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Max Weber is, of course, famous as one of the founding fathers of sociology. 
From the perspective of a threefold division of scholarly activity – natural sci-
ences, social sciences, and humanities – it might seem odd to devote focused 
attention to him in a discussion of the humanities.

However, the distinction between social sciences and humanities itself de-
serves historical attention: there is obviously some overlap both in the object and 
in the interests of those clusters of disciplines. They are both interested in what 
people do and have done, broadly speaking. They probably do so differently, 
constructing their research object in different ways and using different vocabu-
laries and concepts. But importantly, in Weber’s time the vocabularies pertinent 
to the study of human culture and society were subject to fierce debate. If in this 
context Weber developed a position that contributed more to twentieth-century 
social science than to the humanities, this does not mean that his position at the 
time was only relevant to a social-scientific perspective. These were categories 
still in the making.

This paper places Weber’s formulation of the position of the human sciences 
in relation to the challenge to their autonomy posed by the rise of psychology as 
a scientific discipline – a challenge that was not just intellectual but also institu-
tional: the question whether university chairs in philosophy ought to be given to 
psychologists as well was a live one, for instance.1 We will see how experimental 
psychology backed up its claim to belong the human sciences – and, in fact, to be 
the foundational human science; and we will see how advocates of humanistically 
oriented disciplines resisted the intrusion of such a psychology in their domain.

Before turning to Weber, we will look at two other attempts to counter the 
perceived threat that psychology posed to the autonomy of what can pragmati-
cally be called the humanistic disciplines: by Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich 
Rickert. The argument will be that while Windelband and Rickert responded 
by redefining the humanities as individualizing disciplines separated from the 
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search for regularities, Weber developed another way of meeting the challenge, 
in which interpretation and the search for lawlike patterns could be combined.

	 Windelband and Rickert:  
Expelling psychology from the humanities

There were several traditions in dialogue with which Weber was to develop his pro-
ject for an interpretive sociology. Of these, the strongest intellectual influence on his 
own theoretical reasoning was the neo-Kantian school represented chiefly by Wil-
helm Windelband and Heinrich Rickert.2 From them Weber inherited the problem 
of the status of the ‘Geisteswissenschaften’, as well as part of the solution: they shared 
the opinion that the study of human culture should be qualitatively different from 
that of nature, but that the former was not necessarily inferior to the latter.

Windelband noted that a once plausible distinction between these two – based 
on a substantive difference between Natur and Geist – had lost its attractiveness, 
but that there remained a very important logical division within the empirical 
sciences: that between the search for knowledge of general laws on the one hand, 
and the search for individual knowledge on the other. This was the difference be-
tween ‘nomothetic’ and ‘idiographic’ sciences, a difference located not in the stud-
ied material itself, but in the treatment of that material.3

This logical distinction conveniently implied that psychology could be evicted 
from the domain of the Geisteswissenschaften, which were now identified as by 
definition idiographic: psychology was a science of the mind, but its treatment of 
the material had more in common with the natural sciences in that it, too, sought 
to formulate general laws: ‘the substantive differences are minimal compared to 
the logical identity which all these disciplines have with respect to the formal 
nature of their knowledge goals: they are always looking for the laws in events’.4

Windelband acknowledged that causal knowledge depended on general state-
ments but that individual personality withstood such a reduction to general cat-
egories: it was ‘causeless’, and therefore ‘free’.5 This reasoning would run the risk of 
leaving human action incomprehensible were it not for the possibility of intuitive 
understanding: only by reliving the past in its fullness could one avoid using the 
abstract concepts which were (according to Windelband) by definition inappro-
priate for the understanding of free action. This freedom together with intuitive 
understanding and the logical distinctness of the idiographic sciences served as 
barriers keeping ‘nomothetic’ psychology away from the study of human culture.

