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THE ROLE OF IDEAS IN SOCIAL ACTION 
TALCOTTPARSONS 

Harvard Universi ty  

THE subject of this paper has given rise to much controversy which 
has on the whole, turned out to be strikingly inconclusive. I t  may be 
suggested that, in part a t  least, this is a result of two features of 

the discussion. On the one hand, sides have tended to be taken on the 
problem in too general terms. Ideas in general have been held either to 
have or not to have an important role in the determination of action. 
As opposed to this tendency, I shall attempt here to break the problem 
down into different parts, each of which fits differently into the analytical 
theory of action. 

On the other hand, the discussion has, for the taste of the present writer, 
been altogether too closely linked to philosophical problems and has seldom 
been brought fairly into the forum of factual observation and theoretical 
analysis on the empirical level. This paper is to be regarded as a theoretical 
introduction to attempts of the latter sort. 

I am far from believing that social or any other science can live in a kind 
of philosophical vacuum, completely ignoring all philosophical problems, 
but even though, as I have stated elsewhere,' scientific and philosophical 
problems are closely interdependent, they are nevertheless a t  the same 
time independent and can be treated in relative abstraction from each 
other. Above all, from the fact that this paper will maintain that ideas do 
play an important part in the determination of action, it is not to be in- 
ferred that its author is committed to some kind of idealistic metaphysics 
of the sort from which it has so often been inferred that ideas must arise 
through some process of "immaculate conception" unsullied by social and 
economic forces or that they influence action by some automatic and 
mysterious process of self-realization or "emanation" without relation to 
the other elements of the social system. 

The paper, then, will be devoted to the statement of a theoretical frame- 
work for the analysis of the role of ideas on an empirical, scientific basis. 
Without apologies, I shall start with an explicit definition of my subject 
matter. Ideas, for the purposes of this discussion, are "concepts and propo- 
sitions, capable of intelligible interpretation in relation to human interests, 
values and experience." So far as qua ideas, they constitute systems, the 
relations between these concepts and propositions are capable ofbeing 
tested in terms of a certain type of norm, that of logic. 

The definition just given is so stated that it can serve as the definition 
of a variable in a system of interdependent variables. That is, it is a combi- 

The Structure of Social Action, 20 ff, New York, 1937. 
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nation oflogical universals to which many different particulars, the values 
of the variable, may be fitted. Since the present concern is wholly scientific, 
the sole important questions to be asked are three. I .  Do differences which 
are accurately ascertainable obtain between the specific content of the 
ideas held by different individuals or groups in social systems a t  different 
times? 2 .  IS it possible to establish important relations between these dif- 
ferences and other observable aspects of, or events within, the same social 
systems? 3. Are these relations such that  the ideas cannot be treated as a 
dependent variable, that is, their specific content deduced from knowledge 
of the values of one or more other observable variables in the same system? 
If all three of these questions can be answered in the affirmative, it may 
be claimed that ideas play an important role in the determination of social 
action in the only sense in which such a claim has meaning in science. Ideas 
would be an essential variable in a system of theory which can be demon- 
strated to "work," to make intelligible a complex body of phenomena. 
Whether in an ultimate, ontological sense these ideas are real, or only 
nlanifestations of some deeper metaphysical reality is a question outside 
the scope of this paper. 

Ideas obviously could not be treated as a variable in systems of social 
action unless their specific content varied from case to case. But besides 
the variations of specific content from case to case, it may be possible, as 
has been suggested, to divide them into certain broad classes which differ 
appreciably from one another in their relations to action. How these classes 
shall be defined, and how many there are, are pragmatic questions in the 
scientific sense; the justification of making a distinction between any two 
classes is that their members behave differently in their relations to action. 
Whether this is the case or not is a question of fact. I shall outline such a 
classification and then present an analysis of the role of each so as to demon- 
strate the importance of making the distinctions. 

