unchangeable. This manufacture of consent contributes to
mass apathy and the “drift” of society. However, these same institutions could in theory
be leveraged to enlighten and mobilize publics if steered by critical voices.
Intellectuals’ Responsibility: Intellectuals and social scientists carry a moral obligation
to speak truth to power. Their “politics of truth” demands exposing lies (official or
otherwise) and clarifying the structural forces behind events. Mills holds that if society
lacks the good sense to change, it is in part “the fault of intellectuals” who have failed
to provide clear analysis or the courage to challenge authority. The sociological
imagination in practice means formulating issues in a way that links private troubles to
public problems, thereby arming society with understanding that can prompt change.
Critique of Technocracy in Social Science: Within sociology itself, Mills warns against
both overly abstract theorizing detached from reality, and overly narrow empiricism
detached from theory. Authentic social analysis should integrate theory and research to
address substantive problems that matter to people’s lives. Social scientists must resist
becoming mere technicians for bureaucratic ends and instead act as craftsmen (and
craftswomen) who maintain intellectual autonomy and a humanistic perspective.
Agency and Possibility: Implicit in Mills’s framework is the idea that understanding
society is the first step to changing it. While he described structural trends that limit
freedom, he also believed in “history-making” as an open project. If individuals and
groups grasp the structural forces at work (through sociological imagination), they can
potentially act to alter those structures. Thus, Mills’s theory is not fatalistic; it is a call
to enlightenment and then to engagement, aimed at reviving “genuine democracy” and
human freedom in an era of mass power.

Together, these propositions form a comprehensive Millsian social theory. It is a theory at once
descriptive (diagnosing how society is structured and what problems result) and normative
(urging certain values — truth, reason, freedom, democracy — and the actions needed to uphold
them). In our current age of global interdependence, rapid technological change, and persistent
inequalities, Mills’s voice echoes strongly. His integrated framework challenges us to connect
our private ambivalences and sufferings to public challenges, to identify the powerful and hold
them accountable, and to never relinquish the hope that through critical understanding, social
structures can be made to serve human needs rather than the other way around.
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José Carlos Mariategui

José Carlos Mariategui is one of the founding figures of Latin American Marxism in the field
of sociology/history, political economy, cultural and literary criticism, but due to his early
death, several further planned works could not be completed and it was not possible for him to
summarize them in a comprehensive social theoretical framework. Therefore, I ask you to try
to make it based on his works.

José Carlos Mariategui in 1929. Maridategui (1894—1930) was a pioneering Peruvian Marxist
intellectual who developed an original socialist framework rooted in Latin America’s specific
historical and cultural realities. This report reconstructs Mariategui’s social theoretical
framework from his writings, notes, and projects, examining key dimensions of his thought. It
covers his adaptation of Marxism to Peru (with emphasis on indigenous communal legacies and
colonial feudal remnants), his materialist analysis of Peruvian history, his views on the
indigenous peasantry and agrarian revolution, his critique of imperialism and dependency, his
cultural and literary analysis (including religion and myth), his strategy for revolution (rejecting
stagism in favor of proletarian—indigenous alliance), comparisons with contemporaries like
Gramsci and Lenin, and finally his unfinished work and lasting legacy.

1. Latin American Marxism: A “Heroic Creation” in the
Peruvian Context

Mariategui is widely regarded as Latin America’s most original Marxist thinker, insisting that
socialism in the Americas must not be a copy of European formulas but a “heroic creation”
suited to its own reality. He argued that while Marxism had European origins, its universal
value lay in its method, not in ready-made schemas. In his words, “we must give life to an Indo-
American socialism reflecting our own reality and in our own language”. For Mariategui,
Marxism was “a compass and not a fixed route,” meaning socialist theory must be
vernacularized to fit local conditions rather than applied dogmatically.