This self-definition of the sciences of man with psychology left out was devel-
oped further by Rickert. He, too, started from the assumption that the division 
of the sciences by their subject matter was outdated: the prime example was, 
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again, psychology, which happened to occupy itself with ‘mental being’ instead 
of physical nature, but which could not therefore claim to be anything else than 
a natural science.6 Psychology, Rickert recognized, might strictly be a Geisteswis-
senschaft for its subject matter, but it was not therefore a Kulturwissenschaft – and 
the cultural sciences embraced in practice ‘all objects of the study of religion, law, 
history, philology, political economy, etc., that is, that of all “humanities” with the 
exception of psychology’.7

Rickert warned that if these disciplines were grouped according to their oc-
cupation with human mental life, psychology would become ‘the principal basis 
of all cultural scholarship, understood in its elevated sense’.8 Such an intrusion 
of a discipline so strongly oriented toward the natural sciences was unaccepta-
ble. But what, then, were the cultural sciences? Rickert proceeded from the idea 
that reality was infinitely large and describable in infinitely many ways, and that 
therefore any attempt to grasp it conceptually had to be simplifying and selective. 
The nomothetic sciences did this by generalizing, and this was indeed one option. 
But Windelband’s idiographic sciences were originally defined by their ambition 
to describe a part of historical reality in its totality, which they could in fact never 
hope to do; so what was their principle of selection?9

Rickert concluded that it must be value-relatedness: the ‘essential’ was selected 
on the basis of the values of the historian – and according to Rickert, the attribu-
tion of cultural value to historical phenomena or persons was mostly based on their 
uniqueness, on those aspects that made the phenomenon or person in question a 
unique historical ‘Individuum’. By this supposition, cultural scientific interest was 
the logical complement to natural scientific interest, which was aimed at the gener-
al.10 Accordingly, the kind of ‘psychology’ relevant to the cultural scientist was quali-
tatively different from that advocated by representatives of scientific psychology.

As historians were occupied to a large extent with the mental life of their ac-
tors, it was understandable that they were supposed to be good ‘psychologists’,11 
but this had nothing more to do with scientific psychology than had the psycho-
logical intuition of artists.12 Rickert still distinguished between a general ‘concep-
tual’ grasp of the psyche, and an individual ‘intuitive’ grasp of it: the distinction 
between natural and cultural science, in that respect, went together with a dis-
tinction between explanation and understanding: Erklären and Verstehen.

We have to distinguish explanation [Erklären] and understanding [Verste-
hen]. We want to explain the nature of physical being, in so far as we search 
for its general laws. Mental life in history however we want to understand, 
as we re-experience it in its individual course. Once this distinction is clear, 
one will cease to think it self-evident that the historian should practice sci-
entific psychology in order to enhance his ‘psychological’ understanding, 
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and one will not consider the foundation of the historical sciences to lie in 
any science of the mind.13

That last remark was in explicit opposition to Wilhelm Wundt, the chief spokes-
man of scientific psychology, ‘who primarily wants’, said Rickert in his efforts to 
refute him, ‘to make psychology into the foundation of the humanities’.14

He seems not to have exaggerated Wundt’s ambition, for indeed a few years 
earlier, Wundt had defined the status of his scientific psychology in relation to 
the other disciplines precisely in the way that bothered Rickert so much and to 
which he was now formulating a coherent response. According to Wundt,

as the science of the universal forms of immediate human experience and 
their combination in accordance with certain laws, [psychology] is the foun-
dation of the mental sciences. The subject-matter of these sciences is in all cas-
es the activities proceeding from immediate human experiences, and their 
effects. Since psychology has for its problem the investigation of the forms 
and laws of these activities, it is at once the most general mental science, 
and the foundation for all the others, such as philology, history, political 
economy, jurisprudence, etc.15

For Wundt, these latter disciplines were primarily Geisteswissenschaften and thus 
supposed to sail under the flag of the most fundamental science of the mind; 
Rickert had now redefined them as Kulturwissenschaften and thus supposedly 
secured their independence from Wundtian psychology.

	 Weber and the explicability of human action

We have seen that both Windelband and Rickert dismissed psychology in part 
because in their view the kind of knowledge relevant to the idiographic or cultural 
sciences could not be produced by the generalizing knowledge of psychology. In-
stead of this generalizing conceptual knowledge, both placed an ‘intuitive grasp’ or 
‘reexperiencing’ on the foreground. This approach was unattractive to Weber, for 
whom all science revolved around explanation, as we will see.