The first class may be termed "existential" ideas. The concepts which 
comprise such ideas are the framework for describing or analyzing entities, 
or aspects or properties of them, which pertain to the external world of the 
person who entertains the ideas, the actor. These entities either are or are 
thought to be existent at the time, to have existed, or to be likely to exist. 
The reference is to an external "reality" in some sense. The ideas involve 
existential propositions relative to some phase or phases of this reality, 
real or alleged. The most general type of norm governing existential ideas 
is that of "truth." 

Of existential, as of other ideas, it is convenient to distinguish two sub- 
classes, the distinction between which is of cardinal importance. The one 
are empirical ideas, the concepts and propositions of which are, or are held 
to be, capable of verification by the methods of empirical science. All other 
existential ideas, on the other hand, I shall class together as nonempiri- 
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cal, regardless of the reasons why they are not scientifically ~erif iable .~ 
The second main class are what may be called normative ideas. These 

refer to states of affairs which may or may not actually exist, but in either 
case the reference is not in the indicative but in the imperative mood. If 
the state of affairs exists, insofar as the idea is normative the actor assumes 
an obligation to attempt to keep it in existence; if not, he assumes an obli- 
gation to  attempt its realization a t  some future time.An idea is normative in- 
sofar as the maintenance or attainment of the state of affairs it describes may 
be regarded as an end of the actor. The states of affairs referred to may also 
be classified as empirical and nonempirical according to the above riter ria.^ 

The first set of problems to be discussed concerns the role of empirical 
existential ideas. I think it fair to say that no branch of social science has 
been subjected to more thorough and rigorous analysis than this, so it 
forms an excellent starting point.4 The context in which this analysis has 
taken place is the range of problems surrounding the concept of the ration- 
ality of action in the ordinary sense of the maximization of "efficiency" or 
"utility" by the adaptation of means to ends. I t  is the sense of rationality 
which underlies most current analysis of technological processes in science, 
industry, medicine, military strategy and many other fields, which lies a t  
the basis of economic theory, and much analysis of political processes, 
regarded as processes of maintaining, exercizing, and achieving power. 

The common feature of all these modes of analysis of action is its con- 
ception as a process of attaining specific and definite ends by the selection 
of the "most efficient" means available in the situation of the actor. This, 
in turn, implies a standard according to which the selection among the 
many possible alternative means is made. There is almost universal agree- 
ment that the relevant basis of selection in this kind of case involves the 
actor's knowledge of his situation which includes knowledge of the prob- 
able effects of various possible alternative ways of altering it which are 
open to him. One of the necessary conditions of rationality of his action is 
that the knowledge should be scientifically valid.6 

2 This residual category is formulated for the immediate purposes in hand and its use is 
not to be held to imply that no distinctions between subclasses of nonempirical ideas are im- 
portant for any other purposes. 

There is a third class of ideas which may be called "imaginative." The content of these 
refers to entities which are neither thought to be existent nor does the actor feel any obligation 
to realize them. Examples would be a utopia which is not meant as defining a program of ac- 
tion, or the creation of an entirely fictitious series of situations in a novel. At least the most 
obvious significance of such ideas in relation to action is as indices of the sentiments and 
attitudes of the actors rather than as themselves playing a positive role. To  inquire whether 
indirectly they do play a role would raise questions beyond the scope of this paper and they 
will be ignored in the subsequent discussion. They are mentioned here only to complete the 
classification. 

Much of this analysis is discussed in The Structure of Social Action. See esp. chap. 
4, 161 ff.;chap. 5,  18off.;chap.g,344ff. 

"Efficiency" involves choice among two or more alternative ways of attaining an end. 
The validity of knowledge alone is not a sufficient criterion to determine the relative efficiency 
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Valid empirical knowledge in this sense is certainly a system of ideas. 
I t  consists of concepts and propositions and their logical interrelations. 
Moreover, in all the above analyses of action, this knowledge is treated as 
a variable in the system of action; according to variations in its specific 
content, the action will be different. In explaining, above all, failure for 
the actual course of action to conform with a rational norm describing the 
"best" course, we continually refer to features of the store of knowledge 
of the actor. We say "He did not know . . . " with the implication that if 
he had, he would have acted differently, and "He supposed erroneously 
that . . . ," with the corresponding implication that if he had not been in 
error on the level of knowledge, he would also have acted differently. Thus, 
two of the coordinates of variation of knowledge which are relevant to its 
role in action are that in the direction of ignorance and of error. There is, for 
the attainment of any given end in any given situation, a certain minimum 
of valid knowledge which is adequate. I f  the knowledge actually falls short 
of this, if the actor is ignorant of any important features of the situation, or 
if his ideas are invalid, are in error, this is an adequate explanation of the 
failure of his action to be rational. 