Mariategui’s approach, later dubbed “Indo-American Marxism,” centered indigenous peoples
and anti-colonial realities in socialist analysis. Writing in a Peru with a majority Indigenous
peasantry, a minority industrial proletariat, and a weak comprador bourgeoisie, he concluded
that being a Marxist in the Andes meant embracing “Indo-American Socialism,” integrating
indigenous communal traditions into class struggle. He was among the first to link Eurocentric
Marxism with indigenous knowledge, prefiguring today’s “epistemologies of the South”. This
heterodox stance put him at odds with orthodox Marxists of his day, but Mariategui held that
truly materialist and universal theory must reinvent concepts like class and production modes
in each concrete context. He thus fused the insights of Western Marxism with Peru’s Inca
heritage and colonial experience, asserting that socialism in Latin America would be born from
its own soil (la tierra) and living cultures, not imported ready-made.
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Mariategui’s blend of indigenismo and Marxism was revolutionary. Decades before
“dependency theory” or “liberation theology” emerged, he insisted Marxism could encompass
indigenous communal values and anti-colonial aspirations. He famously declared that Marxism
would only triumph in Latin America by infusing itself with the region’s own spirit — “no
calcado y copia’ (not an imitation) but a creative adaptation. This insistence on originality and
cultural specificity established Maridtegui as the progenitor of a distinct Latin American
Marxist tradition, one that treated indigenous masses not as backward objects of modernization
but as protagonists of a new socialist civilization.

2. Historical Materialism and Peruvian History: From Inca
Communalism to Semi-Feudal Colony

Central to Mariategui’s framework was a Marxist historical-materialist analysis of Peru’s
economic and social development, as presented in his masterwork Seven Interpretive Essays on
Peruvian Reality (1928). He traced Peru’s history in terms of modes of production and class
relations, emphasizing the lasting impact of colonialism. Prior to Spanish conquest, the
Quechua/Inca civilization had what he termed a kind of “indigenous socialism” — a collectivist
agrarian economy based on the ayllu (communal village) system. This Inca economy, though
autocratic at the top, ensured material welfare through communal labor and shared resources.
“On the ruins and remnants of a socialist [Inca] economy, [the conquistadors] established the
bases of a feudal economy,” Maridtegui wrote. The Spanish colonial regime violently
dismantled the Indigenous communal order, replacing it with encomiendas and latifundia —
essentially feudal estates — geared toward extractive mining and plantation production for the
colonizers. This colonial feudal economy introduced serfdom (the peonaje of Indians tied to
haciendas) and subordinated Peru to the mercantilist global economy of Spain. Mariategui
stressed that the Conquest was a rupture in Peru’s historical continuity, uprooting native
development and imposing a stagnant, exploitative order that persisted for centuries.

He then analyzed Peru’s nominal independence (1821) not as a social revolution from below,
but as a political transfer of power that left the colonial economic structure intact. The criollo
(Creole) elite who led independence did so in their own bourgeois interests and under the
influence of world capitalism’s expansion. Independence, he argued, was “determined by the
needs of the development of Western...capitalist civilization” more than by Enlightenment
ideals. It ended mercantilist monopoly but did not abolish the hacienda system or uplift the
Indigenous peasantry. Mariategui observed that after the patriotic fervor faded, “class privilege
reasserted itself”’ in the young republic. A landlord oligarchy of hacendados (often direct
descendants of colonial landlords) continued to dominate the countryside, while no dynamic
national bourgeoisie emerged to industrialize the economy. Peru thus entered the 20th century
as a “semi-feudal, semi-colonial” society: formally independent but economically dependent
on foreign capital, with feudal social relations in the sierra and coastal enclaves of capitalist
export agriculture and mining. Maridtegui underscored that Peru’s nascent bourgeois economy
“never lost its colonial character within the world picture”. In other words, Peru remained an
appendage to foreign capitalism — exporting raw materials and importing finished goods — a
pattern he saw as a barrier to autonomous development.

Employing historical materialism, Mariategui theorized Peru’s transition from feudalism to
capitalism as uneven and dependent. The coastal plantation economy and enclaves of modern
mining did develop capitalist features (wage labor, export orientation), especially under British
and US imperialist investment in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But the highlands
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remained trapped in semi-feudal relations (gamonalismo), where peons paid rent in labor to
latifundistas. This coexistence of precapitalist and capitalist elements was sustained by
imperialism: foreign companies profited from Peru’s minerals and agricultural exports, in
alliance with the local landowning class, preventing thorough industrialization or land reform.
Mariategui’s analysis thus anticipates later dependency theory — he noted that Peru’s
bourgeoisie was mostly a “comprador” class serving foreign interests rather than a genuine
national bourgeoisie driving development. The consequences, as he detailed in Seven Essays,
were chronic underdevelopment, stark social inequality, and the retention of colonial-era
oppression of Indigenous peasants.