Weber wrote his most famous methodological essays after a period of severe 
mental troubles. The first of these essays was devoted to a critique of two of the 
most important members of the ‘historical school’ of political economy, Wilhelm 
Roscher and Karl Knies.16 Of these, the latter two (about Knies) are most impor-
tant for our current purpose. In Knies’ work, Weber found several errors that he 
considered to be so common that a lengthy general treatment of them was justi-
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fied – to such an extent that most of the dialogue turned out to be with other 
thinkers than Knies.

Weber frontally attacked Knies’ idea that free and purposeful human action 
was opposed to regularity. Weber connected this wrong opinion to the intuition 
that human action was in some sense specifically ‘creative’, as opposed to the me-
chanical causality of nature – a mistake that Weber identified in Wundt as well 
and to which he attributed Wundt’s overambitious claims on the status of psy-
chology. The notion of creativity was inherently value-laden, Weber maintained, 
and reading it as something objective (within the domain of an empirical sci-
ence) suggested that empirical disciplines could deliver value judgments, quod 
non. Wundt’s idea that there could be laws pertaining to the production of value 
and meaning amounted to this, and was therefore dangerous: psychology should 
not claim to provide a worldview.17

However, Weber’s criticism of the uses of psychology extended only to its mud-
dled relation with value judgments, and did not constitute a wholesale dismissal. 
Indeed, Weber’s intention was to improve psychology: ‘psychology as an empirical 
discipline only becomes possible through the elimination of value judgments’.18 Such 
a purified scientific psychology was potentially equipped for a fruitful search for 
causal explanations of whatever it would like to investigate. In fact, Weber openly 
invited psychology to deliver any explanation of human mental phenomena, pro-
vided, of course, that it could justify these explanations. How could he still refuse to 
acknowledge it as the foundational science for the study of human culture?

There was, of course, the logical argument that individual phenomena could 
never be deduced from general laws alone, and in another context Weber did use 
that argument: ‘even today the opinion is not completely eradicated that it would 
be the task of psychology to play a role comparable to mathematics with regard 
to the individual “humanities”’.19 But, he argued, even if by psychology or another 
science all possible causal relations had been discovered, in no way ‘could the real-
ity of life be deduced from these “laws” and “factors” [...] since for our knowledge 
of reality what matters is the constellation in which these (hypothetical!) “factors” 
[...] are found’.20 This observation drew on Windelband’s argument that individu-
al reality was always the product of general laws and individual initial conditions, 
and could therefore not be explained by exclusive reference to these general laws. 

21 However, we may note that this argument guaranteed only a limited amount of 
disciplinary autonomy for the cultural sciences. For comparison: even a positivist 
like Hempel would grant this point.22 There was more work to be done.

Returning to Knies, Weber coolly dismissed the latter’s view of the irration-
ality of human behavior: ‘in “lived” reality there is no question whatsoever of a 
specific “incalculability” of human action’.23 Did people not ‘take into account’ the 
reactions of others to their own actions? Granted, the actions of others could not 
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be predicted with full certainty or in toto, but was not the same true for the weath-
er? 24 When it came to a phenomenon in its total individuality, certain prediction 
was impossible – at best it could be said in retrospect that the phenomenon had 
not occurred in contradiction with the known regularities.25

There was a difference between the explanation of human action and that of 
natural events, Weber said, but it was not that human action was less ration-
al – on the contrary! Human action could not only be understood as ‘possible’ 
in relation to general laws, but was also accessible to understanding: ‘Verstehen, 
that is, establishing a concrete “motive” (or a complex of motives) that can be 
“internally” “reexperienced” and that we can attribute to it with more or less cer-
tainty depending on our source material’.26 Apart from possible, a historical action 
could be considered teleologically rational, adequately motivated, and as such be 
understood. ‘The “interpretability” [Deutbarkeit] here adds to the “calculability” 
[Berechenbarkeit) when compared to natural phenomena, which cannot be in-
terpreted’.27 To the extent that a historical person acted irrationally, his behavior 
could in theory still be explained by psychological laws, but then it was both less 
understandable and less free.28

Human action, then, in so far as it was not regulated by natural laws, was 
actually more explicable than natural phenomena; moreover, even if it could be 
consistently related to empirical rules, this in itself would not give us the feeling 
of having understood it adequately29 – ‘we will not possess this understanding as 
long as we do not also have the possibility of inner “replication” [Nachbildung] of 
this motivation in our imagination’.30 The kind of knowledge appropriate to hu-
man action, then, was closely related to the notion of Verstehen, considered as a 
kind of inner experience.