The analytical scheme in which the role of valid empirical knowledge in 
this sense has been most highly elaborated and conceptually refined is 
economic theory. Knowledge is a basically important variable in the sys- 
tem of economic theory, and he who would radically deny a role in action 
to ideas must find a satisfactory alternative explanation of all the uni- 
formities of human action which have been established by two centuries 
of economic analysis, or demonstrate that the supposed uniformities do not 
exist. 

But exactly the same thing is true of what we ordinarily call technology. 
The very processes of technological change to which many of our "material- 
ists" assign so fundamental a role are in part a function of knowledge, i.e., 
of ideas, in exactly the same sense in which economic processes are. And 
there, far more than in the narrowly economic realm, knowledge has be- 
come a variable which we think of as to a high degree autonomous. For it 
takes, to a large extent, the form of theoretically systematized scientific 
knowledge rather than common sense. Surely the development of modern 
aniline dyes, the radio, or alloy steels, cannot be understood without refer- 
ence to the essentially autonomous developments of science on which they 
depend. 

Marxian theory has, however, classed technology among the "material" 
factors in social change, while "ideas" form part of the superstructure. 
Whence does this peculiar procedure derive? Two important sources of it 
may be noted. In the first place, Marxian theory has neither a rigorous con- 

of the different alternatives. Statement of the other necessary criteria would involve difficult 
questions far beyond the scope of this paper. 
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cept of ideas, nor a classification of different kinds of ideas. Hence, when 
those ideas which Marxians habitually term "ideologies" behave differently 
from the scientific basis of technology, they tend to ignore the fact that the 
latter is also made up of ideas, and generalize the behavior of the former 
into that of ideas in general. Secondly, Marxian theory rests on an analyti- 
cal basis essentially different from that which is the starting point of the 
present discussion. For it, the total concrete structure of the industrial 
enterprise is a "factor," technology, social organization and all. The present 
attempt is to break down entities like this into simpler elements, the clas- 
sification of which cuts across the Marxian dichotomy of "ideal" and 
"material" factors. There is no inherent reason why the Marxian choice 
of variables should be ultimate. The only scientific test as between it and 
another, such as that under discussion here, is the pragmatic one, which is 
the more illuminating in the understanding of certain empirical problems. 

Every human society possesses a considerable stock of empirically valid 
knowledge, both of the nonhuman environment in which its members act, 
and of themselves, and of each other. Tha t  this knowledge is empirical and 
not theoretically systematized in the sense of modern science does not alter 
the fact. Moreover, a very large part of the action of the members of all 
societies is to be understood in terms of this knowledge. LCvy-Bruhl's 
theory that primitive men do not think logically has, so far as it bears 
upon this point, been definitely di~credi ted.~ 

But in addition to ideas which will stand the test of scientific validity, 
there are current in every society many ideas which in one respect or 
another diverge from this standard. So far as their reference is existential 
rather than normative or imaginative, the question arises as to what is the 
basis of this divergence. In  answer to this question, a certain positivistic 
bias is very widely prevalent, and must be guarded against. I t  is the view, 
implicit or explicit, that divergence from the standard of empirical verifi- 
ability is always and necessarily a matter of empirical shortcomings in the 
sense that the ideas in question are not only, negatively, not verifiable, but 
that they can be shown to be positively wrong, that is, that the basis of 
their unverifiability is ignorance or error, or both. This judgment clearly 
implies that there is available an adequate positive scientific standard by 
which to judge them. 

