Chapter 4 ® Max Weber

MAX WEBER

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Germany, on April 21,
1864, into a decidedly middle-class family (Radkau,
[2005] 2009). Important differences between his par-
ents had a profound effect upon both his intellec-
tual orientation and his psychological development.
His father was a bureaucrat who rose to a relatively
important political position. He was clearly a part of the
political establishment and, as a result, eschewed any
activity or idealism that would require personal sacri-
fice or threaten his position within the system. In addi-
tion, the senior Weber was a man who enjoyed earthly
pleasures, and, in this and many other ways, he stood
in sharp contrast to his wife. Max Weber’s mother was
a devout Calvinist, a woman who sought to lead an
ascetic life largely devoid of the pleasures craved by
her husband. Her concerns were more otherworldly;
she was disturbed by the imperfections that were
signs that she was not destined for salvation. These deep differences between the parents led to
marital tension, and both the differences and the tension had an immense impact on Weber.
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Because it was impossible to emulate both parents, Weber was presented with a clear choice
as a child (Marianne Weber, 1975:62). He first seemed to opt for his father’s orientation to life,
but, later, he drew closer to his mother’s approach. Whatever the choice, the tension produced
by the need to choose between such polar opposites negatively affected Max Weber's psyche.

At age 18, Max Weber left home for a short time to attend the University of Heidelberg. Weber
had already demonstrated intellectual precocity, but on a social level, he entered Heidel-
berg shy and underdeveloped. However, that quickly changed after he gravitated toward his
father’s way of life and joined his father’s old dueling fraternity. There he developed socially,
at least in part because of the huge quantities of beer he consumed with his peers. In addition,
he proudly displayed the dueling scars that were the trademark of such fraternities. Weber
not only manifested his identity with his father’s way of life in these ways but also chose, at
least for the time being, his father’s career—the law.

After three terms, Weber left Heidelberg for military service, and in 1884 he returned to Ber-
lin and to his parents” home to take courses at the University of Berlin. He remained there for
most of the next eight years as he completed his studies, earned his PhD, became a lawyer
(see Turner and Factor, 1994, for a discussion of the impact of legal thinking on Weber's theo-
rizing), and started teaching at the University of Berlin. In the process, his interests shifted
more toward his lifelong concerns—economics, history, and sociology. During his eight years
in Berlin, Weber was financially dependent on his father, a circumstance he progressively
grew to dislike. At the same time, he moved closer to his mother’s values, and his antipathy
to his father increased. He adopted an ascetic life and plunged deeply into his work. For
example, during one semester as a student, his work habits were described as follows: “He
continues the rigid work discipline, regulates his life by the clock, divides the daily routine
into exact sections for the various subjects, saves in his way, by feeding himself evenings in
his room with a pound of raw chopped beef and four fried eggs” (Mitzman, [1969] 1971:48;
Marianne Weber, 1975:105). Thus, Weber, following his mother, had become ascetic and

diligent, a compulsive worker—in contemporary terms a “workaholic.”
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