Mariategui used Marx’s concept of historical materialism flexibly to illuminate Peru’s reality.
He linked colonial history to contemporary problems, writing “he [Maridtegui] linked history
to the drama of the present and the imponderables of the future”. For instance, the “Problem
of the Indian” (addressed below) was historically rooted in the land expropriations of the
Conquest and the survival of feudal land tenure. The “Problem of the Land” was the unresolved
task of bourgeois-democratic revolution (land redistribution) that the Peruvian bourgeoisie had
failed to carry out. Maridtegui argued that Peru could not follow the classic European path of
gradual bourgeois revolution then proletarian revolution, because the bourgeois-democratic
stage had been truncated and foreclosed by imperialism. Instead, the Peruvian proletariat and
poor peasantry would have to tackle feudal remnants and capitalist imperialism simultaneously
in a socialist revolution. In sum, Mariategui’s historical-materialist approach portrayed Peru as
a country where feudalism and capitalism coexisted under the shadow of colonialism,
necessitating a revolutionary break that would complete unfinished historical tasks (national
liberation, land reform) and leap toward socialism. This analysis of Peru’s past and present
served as the factual basis for his revolutionary strategy.

3. Indigeneity and the Agrarian Question: “The Problem of the
Indian 1s the Problem of the Land”

Mariategui’s most original contribution lies in his treatment of the Indigenous question and
agrarian issue in Peru. Against liberal and racist theories, he asserted that “any treatment of the
problem of the Indian...that fails to recognize it as a socio-economic problem is but a sterile
exercise”. He located the oppression of Peru’s Indigenous majority in the land tenure system —
specifically, the dominance of semi-feudal haciendas owned by gamonales (local tyrant-
landlords). In his second essay, “The Problem of the Indian,” Mariategui famously concluded:
“The problem of the Indian is rooted in the land tenure system of our economy...as long as the
feudalism of the gamonales continues to exist, all other measures are superficial.” In other
words, the Indigenous plight was not due to racial inferiority or lack of education, as elites
claimed, but due to the Indigenous peasant’s loss of land and enslavement in serf-like relations.
The remedy could not be “civilizing” the Indian or paternalistic legislation, but a fundamental
economic transformation: land redistribution and the end of gamonal feudalism.

Mariategui excoriated the liberal, positivist, and ecclesiastical solutions that had been proposed
for the “Indian problem.” He showed that legal protections and administrative reforms always
failed, because the latifundista class simply ignored or co-opted laws. Racialist ideas (that the
Indigenous were a “inferior race” needing European blood) he dismissed as “the most outmoded
imperialist idea...a sophism serving feudal interests.” Moral appeals for humanitarian
improvement, he noted, had similarly floundered against the hard reality of economic
exploitation. Even the Church’s historic efforts to protect Indians failed, because “to wipe out
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abuses it would have been necessary to abolish land appropriation and forced labor ...to change
the entire colonial regime”, which neither Crown nor Republic did. Thus, Mariategui argued,
only a socialist revolution accomplishing agrarian revolution could solve the Indian question.
He distilled this insight in a pithy formula: “El problema del indio es el problema de la tierra”
— the problem of the Indian is the problem of the land. The programmatic consequence, he
insisted, must be “the expropriation of the large estates” and a profound reorganization of rural
social relations. In practical terms, he advocated returning land to Indigenous communities and
reconstituting the ayllus (or cooperative farms) on a modern basis, under worker-peasant
control.