At  least in the field of empirically known systems of existential ideas, it 
can be stated with confidence that this class, which may be called un-
scientific ideas, does not exhaust the departures from empirical verifiability, 
but that, in addition, there is a class of concepts and propositions which are 
unverifiable, not because they are erroneous, but because, as Pareto put it, 
they "surpass experience." Such ideas as that the universe is divided be- 

See especially B. Malinowski, "Magic, Science and Religion," Science, Religion and 
Reality, ed. b y  J .  Needham. 
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tween a good and an evil principle, that souls go through an unending series 
of reincarnations, that the only escape from sin is by divine grace, are in 
this category. They are nonscientific rather than unscientific.' 

What, then, can be said about the role of such nonscientific ideas? So far 
as they are existential rather than normative or imaginative in character, 
there are certain formal similarities with empirical, scientifically valid 
ideas. The latter may, in one aspect, be considered as mechanisms of orien- 
tation of the actor to his situation. Insofar as man is treated as a purposive 
being, attempting rationally to attain ends, he cannot be considered as 
fully oriented to his situation until, among other things, he has adequate 
knowledge of the situation in the respects which are relevant to the attain- 
ment of the ends in question, or other functionally equivalent mechanisms. 

But the role of existential ideas has so far been considered only in one 
context, that of the basis of choice of means to given ends. There is in ad- 
dition the necessity of cognitive orientation of another sort, an answer to 
the problem of justification of the ends which are in fact p u r s ~ e d . ~  If the 
justifications men give of why they should pursue their ultimate ends are 
systematically and inductively studied, one fact about them stands out. 
One very prominent component of all known comprehensive social systems 
of such justifications must be classed as nonempirical. The more the 
attempt is made to state the explicit or implicit major premises of such 
arguments clearly and sharply, the more evident it becomes that they are 
metaphysical rather than scientific propositions. This, I maintain, is true 
of all known social systems; whether it is ultimately possible to eliminate 
these nonempirical elements is not a relevant question in the present 
context. 

But the mere demonstration that a certain class of phenomena exists 
does not prove that their description involves, for the purposes in hand, 
important variables. The question is not whether nonempirical existential 
ideas are always to be found in social systems, but whether important 

1 I do not wish to maintain that  this distinction possesses ontological significance. T o  do so 
would be to alter the plane of the discussion of this paper, which has set ou t  to adhere to the 
scientific level. Inevitably, the basis of the distinction must be found in current standards of 
scientific methodology. From this point of view, a nonempirical proposition is one, not only 
which cannot, because of practical difficulties, be verified with present techniques, but which 
involves, in the strict operational sense, "meaningless" questions, questions which cannot, in 
the present s tate of our scientific and methodological knowledge, be answered by a con-
ceivable operation or combination of them. Whether, a t  some future time, a completely posi- 
tivistic philosophy will be capable of demonstration is another question. But  I should like to 
point out  that  objection to this distinction usually involves the positivistic philosophical 
position; i t  is arbitrarily laid down that  all departures from the standard of empirical veri- 
fiability must be in terms of ignorance and error. The  position taken here is such that the 
burden of proof is on him who would object to the distinction. I t  is his task to show empirically 
that what have here been called unscientific and nonscientific ideas in fact do not stand in 
different relations to action. This shifts the argument from the methodological to the factual 
plane. 

On this problem, see Structure of Social Action, chap. 5,  205 ff. 



658 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 

features of these social systems can be shown to be functions of variations 
in the content of these ideas. How is this problem to be attacked? 

Most attempts in this field have been couched in terms of the historical 
or genetic method alone. Of course the only possible causal factorsg in the 
genesis of any particular state of affairs are components of particular 
antecedent states of affairs in the same sequence. But even then causal 
relationship can be demonstrated only by the use of general concepts and 
generalized knowledge of uniformities. The question here a t  issue does not 
touch the explanation of particular facts, but the establishment of uni- 
formities. The only possible procedure by which this can be done in our 
field is comparative method which permits the isolation of variables. I t  is 
the strict logical counterpart of experiment. One important reason for the 
unsatisfactory character of the discussion of these problems revolving about 
hlarxism is the fact that it has been almost uniformly couched in genetic, 
historical terms, as the Marxian theory itself is, and analytical generaliza- 
tions as to the role of ideas cannot in principle be either proved or disproved 
by such a method. Hence the indeterminate issue of the controversy. 

