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Confucianism, Puritanism, and the 
Transcendental: China and America

Thorsten Botz-Bornstein

Abstract:
Max Weber examined Chinese society and European Puritanism at the beginning of the 
Twentieth Century in order to find out why capitalism did not develop in China. He found 
that Confucianism and Puritanism are mutually exclusive, which enabled him to oppose 
both in the form of two different kinds of rationalism. I attempt neither to refute nor to 
confirm the Weberian thought model. Instead I show that a similar model applies to Jean 
Baudrillard’s vision of American culture, a culture that he determined in terms of hyperre-
ality. Instead of rejecting Weber’s thoughts right away, I give Weber’s model a further push 
and show that through a further twist that “Western culture” has received within particular 
American constellations, Weber’s understanding of Confucianism and Baudrillard’s under-
standing of American civilization manifest amazing similarities.

Max Weber examined Confucianism and European Puritanism at the begin
ning of the twentieth century in order to find out why capitalism did not 
develop in China. He found that Confucianism and Puritanism are mutually 
exclusive, which enabled him to oppose both in the form of two different 
kinds of rationalism. Traditionally, Weber’s analysis of Confucianism presents 
an opposing view to the capitalist, liberal West and shows that both cultures 
are incompatible. Though both Confucianism and Puritanism are rational and 
encourage selfcontrol, for Weber, “Confucian rationalism meant rational ad
justment to the world [while] Puritan rationalism meant rational mastery of 
the world” (Weber 1915–20: 534/248). 

Weber’s findings have been discredited. More recent considerations of Chi
nese thought, especially those that emerged in the 1980s, have found that 
Confucianism can be interpreted as correlative with Western Protestant
ism, the main reasons being Confucianism’s high evaluation of education, 
its dedication to hard work, and the priority given to group over individual 
interests. Herman Kahn refers to Weber’s Puritan ethics to summarize the 
Western misinterpretations of Confucianism: “Most readers of this book 
are familiar with the argument of Max Weber that the Protestant ethic was 
extremely useful in promoting the rise and spread of modernization. Most 
readers, however, will be less familiar with the notion that has gradually 
emerged in the last two decades that “societies based upon the Confucian 
ethic may in many ways be superior to the West in the pursuit of industri
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alization, affluence, and modernization” (1979: 121, quoted from Dirlik 1995:  
245). 

In the present article I attempt neither to refute nor to defend the Weberian 
model of thinking. I rather accept it as an interesting reflection on a cultural 
phenomenon that does apply to some aspects of Confucianism. However, in 
the final analysis I attempt to show that the same model applies to Jean Bau
drillard’s vision of American culture, a culture that he determined in terms 
of hyperreality. In other words, instead of rejecting Weber’s thoughts, I give 
Weber’s model a further push and show that just because of Weber’s findings 
and because of a further twist that “Western culture” has received within par
ticular American constellations, Weber’s understanding of Confucianism and 
American civilization manifest amazing similarities. 

I am thus not merely reiterating that the existence of Asian modernity, of 
Confucian Capitalism, or even of some Asian forms of “Protestant Ethics” 
undermines Weber’s verdict and that Asian capitalism obviously is possible 
(which would be a trite argument). I hold that some of the aspects of Confu
cianism that have been singled out by Weber can be interpreted as modern or 
even postmodern because they find their parallel in one of the world’s most 
modern, most capitalist, and most protestant countries, which is the United 
States of America.

The quality that both Weber’s version of Confucianism and American culture 
have in common is “hyperreality” in the way it has been analyzed by Baudril
lard. For Baudrillard, hyperreality represents an exalted or idealized reality. 
It is the state in which it is impossible to distinguish reality from fantasy not 
because the fantasy would be such a good imitation of reality but because 
the images and social phenomena produced by hyperreality never existed in 
the first place. Hyperreality creates its own standards of reality, independently 
of any outside “real” condition. Hyperreality appears, for example, when the 
media coverage of an event becomes more important than the event itself, a 
phenomenon with which we have become acquainted in the coverage of some 
court cases. Hyperreality can also concern large scale phenomena: economies 
of entire countries can be liquidated because the economical system existed 
only as an act of simulation without being backed by anything material, let
ting its inhabitants one day discover with surprise that their country’s economy 
functioned only as a hyperreal satellite of a virtual finance world. According 
to Baudrillard, our contemporary world has been replaced by the world’s copy 
within which we are fed stimuli and in which questions of “reality” or authen
ticity have become redundant. In particular, Baudrillard is fascinated by the 
hyperreal input in American culture. Baudrillard’s subject of research is the 
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“hyperreal” America of fauxchateaus and sensitive therapy, of plastic surgery 
advertisements on billboards next to the busiest roads. It is the America that 
many foreigners experience as a friendly enhanced world, safely programmed, 
market tested, and equipped with an Oprah Winfrey selfhelp book (Dick 
Meyer 2008: 130). It is a hyperreal culture in which the actor president Ronald 
Reagan can slip between Hollywood and reality until the real “comes back as 
the double of a self that never was” (Rubinstein 1989: 583) because the sign of 
a president has become a presidential reality. It has created an America where 
General Schwarzkopf celebrates the Gulf War victory by throwing huge party 
at Disney World. 

The methodology of the present article is transcultural because it explains 
certain aspects of American culture via interpretations of Chinese culture. 
More precisely, it employs Max Weber’s concept of “Confucianism” in order 
to show that the complex reality of American culture can be grasped with the 
help of precisely this concept. In this way the study transcends the limits of 
comparative methodology: it points to mutual involvements and establishes 
interferences, and opens new aspect of cultural development. It neither ab
solutizes nor relativizes one culture but highlights differences that help us to 
understand one culture through a concept that has been derived from the 
interpretation of another culture.

The “Lack of Transcendence” in Confucianism

Scholars like Victor Mair see the indigenous Chinese worldview as based in the 
real and the concrete, tracing both culture and the divine back to nature. Ac
cording to Mair, this is different from Europe, which saw the world as based in 
creation; it is also different from India, which saw the world as based in illusion 
(Mair 1983: 6). The result is, in Mair’s view, the absence of a dialectical move
ment in philosophical reflection or of any tragic struggle, common in West
ern thought, between human culture and the divine world. Mair’s position is 
extreme and is not shared, for example, by David Keightley who points out 
that the human and the divine realms were in constant communication with 
each other and that they reflected the same fundamental cosmic order (most 
notably through social and bureaucratic hierarchies and the Chinese concern 
with ritualized social hierarchy). Though Keightley’s position is practically op
posite, he arrives at a result not different from Mair’s: there is an “absence of 
dramatic tension in both philosophy and art” (1990: 42).