But, Weber hastened to add in a footnote, ‘we will see that one can only speak 
of “replication” in a very improper sense’.31 There was a trap that Weber did not 
want to fall into, and that was that emphasizing the difference between these two 
kinds of knowledge came close to separating them altogether – to concluding 
that the ‘objectifying’ and the ‘subjectifying’ method had nothing to say to each 
other.32 This was a position that Weber took very seriously, but that he judged 
to be fundamentally incorrect. In the patient argument against it that covered 
more than half of his two essays against Knies, Weber maintained that, on the 
one hand, there was something specific about interpretation that could not in any 
useful sense be reduced to scientific psychology, and that on the other hand this 
did not close the door to psychology but instead gave every discipline its proper 
place. According to this view, scientific psychology would be neither all-powerful 
nor irrelevant to the understanding of human action.

An opposing view Weber discussed was that of Hugo Münsterberg, who radi-
cally separated ‘direct “understanding”, that is, an empathizing with, reexperienc-
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ing, feeling, appreciating and valuing of “actualities”’33 from value-free, analytical 
knowledge. History, according to him, was a subjectifying discipline whose object 
and way of knowing had no relation to the methods of objectifying knowledge.34 
Weber objected that phenomena that could be considered to be irreducible to 
historical questions were not therefore necessarily out of reach of the objectify-
ing sciences; a psychological analysis of, for example, religious hysteria could very 
well increase our understanding of a historical phenomenon.35

It could also be the case, of course, that the results of experimental psychology 
did not exceed the understanding that could anyway be reached by common sense 
– especially the complexity of individuals, in whom an infinity of causal relations 
was combined, made this plausible.36 But in this, again, the mental domain was 
no different from the physical. Abstract laws could provide valuable insights – or 
not; and in that respect psychology was (a priori) neither more nor less relevant 
than any science.

The rules of experience of psycho-pathology and the laws of psycho-physics 
come into the consideration of history [as a discipline] only in precisely the 
same sense as physical, meteorological, biological knowledge. That is to 
say: it is ever dependent on the individual case whether history or political 
economy has cause to take note of the robust results of a psycho-physical 
nomothetic science [Gesetzeswissenschaft].37

The notion that psychology had a special status was dismissed, then:

[T]the assertion one sometimes hears, that ‘psychology’ [...] would have to 
be a universally indispensable ‘foundational science’ for history or politi-
cal economy, since all historical and economical phenomena go through a 
‘mental’ stage and have to go through one, is, of course, untenable.38

One could as well say that acoustics was the foundational science for the histori-
cal understanding of political speech. Psychological concepts, rules or statistics in 
so far as they could not be interpretively understood ought to be treated as simply 
‘given’ – and not therefore irrelevant, but also not satisfying a specific historical 
interest.

This historical interest Weber defined, like Rickert, in terms of values. Knowl-
edge of reality was knowledge of individual phenomena; but there were infinitely 
many of those, and any one of them was related to infinitely many causes.39 There 
was nothing in the phenomena itself which could govern the selection of a finite 
part of these.40 ‘In this chaos’, Weber said,
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order comes only from the circumstance that in every case only a part of in-
dividual reality has value and meaning [Interesse und Bedeutung] to us, while 
only that part stands in relation to the cultural values [Kulturwertideen] with 
which we approach reality.41

Phenomena were of scientific interest in so far as they related to cultural inter-
est – not, of course, in the sense that science was only about valuable phenomena; 
prostitution, money and religion could all be of equal interest; this simply meant 
that they were relevant to the cultural interests of the scientist.42

	 Interpretation as explanation

In Weber’s view, interest in the study of cultural (value-related) facts as such was 
necessarily connected to understandable human action. 43 This, then, remained 
the legitimate and unchallenged domain of the historical sciences. That is, if Ver-
stehen was a scientifically legitimate business. Could it be? According to Weber it 
could, as long as it was disconnected from value judgments, as long as its results 
were treated as nothing more than intellectual statements, and as long as it served 
the intellectual goal of causal understanding of actions.