By far the most significant empirical studies available in this particular 
field are those of Max M7eber in the sociology of religion.1° Weber was inter- 
ested in a particular problem of historical imputation, that of the relative 
role of "material" factors and of the religious ideas of certain branches of 
Protestantism in the genesis of what he called rational bourgeois capitalism. 
But TVeber's methodological insight showed him that, in the absence of 
well established general uniformities touching the role of ideas, it was hope- 
less to attack the problem by more and more elaborate genetic studies of 
the immediate historical background of modern capitalism. So he turned 
to the comparative method, the study of the influence of variations in the 
content of religious ideas. 

A variable cannot, of course, be isolated unless other possibly important 
variables can, within a relevant range of variation, either be held constant 
or their independence demonstrated. Weber attempted to deal with this 
problem by showing that, in the different societies he treated, before the 
development of religious ideas in which he is interested, the state of the 
material factors and their prospective autonomous trends of development 
was, in the relevant respects, essentially similar. That  is, for instance, in 
his three best worked out cases, those of China, India, and festern Europe, 
he attempted to estimate the relative favorableness or unfavorableness of 
the economic situations, the "conditions of production," to a capitalistic 

"Factors" in the sense of concrete events or states of affairs, or parts or aspects of them, 
not of generalized, analytical elements like "mass" or "ideas." T h e  two are often confused. 
See Structure oj  Social Action, chap. 16, 610  ff. 

loGesammelte Aujsatze zur Religionssoziologie. 3 vols. The  most comprehensive secondary 
accounts in English are in L. L. Bennion, M a x  Weber's Methodology, and Structure of Social 
Action, chaps. 14 and I 5 .  
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development. The outcome of his studies in this respect was the judgment 
that there is a high degree of similarity in all three societies in this respect, 
with, if anything, a balance of favorableness in favor of India and China." 

Rut the fact remains that only in Europe did the development of capital- 
ism actually take place. What accounts for the radically different outcomes 
in the three civilizations? I t  is a fact that the development of religious 
ideas in the three cases took a quite different course. In relation to this 
variable, an adequate range of variation to account for the differentiation 
is demonstrable, whereas in the case of the material factors it is not. This 
places the burden of proof on him who would advance a materialistic ex- 
planation. He  must show that differentiating elements on this level were 
present of which M7eber did not take account. 

However, Weber did not leave his account of the role of religious ideas 
a t  this point. In terms of a more generalized conceptual scheme, the "theory 
of action," or his "verstehende Soziologie," he analyzed certain mecha- 
nisms by which ideas can and do exert an influence on action. On the basis 
of this analysis, he worked out what is the probable effect on certain 
aspects of secular social life of adherence to each of the dominant systems 
of religious ideas, Confucianism, Hinduism and Protestantism, and found 
these deductions verified in that the actual facts corresponded, as seen in 
comparative perspective, with expectations in terms of reasoning from this 
hypothesis. 

He  further strengthened his case by working out, in an elaborate analysis 
of evidence from various sources in terms of his conceptual scheme, an 
understanding of many of the specific mechanisms of the process by which 
this influence has probably been exerted and verified this analysis in con- 
siderable detail. 

The result of this very comprehensive comparative study in all these 
phases was not only to build up a strong case for his original historical 
thesis, that the ideas of ascetic Protestantism actually did play an impor- 
tant causal role in the genesis of modern capitalism. I t  also resulted in the 
formulation of a generalized theory of the role of nonempirical existential 
ideas in relation to action. I t  is this which is of primary interest here. 