Weber’s belief that Confucianism lacks “the transcendental” confirms a com
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monplace that has been accepted by many authors in the past. Scholars in
cluding Voltaire, James Legge, and Hu Shi have suggested that Confucianism 
lacks transcendentality and is therefore incompatible with religious matters 
(see Yang 1957: 269). It is true that these three authors had their own ulterior 
motives for making such a statement and are no longer cited as authorities on 
Chinese religion. Also Herrlee Creel has insisted that Confucianism has been 
able to “divorce ethics from metaphysics” (Creel 1973: 38). More recently, Cai 
Zongqi suggested a more sophisticated approach saying that “Confucius be
lieves that the Dao is to be realized by extending harmony along a horizontal 
axis.” Cai explains that for Confucians the Dao is an imminent principle “real
ized in the midst of one’s private life and social life” (Cai 1999: 335). For Cai 
this is proof of the absence of any transcendentality in Confucius’ teachings: 
“Unlike Plato, [the Confucian] does not conceive the Dao to be a transcen
dental entity” (ibid.). Tu Weiming, himself a controversial scholar because of 
his unconditional adherence to Confucianism, would certainly disagree with 
Cai’s assumption that in Confucianism transcendence is absent. However, in 
principle, Tu expresses a similar idea when saying: “Even when [Confucianism] 
attempts to detach itself from the temporal world and arrive at some form of 
pure, transcendental metaphysics there can be no hope of understanding it 
without recognizing its point of departure to which sooner or later it returns” 
(Tu 1971: 79).

It is certainly a misunderstanding to hold Confucianism to be merely a mat
ter of utilitarian social engineering limited to worldly matters. Thomas Metzger 
insists that because for Confucians “the potentiality for realizing oneness with 
the divine existed, the cosmos included a transformative power, which the sage 
could tap. The crucial implication is that the human mind has a transnatural 
power able to tap cosmic forces” (Metzger 1977: 198). Confucianism does con
sider mysticism, supernatural powers, as well as religiometaphysical dimen
sions of culture, but it integrates all these components into a selfsufficient 
rationalism. In other words, the particularity of Confucianism is that it spells 
out a possible transcendental surplus not as something transcendental, but 
that it presents transcendental phenomena as elements permeated through a 
phenomenal world that is part of a “rationally” constructed system. For some, 
this constellation makes Confucianism less rationalistic. According to C. K. 
Yang, “in spite of its preoccupation with thisworldly matters, Confucianism 
cannot be considered a completely rationalistic system of thought” (Yang: 270). 

Cai Zongqi has a similar idea in mind when suggesting that Confucianism 
extends “harmony along a horizontal axis;” it is important to understand that 
this does not necessarily imply a denial of transcendence. It rather supports 
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the claim that in Confucianism the transcendental does not adopt a vertical 
but—as paradoxical as it sounds—a horizontal position. Of course, normally, 
‘transcendence’ implies verticality because it means “to overcome,” but we are 
confronted here with a certain paradoxical constellation, a constellation that I 
want to interpret in terms of hyperreality.

Another way of expressing the same idea is to suggest that history employs 
in Chinese thought an autonomous timespace that is not bound by abstract, 
worldly concepts such as those presented by Kant that require history to be 
thought through time and space. Instead, Confucianism views history as time 
and space, which explains the mythical character of many Confucian philo
sophical discourses. Huang and Zurcher construct this argument by writing 
that “history is taken seriously in China as a web of space and time [and] 
historical thinking is spatiotemporally textured. According to these authors, 
this way of thinking differs from Kant’s who made space and time theoretical 
forms of intuition, prior to thinking, different from schema and categories of 
thinking” (Huang & Zurcher 1995: 18).

Weber and Confucianism

My intention is not to reintroduce Weberian misconceptions about Confu
cianism into a field from which they have been eliminated a long time ago but 
to put one particular idea into a comparative, transcultural context. Weber 
finds that the irrational rationality of Confucianism contrasts with the “dis
enchanted world of Puritanism” (Weber: 513). However, this does not blur the 
fact that both ethical traditions maintained irrational roots: in Confucianism 
it was magic, in Puritanism it was the “ultimately inscrutable decisions of an 
otherworldly god” (527) that maintained a contact with the suprarational. 

The particularity of Weber’s idea of Confucianism is that here the magi
cal input was not otherworldly or transcendental, but part and parcel of the 
cultural world “just as it is.” For Confucians, Weber holds, “life remained a 
series of events and not an entirety methodically submitted to a transcendental 
aim” (521). Piety was exercised towards real (living or dead) people and not 
towards ideas. This system helped to domesticate the masses and the cultured 
gentleman could develop the tenure necessary for a life within a world of rules, 
conventions, customs, and political maxims. But there was no “inner striving” 
towards an ideal or a personal style (521). While Confucian ethics “recognizes 
no other social duties than those established through personal relationships” 
(527), Puritanism refuses to remain within the realm of the human. For Puritan 
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ethics, all preoccupations of “supraworldly oriented puritan rational ethics” 
are the expression of a transcendental striving (534). Its human actions need to 
be determined by a transcendental god detached from the real cultural world. 

This is the pattern leading Weber to polarize Puritanism and Confucian
ism. However, a consideration of contemporary America shows that Puritan 
transcendentalism has received a supplementary twist through the country’s 
impregnation with a utopian attitude that yields the impression that utopia is 
not aspired here—“transcendentally” and in a vertical fashion—but that utopia 
has been achieved. 

Authors who bring forward this view are Baudrillard, Louis Marin, and 
Umberto Eco. The main point is that in the case of an achieved utopia, “the 
transcendental” is no longer oriented towards a supraworldly realm, but be
comes “horizontally” distributed in the (hyper)real world in which life and 
death overlap because, according to Baudrillard, “the dead are perhaps even ca
pable of going quicker (…) since they no longer have any problems” (Baudrillard 
1986: 112/115). A utopia that is no longer “vertically” aspired but “horizontally” 
achieved reflects the abovementioned “Confucian” paradox. Both “Confu
cian” historicism and American antihistoricism establish an autonomous and 
“horizontal” rationality.

In America, Baudrillard experiences the New World through an exoticizing 
lens of estrangement that has been shocking for many Americans because the 
country appears here as extremely distant and culturally removed. Baudril
lard draws a picture of American civilization as a naïve, straightforward, and 
predominantly utopian affair, indefatigably preoccupied with turning things 
into material realities and unable to ironize upon the future because American 
civilization is supposed to be the future by definition.

In this sense, both Weber’s version of Confucianism and America engage 
in cultural simulations of the highest degree. While Baudrillard characterizes 
contemporary American Puritanism as an achieved utopia which, by being 
transcendence, has obtained the highest level of transcendence and is thus un
able to go any further, Confucianism has frequently been criticized for its lack 
of transcendence. The possible absence of transcendence in Confucian ethics 
supported by a utilitarian rationalism and sobriety, indeed invites a comparison 
with the rational ethics of Puritanism for which transcendence is central. I am 
interested in a certain model of thought crystallized by Weber (who held it to 
be incompatible with Puritanism) and want to show through a transcultural 
analysis that both are identical. I am not denying that Confucianism under
went various shifts, transformations and exchanges in its five thousand years 
history nor do I equate “Chinese culture” with Confucianism.
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Fundamentalism vs. Hyperreal Puritanism

Weber’s idea to oppose Confucianism to Puritanism might still make sense 
with regard to American Christian Fundamentalism which developed out of 
the traditions of the dominant American revivalist establishment of the nine
teenth century and occupies a predominant position in modern America. This 
Fundamentalism can still be conceptualized with the help of the transcen
dentalism described above with a vertical orientation. The powerful pathos 
and overt desire to govern the world that Weber extracts from Puritanism 
(532) is continued by militant antimodern Protestant evangelicalism as well 
as by Christian Fundamentalism, both of which are characterized by Bibli
cal literalism and equally literal apocalyptic views of the future. Antimodern 
evangelicalism and Christian Fundamentalism came to national prominence 
in the 1920s.

