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SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH
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CONTEMPORARY

6 The Case for

Value-Free Sociology
MAX WEBER

CROSS-CULTURAL

The following is part of a lecture given in 1918 at Germany’s Munich University by Max
Weber, one of sociology’s pioneers. Weber lived in politically turbulent times, in which the
government and other organizations were demanding that university faculty teach the
“right” ideas. Weber responded to these pressures by encouraging everyone to be politically involved as citizens; yet, he maintained that the teachers and scholars should prize
dispassionate analysis rather than political advocacy. This selection stimulates critical
thinking about the mix of fact and value that is found in all sociological research.

Let us consider the disciplines close to me: sociology, history, economics, political science, and
those types of cultural philosophy that make it
their task to interpret the sciences.
It is said, and I agree, that politics
is out of place in the lectureroom. It does not belong there
on the part of the students. . . .
Neither does [it] belong in the
lecture-room on the part of the
[instructors], and when the [instructor] is scientifically concerned with politics, it belongs
there least of all.
Source: Excerpts from From Max Weber:
Essays in Sociology by Max Weber,
edited by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright
Mills, translated by H. H. Gerth and
C. Wright Mills, copyright © 1946, 1958
by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills. Used
by permission of Oxford University Press.

To take a practical stand is one thing, and to
analyze political structures and party positions is
another. When speaking in a political meeting
about democracy, one does not
hide one’s personal standpoint;
indeed, to come out clearly and
take a stand is one’s damned
duty. The words one uses in such
a meeting are not means of scientific analysis but means of
canvassing votes and winning
over others. They are not plowshares to loosen the soil of contemplative thought; they are
swords against the enemies: Such
words are weapons. It would be
an outrage, however, to use
words in this fashion in a lecture or in the lecture-room. If,
for instance, “democracy” is
under discussion, one considers
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its various forms, analyzes them in the way they
function, determines what results for the conditions of life the one form has as compared with
the other. Then one confronts the forms of democracy with nondemocratic forms of political order
and endeavors to come to a position where the
student may find the point from which, in terms
of his ultimate ideals, he can take a stand. But the
true teacher will beware of imposing from the
platform any political position upon the student,
whether it is expressed or suggested. “To let the
facts speak for themselves” is the most unfair way
of putting over a political position to the student.
Why should we abstain from doing this? I
state in advance that some highly esteemed colleagues are of the opinion that it is not possible to
carry through this self-restraint and that, even if
it were possible, it would be a whim to avoid
declaring oneself. Now one cannot demonstrate
scientifically what the duty of an academic teacher
is. One can only demand of the teacher that he
have the intellectual integrity to see that it is one
thing to state facts, to determine mathematical
or logical relations or the internal structure of
cultural values, while it is another thing to answer questions of the value of culture and its individual contents and the question of how one
should act in the cultural community and in political associations. These are quite heterogeneous problems. If he asks further why he
should not deal with both types of problems in
the lecture-room, the answer is: because the
prophet and the demagogue do not belong on
the academic platform.
To the prophet and the demagogue, it is said:
“Go your ways out into the streets and speak
openly to the world,” that is, speak where criticism is possible. In the lecture-room we stand opposite our audience, and it has to remain silent. I
deem it irresponsible to exploit the circumstance
that for the sake of their career the students have
to attend a teacher’s course while there is nobody

present to oppose him with criticism. The task of
the teacher is to serve the students with his knowledge and scientific experience and not to imprint
upon them his personal political views. It is certainly possible that the individual teacher will not
entirely succeed in eliminating his personal sympathies. He is then exposed to the sharpest criticism
in the forum of his own conscience. And this deficiency does not prove anything; other errors are
also possible, for instance, erroneous statements of
fact, and yet they prove nothing against the duty of
searching for the truth. I also reject this in the very
interest of science. I am ready to prove from the
works of our historians that whenever the man of
science introduces his personal value judgment, a
full understanding of the facts ceases. . . .
The primary task of a useful teacher is to
teach his students to recognize “inconvenient”
facts—I mean facts that are inconvenient for
their party opinions. And for every party opinion
there are facts that are extremely inconvenient,
for my own opinion no less than for others. I believe the teacher accomplishes more than a mere
intellectual task if he compels his audience to
accustom itself to the existence of such facts. I
would be so immodest as even to apply the expression “moral achievement,” though perhaps
this may sound too grandiose for something that
should go without saying.
CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS
1. Why does Weber seek to set the campus apart
from society as an “ivory tower”?
2. How is the classroom a distinctive setting in
terms of political neutrality? If instructors cannot
be entirely free from value positions, why should
they strive to point out “inconvenient facts” to
their students?
3. Do you see arguments for instructors presenting passionate advocacy of issues that are of
great political and moral significance?