I t  was not Weber's view that religious ideas constitute the principal 
driving force in the determination of the relevant kinds of action. This 
role is rather played by what he called religious interests. A typical example 
is the interest in salvation, an interest which has in turn a complex deriva- 
tion from, among other things, certain stresses and strains to which indi- 
viduals are sometimes subjected in social situations where frustration of 
their worldly ends seems inevitable and founded in the nature of things. 
But the mere interest in salvation alone is not enough. The question 

l1 This part of Weber's work was not methodologically completely rigorous, but allowance 
for this does not affect his general conclusions. 
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arises as to what kinds of specific action it will motivate. This, Weber's 
comparative analysis shows, will be very different according to the structure 
of the existential religious ideas according to which the individual achieves 
cognitive orientation to the principal nonempirical problems he faces in his 
situation. 

For example, on the basis of the generally immanent, pantheistic con- 
ception of divinity of Indian philosophy, and more specifically. of the doc- 
trines of Karma and Transmigration, to seek salvation in a radical sense 
through concrete achievement in worldly spheres would be meaningless. If 
such action contravened the traditional order, it would be reprehensible 
for that reason and set the actor back on his quest for salvation; if not, it 
could only generate more Karma and lead to endless rebirths. The only 
meaning of salvation is escape from the "wheel of Karma" in completely 
otherworldly mystical and ascetic exercises. For the Calvinist, on the 
other hand, mystical union with the divine is entirely excluded by the 
absolute transcendentality of God. He  has been placed in this world to do 
God's will in the building of the Kingdom. His eternal fate is settled by 
Predestination, but he can become certain of salvation through proving 
his faith by active labor in the vineyard, by doing God's will. 

The function of religious ideas is, in relation to the interest in salvation, 
to "define the situation," to use W. I. Thomas' term. Only by reference to 
these ideas is it possible to understand, concretely, what specific forms of 
action are relevant to attainment of salvation, or certainty of it. Weber 
succeeded in showing that rational, systematic, workmanlike labor in a 
worldly calling has had this significance to ardent believers in Calvinism 
and related religious movements, whereas it would be totally meaningless 
to a believer in Karma and Transmigration on a pantheistic background 
no matter how strong his interest in salvation. In this sense, the content of 
the religious ideas is a significant variable in the determination of the 
concrete course of action. 

So far discussion has been confined to the role of existential ideas. These 
have been dealt with in two quite different contexts. Empirical ideas have 
been analyzed in their relation to the problem of selection of means accord- 
ing to the norm of rationality. Nonempirical ideas, on the other hand, 
have been treated in relation to the teleological problem of orientation of 
the actor, the justification of selection of ends to pursue. There is a gap 
between these two treatments which must now be filled. Selection of means 
has no significance except in relation to ends, while what has been called 
teleological orientation is equally meaningless unless there is, facing actors, 
a problem of choice between alternative ends. 

Indeed the whole analytical procedure which has here been followed 
implies that a fundamental role in action is played by normative elements.12 

l2 The problem of the significance of normative elements in action is extensively treated 
throughout the Structure of Social Action. 
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In the first place, analysis of the underlying assumptions involved in 
treatment of empirical knowledge as an independent variable in the choice 
of means has shown that both a positive role of ends, and the existence of 
determinate relations of ends in a more or less well integrated system are 
essential to the attribution of causal importance to knowledge. Rational 
action, in the sense of action guided by valid knowledge, is a t  the same 
time action which is normatively oriented. Similarly, the definition of the 
situation with reference to religious interests could have no meaning apart 
from the contention that i t  made a difference to the course of action what 
ends, among the various alternatives, were chosen. 

Not only is action normatively oriented in the sense of pursuing ends, it 
is also subject to certain normative conditions, to rules which guide it. 
For instance, in pursuing the end of closing a profitable deal, a business 
man may consider himself subject to the condition that it shall be done 
"honestly." From some points of view, such rules may be considered them- 
selves as ends, but they are not the immediate ends of the course of action 
under analysis. They appear rather as considerations limiting the accept- 
able range of alternative means, choice among which is to be guided by 
considerations of rational efficiency. 