Of course, in some ways, the “achieved utopia” vision is also contained in 
Fundamentalism, as American Fundamentalists “identif[y] America with Israel 
as a land covenanted to God’s People on condition that they followed God’s 
laws” (Ruthven 2005: 129). Still, Christian Fundamentalists strive towards ex
pansion and domination whereas the American Puritan culture that Baudril
lard describes wears the traits of a selfcontained utopia with a readymade 
happiness whose expansiveness operates through the rhizomelike develop
ment of American civilization. 

American hyperreal culture uses Puritanism in a completely different fash
ion. Puritan American culture as it is described by Baudrillard is based on the 
idea of an achieved utopia that Weber could not anticipate. This Puritanism 
is up and alive in the USA and it excels in a fight against renewal that is not 
very different from that of the Confucian tradition. However, it does not func
tion through those criteria that Weber found essential for the development of 
Puritanism.

Weber’s findings about the transcendental character of Puritan culture need 
to be revised. According to Weber, antimagical Puritanism strives to transcend 
the real world in the direction of a godly utopia. As it desires the realization of 
utopia, it employs elements that Confucians were unable to obtain: a powerful 
pathos (Weber: 532); the development of personality (521); and a paradoxi
cal interlinking of an ascetic negation of worldly matters. This occurred with 
an enhanced commercialism and the overt desire to govern the world (532). 
Above that, puritans had no problems integrating useful empirical and scien
tific knowledge into their ascetic vision of the world.

Weber speaks of the “absolute unholiness of tradition” that lets Puritans 
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look towards the future, constantly working on the “ethicalrational master
ing and domination of the given world” and eagerly cultivating the “rational 
business attitude of progress” (524). This worldview should not be confused 
with the “Confucian system of radical world optimism” (522) which refused 
to perceive the pessimistic tension between the given world and otherworldly 
determinations. For Puritans the desire to overcome this tension represents 
the main driving force. Weber believed that no Christian ethics could cancel 
this tension and attain the kind of serene world optimism that Confucianism 
took for granted. As a matter of fact, Puritanism was able to cancel this ten
sion, but first the transcendental had to be integrated in an American system 
of hyperreal civilization.

According to Weber, Confucianism has traditionally been opposed to the 
transcendentalization of a popular religious consciousness because such a pro
cess would most probably transform popular creed into alternative political 
powers. In the past, many people have supported this claim, as has been shown 
above. Weber finds that Confucianism objectifies (“versachlichen”) everything 
personal in order to establish a nontranscendental realm of ethics. Weber is 
surprised at the compact Chinese culturereligion mixture made from a mix 
of literature and political norms in which no prophet establishes transcendent 
notions like salvation or other religious powers, but where state functionaries—
and not priests—interpret literary texts. For Weber, Confucianism produces 
an intellectual rationalism of statefunctionaries for whom religion is purely 
instrumental (431). He also expresses his indignation at the fact that, in spite 
of this obvious emphasis on interpretation, the Confucian tradition has not 
produced a single autonomous thinker in two thousand years (441).

Lucien Pye has noted that while “in most of the societies of Africa and Asia 
the traditional concept of authority allowed for the epic hero, the bold leader, 
the imaginative warrior, the conqueror of the unknown, (…) the Chinese had 
little feeling for the potentialities of the virile, youthful, and dynamic leader” 
(Pye 1992: 30). As a matter of fact, the Chinese did not need such a leader. For 
Confucians, the world was the best of all possible worlds able to be pursued 
to perfection without restrictions as long as man was willing to adapt to the 
divine Dao. Weber believes that for the Chinese, the world is “just as it is”—the 
highest objective being, as Weber recognizes, “universal satisfaction” (Weber: 
436). Developments such as a social ethics resulting from the tension between 
formal right and material justice will most probably not arise. 

The organicist Chinese worldview has been traced to a particular agricul
tural experience unprepared to resist nature which has also been an obstacle 
to China’s modernization (Chong 1999: 131). Weber points out that in China, 
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there were no tensions between “nature and divinity, ethical imperatives and 
human imperfection, the awareness of sin and salvation, worldly deeds and 
otherworldly redemption, religious duty and politicosocial realities” (Weber: 
522). According to Pye, there were no clashes “between the private domain 
of the family and the role of public institutions” (Pye: 88) or between subject 
and object that are so typical for Western thought (Chong 1999: 130). Weber 
points out that the only salvation that the Confucian desired to obtain was the 
salvation from cultural barbarism and illiteracy (Weber: 514). In other words, 
culture was salvation and there was no need to transcend it towards something 
more abstract or more progressive. Confucians were accustomed to judging sit
uations in the context of concrete results and reality would primarily function 
in the service of officials. In principle this means that a reality would evolve in 
an autonomous fashion producing its own rationality restricted only by some 
magical prescriptions, but not by an outside rational body of critical sciences.

China and America

Weber believes that Confucianism considers supernatural powers and religio
metaphysical dimensions of culture and integrates all these components into a 
selfsufficient rationalism. Its particularity is to interpret any magical input not 
as otherworldly or transcendental, but as being part and parcel of the cultural 
world “just as it is.” It is, of course, very easy to oppose to this understanding of 
Confucianism the notion of tianming (heaven’s mandate), which implies that 
heaven (tian) be conferred directly upon an emperor, the son of heaven (tianzi). 
This mandate dictates that the ruler and his officials must strive to reflect the 
order and will of Heaven so as to maintain legitimacy and ensure proper har
mony between civilization/humans (and within human society) and “nature.” 
The very notion of tianming implies a teleology and aspiration towards utopian 
order. In this sense, the idea of a utopia that is already attained in the world 
“just as it is” sounds more like a Daoist ontological notion.

However, the purpose of the present study is to work with Weber’s concept 
and to show that American culture as it has it has been described by Baudrillard 
is similar as it creates a “here and now” utopia in which the transcendental is 
said to have been achieved “horizontally.” As mentioned, historicism joins here 
antihistoricism on highly paradoxical lines.

When JeanPaul Sartre, returning from a sixmonth research stay in the 
United States in 1945, was asked about his impressions of America he reported 
that “the tragic sense of life, the sense of human destiny are questions an 
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American mind never asks itself ” (Sartre 1945: 4). Raymond Aron noted that 
“the optimistic utopianism of the immigrant popular classes excluded both the 
Platonic quest for the sublime and the anguished cult of the tragic character 
of the human condition that remain the hallmark of European high culture” 
(Aaron 1955: 228, quoted from Mathy, 44). Baudrillard continues this French 
line of critique of American civilization—begun with Tocqueville—by describ
ing it as a necessarily antitragic, selfsufficient simulation holding that Ameri
can religious Puritanism establishes its own rationality through “the principle 
of achieved utopia [which] explains the absence and, moreover, the lack of 
need for metaphysics and the imaginary in American life” (Baudrillard 83/84).

In Weber’s interpretation of Confucian culture the latter remains alien to 
this tragic moment for the same reasons. Both Weber’s “Chinese culture” and 
Baudrillard’s “American civilization” can be contrasted with a historicophil
osophical heritage that puts forward a tragic tension between an ideal utopia 
and an imperfect present. Both the quasivirtual timelessness of those Chinese 
philosophical discourses which were built upon a mythical and pseudohis
torical past, and the placeless, utopian civilization of the Puritans are lack
ing a concrete context. Nothing is spelled out through temporal and spatial 
particularities able to create a concept like that of the tragic. In the Platonic 
philosophical tradition, on the other hand, temporal and spatial particularism 
has been important. Plato’s arguments are characterized through a clear defini
tion of “the time, the place, and the persons [which gave] dramatic force to 
Socrates’ conversations” (Keightley: 41–42).