Importantly, Maridtegui did not romanticize the Indigenous or reduce them to passive victims.
He saw the Indigenous peasantry as crucial revolutionary subjects with their own collective
traditions. He emphasized that the Quechua and Aymara peoples still preserved, in the ayllu
system and communal labor ethos, a form of “practical socialism” or “primitive communism”
that had resisted full dissolution by capitalism. Far from being a “relic of the past,” the Indian
masses embodied “a protest of millions of men” in the present and a potential socialist future
for Peru. Maridtegui wrote that the Indian is “not a statistical remnant; the Indian is the future
— the willed future — of Peru.” He celebrated elements of Inca/Andean culture (collectivism,
reciprocity) as a valuable legacy that could be refashioned in modern class struggle. For
instance, he noted the ayllu’s cooperative labor had survived through colonialism and could
provide an indigenous form of socialism in the new society. This view was revolutionary: it
rejected both the liberal idea that Indigenous people must assimilate into Western individualism
and the orthodox Marxist idea that only proletarians were revolutionary. Instead, Mariategui
posited an alliance of the Indigenous peasantry and the nascent proletariat as the core of Peru’s
socialist revolution. In Peru, he observed, “the working class...is overwhelmingly Indigenous,”
so class liberation and Indigenous liberation were inseparable.

Mariategui’s indigenist socialism also entailed a strong anticolonial narrative. He argued that
dismantling “the remains of colonial feudalism” was a “basic condition for progress,” and that
vindicating the Indian and Indian history must be part of a revolutionary program. He thus
connected the agrarian question to national liberation: the Peruvian nation had never truly been
built, because the Indigenous majority was marginalized and landless. In a polemic against
official nationalism, he declared “the nation as such did not exist” so long as “two Perus”
persisted (an elite criollo Peru and a oppressed Indigenous Peru). The socialist revolution, by
empowering Indigenous peasants and workers, would “make Peru Peruvian” for the first time
— that is, constitute a genuine, inclusive nation. Here Maridtegui was implicitly rebuking the
Creole oligarchy’s nation-state, which he saw as a continuation of colonial caste hierarchy.

In summary, Maridtegui redefined the agrarian and Indigenous question as the keystone of
Peru’s socialist transformation. He called for “agrarian revolution’ — the breakup of latifundia
and restoration of communally held land — not as a populist romantic idea, but as the material
foundation for socialism and the emancipation of the largest exploited class. By grounding the
Indigenous struggle in class and property relations, Maridtegui’s framework avoided both
liberal assimilationism and racist dismissal. Instead, it offered a radical integration of
indigenous communalism into modern revolutionary strategy, a perspective unique in Marxism
of that era. His stance — that the Indigenous peasantry, carrying forward a collectivist tradition,
could directly enter socialism without a capitalist intermediary — echoed Marx’s own late
writings on the Russian mir. In fact, Mariategui pointed out that Marx himself (in
correspondence with Vera Zasulich) had entertained that societies with communal agrarian
institutions might bypass capitalist development. Mariategui thus saw Peru’s ayllu as just such
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a case: an historical form that could be “the germ seed for a nationwide socialist movement”
once united with proletarian class consciousness. This conviction — that Indigenous socialism
could sprout from Peru’s soil — remains one of Maridtegui’s most celebrated and debated ideas,
and it invigorated Latin American Marxism with a profoundly anti-colonial, pluri-cultural
vision.

4. Political Economy and Imperialism: Critique of Dependency
and the Comprador Bourgeoisie

Mariategui’s social theory extended Marxist analysis to Peru’s position in the world economy,
yielding a prescient critique of imperialism and dependency. He observed that Peru’s economy
had been externally oriented and dominated by foreign interests since colonial times, and this
pattern continued under new forms of imperialism (British, then U.S. economic domination) in
the 19th and 20th centuries. In his essays and articles (such as “El factor economico en la
historia peruana” and “Punto de vista anti-imperialista”), Mariategui argued that foreign capital
controlled Peru’s key industries (mining of copper and silver, oil extraction, railroads,
plantations) and siphoned wealth abroad, preventing domestic reinvestment and industrial
diversification. The local bourgeoisie, rather than being an independent national class, mostly
functioned as a “comprador” bourgeoisie — i.e. intermediaries and junior partners to foreign
capital. He noted that Peru’s export oligarchy was content extracting raw materials for export
(and importing foreign manufactured goods), making it “colonial to its roots” and structurally
dependent. This condition, he asserted, led to economic underdevelopment: a nation rich in
resources remained poor and unequal because the surplus flowed to London or New York and
because the criollo ruling class lacked any project of national capitalist development.