Now both ends and guiding norms involve a cognitive element, an ele- 
ment of ideas, however little the normative pattern may be exhausted in 
these terms. Tha t  such an element is involved may be brought out by con- 
sidering the implications of the questions which are inevitably asked when 
we try to understand action in terms of such normative elements. "What 
is the end . . . " of a given course of action; for instance, what is meant by 
making a profitable deal, or "what do you mean . . . " by the norm to 
which a course of action is subject, for instance, by honesty in making a 
deal? I t  is obvious that the answers to all questions must be in the form 
of propositions, that is, of ideas. But in this case, ideas are in some sense 
imputed, not only to the sociological observer of action, but to the actor 
himself. It is a question not of what honesty means to the observer, but to 
the actor. It means, for instance, among other things, that he should not 
attempt to get the other party's consent to the deal by making statements 
about his product as true which he knows to be false. 

The essential point for present purposes is that, in so far as analysis of 
action in terms of orientation to ends and norms is scientifically useful a t  
all, it implies two things. I. That  it is possible to impute to the actor with 
adequate precision for the purposes in hand, not only a "will" to  attain 
certain ends or conform with certain norms, but a content of those ends 
and norms which is capable of formulation as a set of ideas. 2 .  That  varia- 
tions in this content stand in functional relations to the facts of the system 
of action other than the system of ideas of the actor. 

Whether normative ideas constitute a variable independent of others in 
the system of action, is to be tested by essentially the same kind of proce- 
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dure which was outlined in the case of Weber's treatment of religious ideas. 
M1eber himself showed that it is a variable in part dependent on non-
empirical ideas. This would make it, insofar, relatively independent of 
' ' material" factors. But a t  the same time, there is no essential reason why 
an important range of variability independent in turn of metaphysical and 
religious ideas does not exist. 

The foregoing analysis of the role of ideas in action has been presented 
in general terms, with appeal to generally known facts, and to two bodies 
of technically specific evidence, that employed in economic and techno- 
logical analyses of rational action, and in Max Reber's studies of the role 
of religious ideas. It is impossible within the limits of such a paper to detail 
any significant sample of the enormous mass of empirical evidence, from 
these and other sources, which supports the main lines of the analysis. I 
should not, however, like to close w-ithout mentioning one other set of con- 
siderations which seem to me greatly to strengthen the case for my thesis. 

It has already been remarked that demonstration of causal relationship 
in any particular historical sequence cannot be derived from observation 
of the facts of that particular sequence alone; it is necessary to be able to 
apply to these facts generalized theoretical knowledge derived from com- 
parative analysis of a series of different particular situations. Only by this 
procedure can variables be isolated and the functional relationships of their 
values be worked out and verified. 

Hence the problem o f  the role o f  ideas cannot be treated adequately in  terms 
o f  ad hoc recitation o f  the facts o f  certain examples. I t  involves systematic 
theoretical analysis o f  action, o f  the relation o f  the same variables to many 
dzferent concrete situations. In both the two cases which have been most 
fully analyzed above, the theorems relative to the role of ideas are not 
isolated, but are an integral part of more comprehensive bodies of theory. 
Thus the analysis of the role of empirical ideas in rational action may be 
regarded as an application to this particular problem of one of the most 
highly developed bodies of generalized theoretical knowledge in the social 
field, economic theory. This has the effect of greatly strengthening the 
evidence for the particular theorem, for i t  is verified not only directly with 
reference to the kind of facts here discussed, but indirectly in that it is 
logically interdependent with all the other theorems of economic science. 
So far as they are mutually interdependent, the facts which support any 
one serve also to verify the others. 

In the case of religious ideas, there is no such generally recognized and 
used body of theory into which the results of Reber's empirical studies 
can be fitted. But it has already been remarked that Weber himself did in 
fact develop a body of such theory to a high degree of systematization in 
the course of his studies. The theoretical structure he developed is, in his 
own work, applicable to, and verified in terms of, many other problems 
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than that of the role of ideas. But more than this. My own recently pub- 
lished analysis of certain phases of the development of social theory in the 
last generationls has shown that in these theoretical results Weber con-
verged with remarkable exactitude and detail on a structure in all essentials -
like that developed by other theorists with quite different starting points 
and empirical interests. In  particular Durkheim, whose interest was not 
specifically in the problem of the role of ideas a t  all, but in the basis of 
sbcial solidarity, arrived a t  a set of categories in the field of religion which 
corresponds point for point with that of Weber. Weber's theoretical analysis 
of the role of nonempirical ideas is in fact part of a much broader system of 
analytical social theory, the emergence of which can be traced in a number 
of sources quite indepkndent of ~ e b e r .  