The typical Western developments involving a social ethics flowing from 
the tension between formal right and material justice do not seem to arise in 
Confucianism; nor do they seem to arise in American Puritanism because its ra
tionality is as autonomous as was the intellectual rationalism of Chinese state
functionaries. While “the NeoConfucians extended their mundane horizon to 
include the entire universe” (Chan 1967: 27), American Puritans extended the 
kingdom of God to the earth. Baudrillard writes: “Whereas European societies 
were caught up in the revolutions of the nineteenth century, the Americans 
kept intact (…) the utopian and moral perspective of (…) the Puritan sects 
of the seventeenth century, transplanted [them] and kept [them] alive, safely 
sheltered from the vicissitudes of history. This Puritan and moral hysteresis is 
that of exile, that of utopia” (90/92).

European religiosity has traditionally been more “realistic,” offering com
promises, given that utopia, in its view, is not possible. Freud explains that 
the “priest could only keep the masses submissive to religion by making such 
large concessions,” by suggesting that “one sinned and then made a sacrifice 
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or did penance and then one was free to sin more” (Freud 1968: 37–38). The 
same is true for the conciliation of religion with the modern scientific spirit. 
Freud recognizes that “the Americans have alone shown themselves consistent. 
Elsewhere the inevitable transition is accomplished by way of halfmeasures 
and insincerities” (ibid.). For the European religious person as Freud sees it, on 
the other hand, there is no utopia, no world “just as it is” and no paradise, but 
only a neverending, dialectical process through which religion communicates 
with real life.

The opposite of being stuck in an eternal past is being transported, like the 
Kantian light dove, in free flight into the thin air of an exalted civilization 
or into a utopia. Baudrillard would comment here that the mushrooming of 
religious sects in such a constellation should cause no surprise. In America we 
observe, according to Baudrillard, “a radicalization of the utopian demand 
which was always that of the sects and the immediate materialization of that 
utopia in work, custom, and way of life” (Baudrillard: 75/75).

Fundamentalism and Culture

Though utopian Puritanism and Fundamentalism are different in many re
spects, they are similar in that both are integral parts of American civilization. 
Terry Eagleton believes that Fundamentalism is against all values that are dear 
to civilization (2008), but this is not true for American fundamentalism. It is 
important to understand that for American fundamentalists, religion is civi
lization because “Christianity was recognized as the only basis for a healthy 
civilization” (Marsden 2006: 12). It was almost a necessity that this civilization 
had to be against social reform; it was also most likely that it would end up as 
patriotism. Only in America and in Israel are fundamentalism and nationalism 
barely distinguishable and not rival ideologies. In the end, the civilization that 
had been created in this “land covenanted to God’s People” (Ruthven 2005: 
129) would have to enclose itself in a hyperreal state. 

An identification of religious and scientific laws that many enlightened ob
servers will find curious expresses a surprising equation of (divine) civilization 
with nature. This can be understood by considering the value of “common 
sense” that has always been an important input in American religious thought. 
As a nation born during the Enlightenment, Common Sense philosophy be
came dominant in America in the Nineteenth Century. However, the scientific 
and common sensical approach to reality did not only appeal to scientists, 
but also to religious people who found in Common Sense the same kind of 
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certitude. According to George Marsden “evangelical Christians and liberal 
Enlightenment figures alike assumed that the universe was governed by a ra
tional system of laws guaranteed by an allwise and benevolent creator. The 
function of science was to discover such laws, something like Newton’s laws of 
physics, which were assumed to exist in all areas. By asserting that the external 
world was in fact “just as it appeared to be,” Common Sense provided a rock 
upon which to build this empirical structure (Marsden 2006: 15). Until today, 
televangelist Pat Robertson, who believes that America will remain the world’s 
greatest and most powerful country as long as it keeps God’s commandments, 
calls the book in which he expresses these ideas, “The Fall of Liberalism and 
the Rise of Common Sense.” 

Culture, Civilization, Nature

Here we find a parallel with Chinese thought because, on some levels of the 
Chinese traditions, the distinction between nature and culture/civilization 
does not exist in China in the same way it does in mainstream Western philo
sophical conceptions. The ontological structure of wen is simultaneously cul
tural and natural. Wenhua—generally translated as “culture”—represents the 
creation of a cultural pattern that also has the status of a natural pattern. The 
parallel between the thought of fundamentalist creationists and the Chinese 
conception of wen becomes clear when one considers that neither of them is 
ready to believe in evolution as an entirely natural phenomenon. I am not say
ing that Chinese do not believe in evolution, nor do I deny that the Chinese 
state, which saw itself as enacting the patterns of nature, could feel a strong 
tension between “natural culture” and “culture” as understood by the state. I 
am simply pointing to the fact that in traditional Chinese thought evolution 
would not be seen as an entirely natural phenomenon. 

The aesthetic and ontological structure of wen 文 is, in traditional Chi
nese thought, a simultaneously cultural and natural phenomenon. Wen can 
be translated as pattern, structure, writing, and literature and the compound 
wenhua 文化—generally translated as “culture”—signifies the process through 
which a person adopts wen, that is, the process through which a person be
comes civilized. Derk Bodde has translated wenhua as “the transforming (i.e., 
civilizing) influence of writing.” However, it would be a complete misunder
standing to hold that the process of wenhua turns nature into civilization. 
Wenhua represents rather the creation of a new pattern that makes the typically 
Western dichotomy of nature vs. culture redundant. Stephen Owen defines 
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wen as a realization through which the natural order of things becomes visible 
because “all phenomena have an inherent tendency to become manifest in 
wen” (Owen 1985: 20).

Here is the similarity with Fundamentalism because also fundamentalists 
affirm parallels between the laws of civilization and the teaching of the Bible. 
Though the Bible is opposed to the naturalism of Darwin’s position, it is not 
simply classified as supernatural; it rather suggests a divine version of nature 
out of which society is supposed to develop. This means that the Bible is based 
in the real and in the concrete and that it is possible to trace back both culture 
and the divine to nature through the Bible. This is different from the simpler 
myth of the “creation of nature” by God because both nature and culture are 
seen here as equally “created.” 

