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According to Max Weber, human societies have historically been oriented by tradition of
one kind or another. Modernity, in contrast, is marked by a different form of human con-
sciousness: a rational world view. For Weber, there is no clearer expression of modern ra-
tionality than bureaucracy. In this selection, Weber identifies the characteristics of this
organizational form.

Modern officialdom functions in the following
specific manner:

I. There is the principle of fixed and official
jurisdictional areas, which are generally ordered
by rules, that is, by laws or administrative regula-
tions. (1) The regular activities required for the
purposes of the bureaucratically governed struc-
ture are distributed in a fixed way as official duties.
(2) The authority to give the commands required
for the discharge of these duties is distributed in a
stable way and is strictly delimited by rules con-
cerning the coercive means, physical, sacerdotal,
or otherwise, which may be placed at the disposal
of officials. (3) Methodical provision is made for
the regular and continuous fulfillment of these
duties and for the execution of the corresponding
rights; only persons who have the generally regu-
lated qualifications to serve are employed.

GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS

In public and lawful government these three
elements constitute “bureaucratic authority.” In
private economic domination, they constitute bu-
reaucratic “management.” Bureaucracy, thus un-
derstood, is fully developed in political and
ecclesiastical communities only in the modern
state, and, in the private economy, only in the
most advanced institutions of capitalism. Perma-
nent and public office authority, with fixed juris-
diction, is not the historical rule but rather the
exception. This is so even in large political struc-
tures such as those of the ancient Orient, the Ger-
manic, and Mongolian empires of conquest, or of
many feudal structures of state. In all these cases,
the ruler executes the most important measures
through personal trustees, table-companions, or
court-servants. Their commissions and authority
are not precisely delimited and are temporarily
called into being for each case.

II. The principles of office hierarchy and of
levels of graded authority mean a firmly ordered
system of super- and subordination in which there
is a supervision of the lower offices by the higher
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ones. Such a system offers the governed the possi-
bility of appealing the decision of a lower office
to its higher authority, in a definitely regulated
manner. With the full development of the bureau-
cratic type, the office hierarchy is monocratically
organized. The principle of hierarchical office
authority is found in all bureaucratic structures:
in state and ecclesiastical structures as well as in
large party organizations and private enterprises.
It does not matter for the character of bureau-
cracy whether its authority is called “private” or
“public.”

When the principle of jurisdictional “compe-
tency” is fully carried through, hierarchical sub-
ordination—at least in public office—does not
mean that the “higher” authority is simply autho-
rized to take over the business of the “lower.” In-
deed, the opposite is the rule. Once established
and having fulfilled its task, an office tends to
continue in existence and be held by another in-
cumbent.

III. The management of the modern office is
based upon written documents (“the files”), which
are preserved in their original or draft form. There
is, therefore, a staff of subaltern officials and
scribes of all sorts. The body of officials actively
engaged in a “public” office, along with the re-
spective apparatus of material implements and the
files, make up a “bureau.” In private enterprise,
“the bureau” is often called “the office.”

In principle, the modern organization of the
civil service separates the bureau from the private
domicile of the official, and, in general, bureau-
cracy segregates official activity as something dis-
tinct from the sphere of private life. Public monies
and equipment are divorced from the private prop-
erty of the official. . . . In principle, the executive
office is separated from the household, business
from private correspondence, and business assets
from private fortunes. The more consistently the
modern type of business management has been
carried through, the more are these separations the
case. The beginnings of this process are to be
found as early as the Middle Ages.
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It is the peculiarity of the modern entrepreneur
that he conducts himself as the “first official” of
his enterprise, in the very same way in which the
ruler of a specifically modern bureaucratic state
spoke of himself as “the first servant” of the state.
The idea that the bureau activities of the state are
intrinsically different in character from the man-
agement of private economic offices is a conti-
nental European notion and, by the way of
contrast, is totally foreign to the American way.

IV. Office management, at least all special-
ized office management—and such management
is distinctly modern—usually presupposes a thor-
ough and expert training. This increasingly holds
for the modern executive and employee of private
enterprises, in the same manner as it holds for the
state official.

V. When the office is fully developed, official
activity demands the full working capacity of the
official, irrespective of the fact that his obliga-
tory time in the bureau may be firmly delimited.
In the normal case, this is only the product of a
long development, in the public as well as in the
private office. Formerly, in all cases, the normal
state of affairs was reversed: Official business
was discharged as a secondary activity.

VI. The management of the office follows
general rules, which are more or less stable, more
or less exhaustive, and which can be learned.
Knowledge of these rules represents a special
technical learning which the officials possess. It
involves jurisprudence, or administrative or busi-
ness management.