~ o r e o v e L  not onl; did Weber, Durkheim, and others converge on this 
particular part of a theoretical system, dealing mainly with religion, but as, 
among other things, very important parts of the work of both men show, 
this common scheme of the sociology of religion is in turn part of a still 
broader theoretical system which includes the economic and technological 
analysis of the role of empirical knowledge in relation to  rationality of 
action. Both sets of problems belong together, and are part of the same 
more generalized analysis of human action.14 

'3 The Structure of SocialAction. See esp. chaps. 17 and 18. 
l4 The case of Pareto is particularly interesting in this respect. Pareto has been very widely 

heralded as one of the major prophets of anti-intellectualism, as one of the principal social 
theorists who radically denied an important role to ideas. Did he not lay particular emphasis 
on "nonlogical action"? 

To  those who have followed the above argument closely, two facts should make one 
suspicious of this interpretation. First, Pareto was well trained in economic theory, and in so 
far as he attributes importance to the elements it analyzes, to the "interests," he must, 
ipsofacto attribute importance to ideas. But not only this; he makes the conception of ration- 
ality in precisely the technological-economic sense the starting point of his own broader 
analysis of action. Nonlogical action is precisely action insofar as i t  cannot be understood in 
terms of this standard of rationality. 

I t  turns out on analysis that his main theoretical scheme as such involves no theorem at all 
as to the role of ideas, except empirical existential ideas. His actual thesis is, not that other 
ideas have no role, but that beyond the range of applicability of this kind of conception of 
rationality or logical action, the ideas which do have a role cannot claim empirical scientific 
validity. But in his actual treatment there is much evidence that he attributes a very impor- 
tant role to nonempirical existential and normative ideas. This conclusion is strongly confirmed 
by the circumstance that Pareto's general conceptual scheme converges in all essential respects 
with the broader more general theoretical structure of which I have spoken, which may also be 
found in the works of Max Weber and Durkheim. I t  would indeed be strange, in the light of 
this fact, if there were a radical disagreement between them on so basic a theorem as that of the 
role of ideas. 

The interpretation of Pareto as a radical anti-intellectualist appears to arise mainly from 
two sources. On the one hand, there is, in the formulation of his approach to the analysis of 
action, a source of anti-intellectualistic bias (Structure of Social Action, 272, Note I), which 
does not, however, play any substantive part in the main theoretical structure. This is indica- 
tive of the fact that his own theory was imperfectly integrated, and there are, underlying this, 
currents of thought which tend in this direction. But more important than this basis in 
Pareto's own work is the fact that the great majority of Pareto's interpreters have ap- 
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To conclude. The actual controversy over the role of ideas has been 
much more a battle of the implications of rival philosophical and other 
extrascientific points of view than it has been the result of careful, empirical 
analysis of the facts. I suggest that leaving these philosophical considera- 
tions aside and embarking on such careful study will very probably result 
in much reduction of the difference of opinion. The thesis put forward in 
this paper seems to me not only to fit very important bodies of well estab- 
lished and carefully analyzed facts. I t  also fits in with a body of generalized 
theoretical knowledge of human social action, which has already accumu- 
lated a heavy weight of scientific authority behind it in a large number of 
different factual fields. This seems to me to justify taking the positive role 
of ideas as a working hypothesis for further empirical research. The result 
of such research will, as always, be to modify the formulations of the prob- 
lem, and of theorems which appear to be verified, from forms which seemed 
acceptable when the research process began. But such modification is not 
"refutation" of a theory; it is the normal course of scientific progress to 
which the superseded theory itself makes an essential contribution. 

proached his work with an interpretive bias which enormously exaggerates the importance 
of these tendencies. The source of this bias is the fact that interpretation has been predomi- 
nantly in terms of a positivistic system of general social theory. See Structure of Social Action, 
chaps. 5-7. 