Just like in Weber’s Chinese case, this view avoids a dialectical movement or 
tragic struggle between human culture and the divine world. The ideal world 
presented by American Puritanism is a sort of super civilization which rules out 
any “discontents” by definition. “Discontents” can arise only though atheism, 
that is, through something which is not compatible with fundamentalist civili
zation. Being afraid of civilizatory relativism, fundamentalist civilization has to 
exclude cultural influences as much as possible because “culture” is relativist by 
definition. For Freud on the other hand, civilization and its discontents would 
always come in a package and he believed this to be true also of religion. Freud 
recognized that religion has performed great services for human civilization, 
but simultaneously noted that an appallingly large number of people are dis
satisfied with civilization and therefore also unhappy in religion, which they 
perceive as a yoke that must be shaken off (Freud 1968: 37). For Freud it was 
clear that both religion and civilization should adapt to the more relativistic 
demands of culture. This is one reason why the process of secularization, based 
as it is on nineteenth century positivistic ideas of progress and modernization, 
is an obvious prerequisite for modern culture in Europe, but never caught on 
to the same extent in the United States. In Europe, religious toleration and 
the secularization of government occurred more gradually, with historic state 
churches retaining a degree of institutional monopoly (Ruthven 2005: 51). In 
the United States, on the other hand, “the absence of an anticlerical tradition 
and the cultural presence of Protestantism as a ‘civil religion’ have combined 
to make Christianity (…) an important element in public life” (Ruthven: 52). 
“Here secularization was not linear and religion would not retreat into ever 
shrinking areas. In contrast to Europe, where many of the educational, pastoral, 
and social functions once performed by the Church have been taken over by state 
authorities, America’s churches still dispose of significant social power” (ibid.).
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European crises result from conflicts between a religious culture and modern 
civilization. Chinese crises appear when a condensed vision of the past yields no 
window towards any utopian future. American crises result from failed efforts 
to make the utopia permanent and durable. The remedies offered for this latter 
crisis by sects and religious fundamentalism are numerous. On a more general 
level, however, an efficient remedy is the establishment of a hyperreal culture 
that sociologists like Baudrillard have distinguished as one of the strongest 
characteristic of American civilization.

Monotheism

Much of what Weber and Baudrillard say about Puritanism is inherent in 
monotheism. Concentrating on the constant war between good and evil, “the 
monotheist cannot help but develop the perfect God at war with the irreparable 
demon” (Hsu 1970: 244). Some even think that what could be termed “tran
scendentally motivated fanaticism” is a real Western specialty. Zi Zhongyun, 
for example, has explained Western religious fanaticism as a sheer consequence 
of the lack of the very thisworldliness which Weber and others believed to find 
in Confucianism. Zi’s grouping together of “religious fanaticism” with items 
that clearly are matters of civilization is indeed intriguing in that religious 
fanaticism goes with theory, science, logic, and analysis (Zi 1987). The follow
ing scheme can be derived from his article on Chinese traditional culture and 
modernization:

Chinese West

Human Nature

Society Individual

Politics Nature

ancient technology, applied theory, science

this-worldliness religious fanaticism

dialectics: opposites logic, detailed analysis

rite, authority rights and obligations

Similarly, Hsin Kwanchue finds that, because the aim of Socrates’ theorizations 
about life was to point out a highest good, a certain rigidity and a potential 
fundamentalism are almost unavoidable: “In the hands of his followers this 
project got narrowed and limited to an attempt to discover the highest good or 
summum bonum, thus resulting in a sort of cataleptic rigidity that has hindered 
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the free movement of Western ethical speculation for two thousand years and 
more” (Hsin 2006: 148). Huang Chienchung finds that the Occident “has 
joined morals with religion” while the Orient has fused morals and politics.1 

However, Western culture’s willingness to give in to religious fanaticism can
not be explained through the simple persistence of monotheism that excels in 
“individualized and introspective prayers; a rigid dichotomy between good 
and evil and between the living and the dead; a concept of the necessity for 
permanent conversion rather than a temporary change of heart; a mission
ary zeal, and an elaborate theology and eloquent sermons” (Hsu 1970: 254). 
Though these authors intend to criticize American culture as well as European 
culture, there is something that sticks to American culture more than to Eu
ropean or “Western” culture in general. In the New World, the transcendental 
utopia could become a feature of national culture. In Europe, religious fanati
cism could generally be stored away as a matter of preenlightenment culture 
while in America Baudrillard has the impression that the country “as a whole 
had espoused this sectlike destiny: the immediate concretization of all per
spectives of salvation” (Baudrillard: 89/91). Theologians noted that “American 
civil religion, especially in its Christiansocialist form, is a social gospel of 
perfectionism that presumes change to be progressive, inevitable, and divinely 
inspired. Americans have always believed that evil can be eliminated from the 
universe” (Moses 2004: 290). This is of course also because the early American 
immigrant required

a faith as simple and emotional as himself. A faith to draw men together in 
hordes, to terrify them with Apocalyptic rhetoric, to cast them into the pit, 
rescue them, and at last bring them shouting into the fold of Grace. (…) 
What was demanded here, in other words, was the God and the faith of the 
Methodists and the Baptists, and the Presbyterians (Cash 1941: 56).

Religion and Civilization

The patterns described above explain that Evangelist America is not the 
America of noncivilization and counterEnlightenment, but rather a necessary 
consequence of America’s civilization. Though in Europe, Biblical apocalyptic 
views were criticized in the eighteenth century and most resolutely discarded 
by historicalcritical Biblical studies emerging in Germany in the Nineteenth 
Century, it would be hasty to conclude that a large part of America, because 

1 Comparative Ethics (1944) from O. Briere 1956: 91.
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it did not undergo this rational and skeptical turn, would have become stuck 
in precivilization.

Even though some might consider Americans to be less modern because an 
attitude of equity and tolerance has never become an integral part of its cul
ture among surprisingly large parts of the American population, this does not 
mean that Americans are less civilized. On the contrary, they are more civilized 
just because in highly civilized America, such modern cultural attributes can 
simply be ignored. This is at least Baudrillard’s interpretation of American 
religiosity: instead of being seen as the establishment of an antimodern cul
ture, the American project overlaps with “the establishment of utopia [and] 
the realization of absolute civilization [which] has here become a religion: a 
utopian society is living in the religion of the fait accompli, in the naivety of 
their deductions, in their ignorance of the evil genius of things” (84/85). In 
other words, in America, religion has become a way of life, which implies that 
it no longer has transcendental value. It is transcendence.

American and Chinese Hyperrealism 

The Chinese believed that man needed to adapt to the Dao. This adaption 
was not a transcendental gesture, but one that was carried out in a rational 
fashion, similar to how one adapts to nature. The parallelism with America can 
be located here. Sartre puts forward the American ambition “to adapt man to 
society,” which was for him a manifestation of “the social character of their 
rationalism, which never looks for metaphysical problems” (Sartre 1945: 4). 
The parallelism becomes very clear in branches of American nationalism that 
employ the notion of civilization, like Josiah Strong’s Our Country: Its Possible 
Future and the Present Crisis, which holds that “the centre of the coming global 
civilization would be the USA” and that American culture would “adapt man 
to the demands of a higher civilization” (quoted from Laffey 1993: 25). This is 
also the reason why it has always been so easy to separate an abstract idea of 
American civilization from redneck culture (that is, from the concrete lack of 
civilization). Garvin Davenport explains that “the savagery of the frontier had 
no influence on spreading civilization. Civilization came with its own builtin 
form of savagery in the guise of invidious emulation and conspicuous leisure 
and the greed necessary to support these forms of behavior” (Davenport 1967: 
90).