Mariategui’s analysis anticipated core ideas of later Dependency Theory. He described how
imperialist powers used peripheral regions like Peru to resolve their own problems of
accumulation. For instance, echoing Lenin’s theses on imperialism, Mariategui noted that
European capitalism mitigated its internal contradictions by exploiting colonies: “When
London can obtain a commodity more cheaply and in sufficient quantity from India or Egypt..."”
it will do so, thereby undercutting local industry and keeping colonies in primary production.
He even characterized this as a “conquistador policy against the East” — highlighting the
continuity between old colonial conquest and modern imperialist economics. In several 1920s
essays on global issues, Mariategui traced how Western powers’ prosperity relied on unequal
exchanges and the “super-exploitation” of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Such insights align
closely with dependency theorists’ view that core nations develop at the expense of peripheral
nations. Maridtegui insisted that Peru (and Latin America broadly) could not achieve true
economic independence under the prevailing imperialist order. The “limits of the liberal
republic” in Peru — marked by failed industrialization and persistent feudal land tenure — “had
sufficiently demonstrated the impossibility of independent bourgeois development in the
imperialist era, when the economy is globally interconnected.” The national bourgeoisie was
too weak and too tied to foreign capital to carry out any anti-imperialist, modernizing
revolution. In fact, Mariategui saw Peru’s bourgeoisie as fundamentally parasitic: it was
satisfied with its role as supplier of raw materials and enforcer of cheap labor, lacking both the
incentive and capability to create a dynamic national capitalism.

Given this assessment, Maridtegui was sharply critical of any strategy that relied on the so-

called “progressive national bourgeoisie.” In his time, some in the Communist International
argued for alliances with nationalist bourgeois forces against imperialism. Mariategui’s
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experience told him that the Peruvian bourgeoisie was incapable of a meaningful anti-
imperialist or democratic revolution. They had not even abolished semi-feudal landholding or
achieved full national sovereignty over the economy. Therefore, Mariategui concluded that the
tasks of anti-imperialism and modernization would fall to the working class and peasantry
organized in a socialist movement. He believed that only a proletarian-led revolution could
break the chains of dependency: by expropriating foreign companies, reclaiming national
resources, and integrating the economy to serve the Peruvian people rather than foreign
markets.

Maridtegui was active in the Latin American anti-imperialist movement of the 1920s. He was
a founding member of the General Council of the Anti-Imperialist League formed in 1927 under
Comintern auspices, and he wrote articles linking Peru’s situation to struggles in countries like
China, India, and Nicaragua. For example, Maridtegui praised Sandino’s guerrilla war against
U.S. occupation in Nicaragua, seeing it as part of a continental fight against Yankee
imperialism. He analyzed the Chinese Revolution of the 1920s and discerned lessons for Latin
America: he noted how the Chinese nationalist bourgeoisie (the Kuomintang) ultimately
betrayed the revolution, confirming his view that without proletarian leadership, anti-
imperialist movements would be co-opted. By 1929, in an article “An Anti-Imperialist Point of
View,” he explicitly argued that even in colonial countries the revolution need not be strictly
two-staged (national bourgeois then socialist) — rather, the national-democratic and socialist
tasks could be combined, given the “impossibility of long-term anti-imperialist development
within a national capitalist framework.”

In Peru, Mariategui identified the landlord-capitalist oligarchy and foreign capital as joint
enemies of the masses. His economic critique targeted the enclave economy: for example,
Peru’s copper mines were owned by U.S. firms, its coastal sugar and cotton plantations were
tied to British merchants, etc. The profits flowed out, while Peru imported manufactured goods.
This reinforced a dependent development where internal markets remained stunted and pre-
capitalist relations (like debt peonage) persisted to keep labor cheap. Maridtegui thus saw
imperialism and feudalism as interconnected: imperialism propped up the gamonales, and the
backward social structure made Peru ever more vulnerable to imperialist penetration.