VII. The reduction of modern office manage-
ment to rules is deeply embedded in its very na-
ture. The theory of modern public administration,
for instance, assumes that the authority to order
certain matters by decree—which has been legally
granted to public authorities—does not entitle the
bureau to regulate the matter by commands given
for each case, but only to regulate the matter ab-
stractly. This stands in extreme contrast to the
regulation of all relationships through individual
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privileges and bestowals of favor, which is abso-
lutely dominant in patrimonialism, at least in-
sofar as such relationships are not fixed by
sacred tradition.

All this results in the following for the internal
and external position of the official.

I. Office holding is a “vocation.” This is
shown, first, in the requirement of a firmly pre-
scribed course of training, which demands the
entire capacity for work for a long period of time,
and in the generally prescribed and special exam-
inations which are prerequisites of employment.
Furthermore, the position of the official is in the
nature of a duty. This determines the internal
structure of his relations, in the following man-
ner: Legally and actually, office holding is not
considered a source to be exploited for rents or
emoluments, as was normally the case during the
Middle Ages and frequently up to the threshold
of recent times. . . . Entrances into an office, in-
cluding one in the private economy, is considered
an acceptance of a specific obligation of faithful
management in return for a secure existence. It is
decisive for the specific nature of modern loyalty
to an office that, in the pure type, it does not es-
tablish a relationship to a person, like the vassal’s
or disciple’s faith in feudal or in patrimonial rela-
tions and authority. Modern loyalty is devoted to
impersonal and functional purposes. . . .

II. The personal position of the official is
patterned in the following way:

(1) Whether he is in a private office or a public
bureau, the modern official always strives and usu-
ally enjoys a distinct social esteem as compared
with the governed. His social position is guaran-
teed by the prescriptive rules of rank order and, for
the political official, by special definitions of the
criminal code against “insults of officials” and
“contempt” of state and church authorities.

The actual social position of the official is nor-
mally highest where, as in old civilized countries,
the following conditions prevail: a strong demand
for administration by trained experts; a strong
and stable social differentiation, where the official
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predominantly derives from socially and eco-
nomically privileged strata because of the social
distribution of power; or where the costliness of
the required training and status conventions are
binding upon him. The possession of educational
certificates—to be discussed elsewhere—are usu-
ally linked with qualification for office. Naturally,
such certificates or patents enhance the “status
element” in the social position of the official. . . .

Usually the social esteem of the officials as
such is especially low where the demand for ex-
pert administration and the dominance of status
conventions are weak. This is especially the case
in the United States; it is often the case in new
settlements by virtue of their wide fields for
profit-taking and the great instability of their so-
cial stratification.

(2) The pure type of bureaucratic official is
appointed by a superior authority. An official
elected by the governed is not a purely bureau-
cratic figure. Of course, the formal existence of
an election does not by itself mean that no ap-
pointment hides behind the election—in the state,
especially, appointment by party chiefs. Whether
or not this is the case does not depend upon legal
statutes but upon the way in which the party mech-
anism functions. Once firmly organized, the par-
ties can turn a formally free election into the
mere acclamation of a candidate designated by
the party chief. As a rule, however, a formally
free election is turned into a fight, conducted ac-
cording to definite rules, for votes in favor of one
of two designated candidates. . . .

(3) Normally, the position of the official is held
for life, at least in public bureaucracies; and this is
increasingly the case for all similar structures. As a
factual rule, tenure for life is presupposed, even
where the giving of notice or periodic reappoint-
ment occurs. In contrast to the worker in a private
enterprise, the official normally holds tenure.
Legal or actual life-tenure, however, is not recog-
nized as the official’s right to the possession of
office, as was the case with many structures of au-
thority in the past. Where legal guarantees against
arbitrary dismissal of transfer are developed, they
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merely serve to guarantee a strictly objective dis-
charge of specific office duties free from all per-
sonal considerations. . . .

(4) The official receives the regular pecuniary
compensation of a normally fixed salary and the
old age security provided by a pension. The salary
is not measured like a wage in terms of work
done, but according to “status,” that is, according
to the kind of function (the “rank”) and, in addi-
tion, possibly, according to the length of service.
The relatively great security of the official’s in-
come, as well as the rewards of social esteem,
make the office a sought-after position. . . .

(5) The official is set for a “career” within the
hierarchical order of the public service. He moves
from the lower, less important, and lower paid to
the higher positions. The average official naturally
desires a mechanical fixing of the conditions of
promotion: if not of the offices, at least of the

salary levels. He wants these conditions fixed in
terms of “seniority,” or possibly according to
grades achieved in a developed system of expert
examinations.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. In what respects is bureaucracy impersonal?
What are some of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of this impersonality?
2. Through most of human history, kinship has
been the foundation of social organization. Why
is kinship missing from Weber’s analysis of bu-
reaucracy? On what other basis are people se-
lected for bureaucratic positions?
3. Why does bureaucracy take a hierarchical
form? Do you think formal organization must be
hierarchical?
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