Cultural flaws such as “identity problems” cannot arise here by definition. 
While Weber’s China is “as it is” through the mere existence of a racial middle 
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kingdom, which automatically lends a certain cultural identity to anybody 
stemming from this middle kingdom, Americans transcend identity problems 
by referring to ideas. Pye has brought this to a point:

American nationalism is built upon the Declaration of Independence, the 
Bill of Rights, and the dream of democracy and human rights. In contrast 
China lacks the idealistic substance of a modern form of nationalism which 
can provide either inspiration for popular mobilization or disciplining con
straints on elite behavior. Instead an overwhelming sense of ethnic identity 
operates to obscure the fact that there are very few specific ideals for defining 
unambiguously the meaning of “Chineseness.” (Pye: 231)

Some people have criticized the fact that contemporary Chinese culture does 
not offer a spiritual font or a shared sense of values.2 American civilization does 
not find those values either. The existence of America began with civilization 
and the establishment of absolutely transcendental values that are not shared, 
but that are fundamental as much as they are culturally neutral. Hans Kohn 
wrote that America is “not founded on the common attributes of nationhood—
language, cultural tradition, historical territory or common descent—but on 
an idea which singled out the new nation among other nations on earth” (Kohn 
1958, p. 3, from Fousek 2000: 5). Those are not cultural values, but “neutral” 
values of a utopian civilization, as appropriately described by Dick Meyer: “In 
Europe, traditional values form around religion, nationalism, language, and 
ancestry. In America, traditional values are based on an idea of the ‘American 
Way’—on a constitution, political system, work ethic, and sense of common 
mission” (Meyer: 72). Or, in Baudrillard’s words, utopia is here achieved in “the 
indeterminacy of language and the subject, of the neutralization of all values, 
of the death of culture” (95/97). 

What is the difference with Weber’s interpretation of Confucianism? Both 
appear as hollow grounds under a vast superstructure or as imaginaries em
ployed to regenerate a reality principle. Both create a hyperreality. Descriptions 
of the American cultural situation like that of JeanFrançois Mathy would be 
equally fitting for Weber’s Confucian cultural situation: “There is no ‘nature,’ 
physical or mental, to be overcome and transfigured through history, just as 
there is no longer, in the ‘hyperreal’ simulation of the media, a referent of signs 
and discourses” (Mathy: 279). Or, in the words of Baudrillard: “In the ‘savage 
mind,’ too, there is no natural universe, no transcendence of either man and 

2 The contemporary Chinese writer Wang Shuo says: “The first time I heard the word culture 
was in ‘Cultural Revolution.’” Wang then points out that Confucianism, as “a philosophy 
that is about telling people to act one way or another,” is no substitute for a culture either. 
(2002)
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nature or of history. Culture is everything and nothing, depending how you 
look at it” (100/107). 

Conclusion

“Chineseness” or a fabricated sense of uniqueness and destiny cannot replace 
civilizational values that are required for the definition of a national culture. 
This is why in China identity often appears to be restricted to an obscure 
idea of “culture” or, in the words of Lucien Pye, “much of what is usually 
thought of as Chinese nationalism are really powerful sentiments of racial and 
cultural identity and not feelings about the nation as a state” (230). It has to 
be concluded that Weber’s interpretation of Confucianism is not opposed to 
Puritanism but highly compatible with it. If we follow his interpretation, both 
Confucianism and American Puritanism turn out to join the rhetoric of “ab
solute fake” culminating, in extreme cases, as mythical perceptions of Chinese 
history or of Disneyland. 

The establishment of a cultural or civilizational hyperreality naturally follows 
out of both Weber’s Chinese system and the American system because both 
have been lifted out of a concrete, cultural timespace. In the Chinese case, the 
ritualized social hierarchy will even be coupled with the cosmic nature of the 
Chinese state, which can clearly be perceived as a hyperrealism. In the Ameri
can case, a selfsufficient civilization makes any dialectical movement reflecting 
civilization against culture difficult and tends to create a similar hyperreality.
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Nicholas Rescher, Pittsburgh (USA) 

Protosociology has been remarkably successful in publishing interesting work from 
different tradition and different disciplines and, as the title signals, in giving that 
work a new, eye-catching slant. 

Philipp Pettit, Canberra, Australia 

Protosociology is a truly premier interdisciplinary journal that publishes articles and 
reviews on timely topics written by and for a wide range of inter national scholars. 
The recent volumes on rationality are remarkable for their breadth and depth. 
Protosociology would be a great addition to any library.

Roger Gibson, St. Louis (USA
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New Theoretical Approaches

Religion, International Relations and 
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Modernization, Rationalization and Glo-
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Critique to a Human-Centered Political 
Economy
Ino Rossi

Three Dimensions of Subjective Globaliza-
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Implicature, Appropriateness and War-
ranted Assertability
Ron Wilburn 

Is the Whole More than the Sum of its 
Parts? 
Matthias Thiemann

Multiple Modernization  

Contemporary Globalization, New Inter-
civilizational Visions and Hege monies: 
Transformation of Nation-States 
Shmuel N. Eisenstadt

Multipolarity means thinking plural: Mo-
dernities  
Jan Nederveen Pieterse 

Postmodernism and Globalization
Omar Lizardo and Michael Strand

Latin American Modernities: Global, Trans-
national, Multiple, Open-Ended 
Luis Roniger

Institutions, Modernity, and  
Modernization
Fei-Ling Wang

The Structure of the  
Global Legal System

Modern Society and Global Legal System 
as Normative Order of  
Primary and Secondary Social Systems
Werner Krawietz

International Justice and the Basic Needs 
Principle
David Copp 270 pages, 15.- Euro. Order 

http://www.protosociology.de

Published Volumes



249

© ProtoSociology Volume 28/2011: China’s Modernization I

Published Volumes

ProtoSociology
An International Journal of Interdisciplinary Research

Double Volume 25, 2008
Philosophy of Mathematics – 
Set Theory, Measuring Theories, and Nominalism 

Susan Vineberg 
Is Indispensability Still a Problem for 
Fictionalism?

Part III 
Historical Background

Madeline Muntersbjorn
Mill, Frege and the Unity of Mathematics

Raffaella De Rosa and Otávio Bueno 
Descartes on Mathematical Essences

On Contemporary Philosophy  
and Sociology

Nicholas Rescher
Presumption and the Judgement of Elites.

Steven I. Miller, Marcel Fredericks, Frank 
J. Perino
Social Science Research and Policymaking: 
Meta-Analysis and Paradox Hidden Indexi-
cals and Pronouns..

Nikola Kompa
Review: Stephen Schiffer, The Things We 
Mean

J. Gregory Keller
Agency Implies Weakness of Wil

Preface
Gerhard Preyer, Georg Peter

Part I: 
Set Theory, Inconsistency, and 
Measuring Theories

Douglas Patterson
Representationalism and Set-Theoretic 
Paradox

Mark Colyvan
Who’s Afraid of Inconsistent Mathematics?

Andrew Arana
Logical and Semantic Puritiy

Wilhelm K. Essler 
On Using Measuring Numbers according to 
Measuring Theories 

Part II 
The Challenge of Nominalism

Jody Azzouni
The Compulsion to Believe: Logical Infer-
ence and Normativity

Otávio Bueno
Nominalism and Mathematical Intuition

Yvonne Raley
Jobless Objects: Mathematical Posits in 
Crisis

250 pages, 15.- Euro. Order: 
http://www.protosociology.de



250

© ProtoSociologyVolume 28/2011: China’s Modernization I

ProtoSociology
An International Journal of Interdisciplinary Research

Volume 24, 2007
 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt: Multiple Modernities –  
 A Paradigma of Cultural and Social Evolution

Introduction (Gerhard Preyer) 

Part I: Multiple Modernities and 
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1  Multiple Modernities: The Basic Frame-
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2  The Dialogue between Cultures or 
between Cultural Interpretations of 
Modernity – Multiple Modernities on 
the Contemporary Scene 

3  Social Division of Labor, Construction 
of Centers and Institutional Dynamics: 
A Reassessment of the Structural-
Evolutionarys Perspective

4  Transformation and Transposition of 
the Thematic of Multiple Modernities 
in the Era of Globalization  

Part II: Religion, Ascriptive Solidar-
ity and Collective Zdentity

5  The Protestant Ethic and Modernity – 
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6  The Transformations of the Religious 
Dimension in the  
Constitution of Contemporary Moder-
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Zur Aktualität von Shmuel N. Eisenstadt 
– Eine Einleitung in sein Werk. Gerhard 
Preyer. VS Verlag 2011.