Summarizing his view: Peru (and by extension Latin America) in the 1920s was a dependent
capitalist periphery with feudal vestiges, incapable of an autonomous bourgeois revolution. The
bourgeoisie was largely a comprador stratum allied with imperialism, not a national patriotic
class. Consequently, Mariategui argued the socialist revolution in Peru must simultaneously be
an anti-feudal (agrarian) and anti-imperialist revolution led by workers and peasants. This
perspective was later echoed by many Latin American revolutionaries. In Mariategui’s own
words, “the revolutions of independence and the limits of the liberal republic [have]
demonstrated the incapacity of the national bourgeoisie ... the proletariat and the indigenous
masses [are] the subjects of the revolution that will address unresolved national issues while
advancing toward socialism.” In terms of theory, Mariategui enriched Marxism by integrating
the Leninist theory of imperialism with an analysis of local semi-feudal class structures,
yielding a precursor to what we now call the “dependency” critique of global capitalism. His
insights into Peru’s political economy have been vindicated by history and continue to inform
left analyses of development and imperialism in the Global South.

5. Cultural and Literary Criticism: Myth, Religion, and the
Battle of Ideas
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Far from seeing culture as a mere reflection of the base, Mariategui gave tremendous
importance to ideology, religion, literature, and education in social life. He was, in Antonio
Gramsci’s sense, a Marxist deeply concerned with hegemony — the struggle over worldviews
and values in society. In Seven Essays, fully four out of the seven essays deal with cultural
superstructure: “Public Education,” “The Religious Factor,” “Regionalism and Centralism,”
and “Peruvian Literature.” There, Mariategui examined how colonial mentality and elite
ideology helped uphold an unjust social order, and he argued that a socialist movement must
forge a new culture to truly liberate the oppressed.

One of Mariategui’s core beliefs was that socialism must create not only new economic
relations but also a new spiritual and cultural synthesis. He famously wrote that revolutionaries
are motivated not by cold economics alone but by powerful myths and passions. In his 1925
essay “The Man and the Myth,” he observed that bourgeois secular civilization had lost its
cohesive myth, descending into skepticism and nihilism, whereas the proletariat was moved by
“the myth of social revolution.” “The strength of revolutionaries is not in their science; it is in
their faith, in their passion, in their will. It is a religious, mystical, spiritual force. This is the
strength of myth.” Such statements illustrate Mariategui’s view that cultural and emotional
forces (what he sometimes called a “new semse of religion”) are indispensable to the
revolutionary cause. He praised the French syndicalist Georges Sorel for demonstrating the
“mythical” and spiritual character of socialism, and he agreed that a “myth” of revolution could
inspire heroic deeds and unify the masses. In Maridtegui’s own context, he felt the Peruvian
socialist movement needed to tap into the deep well of indigenous communal spirituality and
anti-colonial memory — essentially, to create a revolutionary ideology that resonated with the
“soul” of the Indian peasant as well as the urban worker. “The soul of the Indian is not raised
by the white man’s civilization or alphabet but by the myth, the idea, of the Socialist revolution.
The hope of the Indian is absolutely revolutionary,” he affirmed. Here he intentionally couches
socialism in quasi-religious terms (hope, soul, myth) to indicate that it must function as a belief
system that gives meaning and direction, comparable to how religion once did.

Mariategui’s analysis of religion was nuanced. Although a Marxist atheist in doctrine, he was
never simplistically anti-religious; he appreciated the cohesive social role Catholicism had
played in the past and sought a “new mystical, active faith” for the oppressed. In “The Religious
Factor,” he argued that the Church in Peru had long sided with the ruling classes, yet the masses
still had religious yearnings. Rather than dismiss this, Maridtegui imagined socialism itself
developing a spiritual dimension — a “revolutionary mysticism” that would replace the dogmas
of the past. He even drew parallels between Christian ethics and socialist ideals (community,
equality), and spoke of socialism as a “spiritual revolution” as much as an economic one. This
line of thought — linking Marxism with a liberationist reinterpretation of faith — has led
commentators to see Mariategui as a precursor to Liberation Theology. Indeed, Peruvian priest
Gustavo Gutiérre