Max Webers Religionssoziologie. Eine 
Neubewertung. Gerhard Preyer. Humanities 
Online 2010.

Gesellschaft im Umbruch II – Jenseits von 
National- und Wohlfahrtsstaat. Gerhard 
Preyer. Verlag Humanities Online 2009. 

Borderlines in a Globalized World. New 
Perspectives in a Sociology of the World 
System. Gerhard Preyer, Mathias Bös (eds.). 
Kluwer 2002.

Neuer Mensch und kollektive Identität in 
der Kommunikationsgesellschaft. Hrsg. von 
Gerhard Preyer. VS Verlag für Sozialwissen-
schaft 2009.

Philosophy of Education in the Era of 
Globalization. Edited by Yvonne Raley and 
Gerhard Preyer. Routledge 2010.

Gesellschaft im Umbruch I. Politische 
Soziologie im Zeitalter der Globa lisierung. 
Jakob Schissler und Gerhard Preyer. Verlag 
Humanities Online 2002.

Lebenswelt – System – Gesellschaft. 
Konstruktionsprobleme der „Theorie des 
kommunikativen Handelns“ von Jürgen 
Habermas. Gerhard Preyer. Verlag Humani-
ties Online 2000.

Strukturelle Evolution und das Weltsys-
tem: Theorien, Sozialstruktur und evolution-
äre Entwicklungen. Gerhard Preyer (Hrsg.). 
Suhrkamp Verlag 1998.

Philosophy
Triangulation – From an Epistemological 
Point of View. Maria Cristina Amoretti, Ger-
hard Preyer (eds.). Ontos Publishers 2011.

Intention and Practical Thought. Gerhard 
Preyer. Humanities Online 2011.

Contextualism in Philosophy. Knowledge, 
Meaning an Truth. Gerhard Preyer, Georg 
Peter (eds.). Oxford University Press 2005. 

Context-Sensitivity and Semantic Mini-
malism – New Essays on Semantics and 
Pragmatics. Gerhard Preyer and Georg Peter 
(eds.). Oxford University Press 2007.

Concepts of Meaning. Framing an Integrat-
ed Theory of Linguistic Behavior. Gerhard 
Preyer, Georg Peter, Maria Ulkan (eds.). 
Kluwer 2003. Rep. Springer Verlag, Wien.

Analytische Ästhetik. Eine Untersu chung zu 
Nelson Goodman und zur lit. Parodie. Georg 
Peter. ONTOS-Verlag 2002.

Logical Form and Language. Gerhard 
Preyer, Georg Peter (eds.). Oxford University 
Press 2002.

Donald Davidson’s Philosophy. From Radi-
cal Interpretation to Radical Contextualism. 
Gerhard Preyer. Verlag Humanities Online, 
dt. 2001, engl. 2006.

The Contextualization of Ratio nality. Ger-
hard Preyer, Georg Peter (eds.). Mentis 2000.
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Soziologische Theorie der Gegenwarts-
gesellschaft III
Wir befinden uns in einer Situation, in der das soziologische Wissen resyste-
matisiert und überprüft wird. Die Soziologie der Mitgliedschaft wird im Kontext
der gegenwärtigen Soziologie fortgeführt. Die Evolution des Mitgliedschafts-
codes und seine Interpretation ist der harte Kern der Theorie der Evolution
des Gesellschaftssystems. Theoretischer Ausgang der Soziologie der Mit-
gliedschaft ist die Vereinheitlichung der Theorie sozialer Systeme, der Medien-
und der Evolutionstheorie.
Die Evolution der Struktur des Gesellschaftssystems wird mit der Analyse
der Strukturformen und Medien der gesellschaftlichen Mitgliedschaft und
der Kommunikation zusammengeführt. Die Strukturformen und Medien der
gesellschaftlichen Kommunikation und Mitgliedschaft des Wirtschafts-,
Rechts-, Wissenschafts-, Religions- und Kunst- sowie des politischen Systems
werden im Kontext der Vielfachen Modernisierungen und Modernitäten re-
systematisiert.
Ziel ist eine Neufassung der Theorie sozialer Bewegungen, der sozialen
Integration und der sozialen Ordnung jenseits des Nationalstaats, die von
einer Differenzordnung, einem Wohlstandspluralismus und einem Multi-
kulturalismus auszugehen hat. Damit sind die folgenreichsten Veränderungen
der soziologischen Theorie der Gegenwartsgesellschaft im Zeitalter der
Globalisierung  angesprochen.

Grobdaten!!

Soziologische 
Theorie der Gegen-
wartsgesellschaft III

Gerhard Preyer

A R B E I T  G R E N Z E N  P O L I T I K  H A N D L U N G  M E T H O D E N  G E W A L T  S P R A C H E  W I S S E N

S C H A F T  D I S K U R S  S C H I C H T  M O B I L I T Ä T  S Y S T E M  I N D I V I D U U M  K O N T R O L L E

Z E I T  E L I T E  K O M M U N I K A T I O N  W I R T S C H A F T  G E R E C H T I G K E I T  S T A D T  W E R T E

R I S I K O  E R Z I E H U N G  G E S E L L S C H A F T  R E L I G I O N  U M W E L T  S O Z I A L I S A T I O N

R A T I O N A L I T Ä T  V E R A N T W O R T U N G  M A C H T  P R O Z E S S  L E B E N S S T I L  D E L I N

Prof. Dr. Gerhard Preyer lehrt an der J.W. Goethe-Universität,
Frankfurt a.M. und ist Herausgeber der Zeitschrift „Protosociology“
(www.protosociology.de).
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Soziologische Theorie der
Gegenwartsgesellschaft II
Die Untersuchung legt eine systematische neue Rekonstruktion der „Theorie
des kommunikativen Handelns“ von Jürgen Habermas vor und erörtert im
Kontext der klassischen Soziologie und der Soziologie der Gegenwarts-
gesellschaft die Probleme dieses Ansatzes.

Grobdaten!!

Soziologische
Theorie der
Gegenwarts-
gesellschaft II

Gerhard Preyer
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Z E I T  E L I T E  K O M M U N I K A T I O N  W I R T S C H A F T  G E R E C H T I G K E I T  S T A D T  W E R T E

R I S I K O  E R Z I E H U N G  G E S E L L S C H A F T  R E L I G I O N  U M W E L T  S O Z I A L I S A T I O N

R A T I O N A L I T Ä T  V E R A N T W O R T U N G  M A C H T  P R O Z E S S  L E B E N S S T I L  D E L I N

Prof. Dr. Gerhard Preyer lehrt an der J.W. Goethe-Universität,
Frankfurt a.M. und ist Herausgeber der Zeitschrift Protosociology
(www.protosociology.de).
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VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften
Abraham-Lincoln-Straße 46
65189 Wiesbaden
Telefon 0611.7878-722
Telefax 0611.7878-420
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Grundlagenwerk zur
Theorie der Gesellschaft

Gerhard Preyer

Soziologische Theorie 
der Gegenwartsgesellschaft
Mitgliedschaftstheoretische Untersuchungen

2006. 273 S. Br. EUR 27,90
ISBN 3-531-14745-5

Erhältich im Buchhandel oder beim Verlag.
Änderungen vorbehalten. Stand: Dezember 2005.

Aus dem Inhalt: Mitgliedschaft als Letztele-
ment sozialer Systeme – Problemstufenord-
nung – Funktionale Differenzierung – Von der
Moderne zur Postmoderne – Was heißt Glo-
balisierung? – Strukturprobleme der sozialen
Integration – Europa im Zeitalter der Globali-
sierung – Kritik der totalen Kommunikation

Das Buch liefert eine soziologische Theorie
der Gesellschaft, die an systemtheoretische
Überlegungen anknüpft, diese aber maßgeb-
lich erweitert. Im Mittelpunkt des Ansatzes
steht die Frage nach der Mitgliedschaft in so-
zialen Systemen. Daraus resultiert eine Pers-
pektive, die die Evolution der Mitgliedschaft
unter Bedingungen der Globalisierung unter-
sucht.

Dr. Gerhard Preyer lehrt an der Universität
Frankfurt a.M. und ist Herausgeber der Zeit-
schrift „Protosociology”.
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Contextualism in Philosophy:
Knowledge, Meaning, and Truth

   Gerhard Preyer, Georg Peter (eds.)

In epistemology and in philosophy of language there is fierce debate about the role 
of context in knowledge, understanding, and meaning. Many contemporary episte-
mologists take seriously the thesis that epistemic vocabulary is context-sensitive. This 
thesis is of course a semantic claim, so it has brought epistemologists into contact with 
work on context in semantics by philosophers of language. This volume brings together 
the debates, in a set of twelve specially written essays representing the latest work 
by leading figures in the two fields. All future work on contextualism will start here.

Contents

Gerhard Preyer, Georg Peter
Introduction: The Limitation of  
Contextualism

I  Contextualism in Epistemology

Contextualism and the New Linguistic 
Turn in Epistemology 
Peter Ludlow 

The Emperor‘s ‚New Knows‘ 
Kent Bach 

Knowledge, Context and the Agent‘s Point 
of View 
Timothy Williamson 

What Shifts? Thresholds, Standards, or 
Alternatives? 
Jonathan Schaffer 

Epistemic Modals in Context 
Andy Egan, John Hawthorne, Brian Weath-
erson 

II  Compositionality, Meaning and  
Context 

Literalism and Contextualism: Some 
Varieties
François Recanati 

A Tall Tale In Defense of Semantic Mini-
malism and Speech Act Pluralism 
Herman Cappelen and Ernie Lepore 

Semantics in Context 
Jason Stanley 

Meaning before Truth 
Paul M. Pietroski 

Compositionality and Context 
Peter Pagin 

Presuppositions, Truth Values, and Ex-
pressing Propositions 
Michael Glanzberg 

Index

Oxford University Press: Oxford 2005, 410 pages
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Context-Sensitivity and Semantic Minimalism
Essays on Semantics and Pragmatics

Gerhard Preyer and Georg Peter (eds.)

Preface 
Introduction: Semantics and  
Pragmatics: The Central Issues 
Herman Cappelen

Part I  
The Defence of Moderate  
Contextualism 

Content, Context and Composition
Peter Pagin, Francis Jeffry Pelletier

A Little Sensitivity goes a Long Way.
Kenneth A. Taylor

Radical Minimalism, Moderate Contextu-
alism
Kepa Korta and John Perry

How and Why to Be a Moderate Contex-
tualist
Ishani Maitra

Moderatly Insensitive Semantics
Sarah-Jane Leslie

Sense and Insensitivity: Or where Minimal-
ism meets Contextualism 
Eros Corazza and Jerome Dokic

Prudent Semantics Meets Wanton Speech 
Act Pluralism
Elisabeth Camp 

Part II  
On Critiques of Semantic  
Minimalism 

Meanings, Propositions, Context, and 
Semantical Underdeterminacy 
Jay Atlas

Semantic Minimalism and Nonindexical 
Contextualism
John MacFarlane

Minimal (Disagreement about) Semantics
Lenny Clapp

Minimal Propositions, Cognitive Safety 
Mechanisms, and Psychological Reality 
Reinaldo Elugardo 

Minimalism and Modularity
Philip Robbins

Minimalism, Psychological Reality, Mean-
ing and Use
Henry Jackman

Back to Semantic Minimalism 

Minimalism versus Contextualism in 
Semantics
Emma Borg 

Oxford University Press: Oxford 2007
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Frankfurt • Paris • Lancaster • New Brunswick 
P.O. Box 1541 • D-63133 Heusenstamm bei Frankfurt 
www.ontosverlag.com • info@ontosverlag.com 
Tel. ++49-6104-66 57 33 • Fax ++49-6104-66 57 34 

 
 

ontos                              
Nicholas Rescher 
 
Nicholas Rescher 
On the Nature of Philosophy 
And Other Philosophical Essays 
ISBN 978-3-86838-137-5 
129pp., Hardcover, EUR 69,00 
  
 
 
 

 This book continues Rescher’s longstanding practice of 
publishing groups of philosophical essays. Notwithstanding 
their thematic diversity, these discussions exhibit a uniformi-
ty of method in addressing philosophical issues via a mix-
ture of historical contextualization, analytical scrutiny, and 
common-sensical concern. Their interest, such as it is, lies 
not just in what they do but in how they do it. 
. 
  
 

ontos   
Nicholas Rescher 
 
Patrick Grim,  Nicholas Rescher 
Reflexivity 
From Paradox to Consciousness 
ISBN 978-3-86838-135-1 
189pp., Hardcover, EUR 79,00 
 
 
 
 

 The book seeks to characterize reflexive conceptual struc-
tures more thoroughly and more precisely than has been 
done before, making explicit the structure of paradox and 
the clear connections to major logical results. The goal is to 
trace the structure of reflexivity in sentences, sets, and sys-
tems, but also as it appears in propositional attitudes, men-
tal states, perspectives and processes. What an under-
standing of patterns of reflexivity offers is a deeper and de-
mystified understanding of issues of semantics, free will, 
and the nature of consciousness. 
 

ontos                              
Philosophical Analysis 47 
 
Sofia Miguens, 
Gerhard Preyer (Eds.) 
Consciousness  
and Subjectivity 
ISBN 978-3-86838-136-8 
363pp., Hardcover, EUR 98,00 
 
 
 

 Issues of subjectivity and consciousness are dealt with in 
very different ways in the analytic tradition and in the idealis-
tic–phenomenological tradition central to continental philos-
ophy. This book brings together analytically inspired philos-
ophers working on the continent with English-speaking phi-
losophers to address specific issues regarding subjectivity 
and consciousness. The issues range from acquaintance 
and immediacy in perception and apperception, to the role 
of agency in bodily ‘mine-ness’, to self-determination 
(Selbstbestimmung) through (free) action. Thus involving 
philosophers of different traditions should yield a deeper 
vision of consciousness and subjectivity; one relating the 
mind not only to nature, or to first-person authority in linguis-
tic creatures–questions which, in the analytic tradition, are 
sometimes treated as exhausting the topic–but also to many 
other aspects of mind’s understanding of itself in ways which  
disrupt classic inner/outer boundaries. 
 
 
 