Weber recognized that interpretation (Deutung) could mean both the attribu-
tion of value and the understanding of motives, but these meanings had to be 
kept clearly distinct.44 Of science Weber demanded abstinence from value judg-
ments at all times – interpretation as valuing was by definition not a scientific 
act. Of course, a scholar could in his interpretation of a historical event or person 
make use of value-related concepts to which he, as a valuing human being, also 
took a stance – but this was a matter of Wertbeziehung, not Wertung; in service 
of objectifying knowledge, the use of value-laden concepts was not an act of Stel-
lungnahme, but of Verstehen.45

Further, the notion of Verstehen as a kind of ‘experience’ (Erlebnis) had to be quali-
fied. Too often the claim was made that the ‘inner’ experience of historical knowledge 
was in some way more reliable than the kind of experience on which natural scientific 
knowledge was based; that intuitive reexperiencing was a privileged kind of under-
standing with special certainty.46 Instead of embracing this view as an affirmation of 
the autonomy of the interpretive science, Weber demolished it completely.

Intuition was no prerogative of the historical sciences47 – mathematicians 
could also use their imagination as a starting point, for example.48 The point was 
that one’s own inner ‘experience’ in itself did not constitute understanding of the 
other – someone who tried to empathize with an acrobat felt neither what the 
acrobat actually felt, nor what he himself would feel in his place, but something 
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with an indefinite relation to this;49 and even that feeling was not ‘knowledge’, for 
it was something pre-conceptual. In order to become knowledge, it first had to be 
transformed into an articulate statement.

This process of transformation was required, for even one’s own experience could 
not be reproduced in thinking.50 Against the opinion that concepts were restricted to 
relations between things and that understanding of the individual things themselves 
was necessarily a-conceptual and therefore artistic and intuitive, Weber placed his 
view that an empirical science could very well create a Dingbegriff that was not an 
exhaustive Anschauung but an artificial product of thought – a concept of some-
thing individual.51 It had to create such artificial concepts, moreover, because only 
concepts could be elements in statements of which the validity could be judged.52

For most importantly, the validity of an interpretation was still only a hy-
pothetical matter which had to be subjected to empirical criticism, ‘just, from a 
logical perspective, like the hypotheses of the “natural sciences”’.53 Rationally un-
derstandable actions might possess more Evidenz than non-rational events, but 
this understandability should not be confused with empirical certainty,54 which 
could by definition only be reached by empirical means: ‘all “understanding” pre-
supposes (psychologically) “experience” and is (logically) only demonstrable as 
valid by reference to “experience”’.55

In this way, then, understanding was an intellectual business like all others. It 
had its point of departure indeed in ‘co-experience’ (inneres Mitmachen) or ‘empa-
thy’ (Einfühlung), but for the sake of knowledge, this had to be selectively articu-
lated, ‘a “co-experience” of teleologically selected elements’.56 The bridge between 
indefinite feelings and articulate judgments was constituted by values57 – value-
relations defined what was essential and could therefore serve as guides in the 
construction of historical units:

[T]he ‘historical unit’ [historisches Individuum], even in its special sense of 
‘personality’, can logically only be a ‘unity’ that is artificially constructed 
through value-relations, and therefore ‘valuing’ is the usual psychological 
stepping-stone for ‘intellectual understanding [Verständnis].58

One’s own values were ‘instruments in the service of understanding [Verstehen], 
which is here the causal interpretation of the actions of others’.59

For in its final goal, too, Verstehen resembled the treatment of individual natu-
ral phenomena:

the ‘interpretive’ investigation of motives by the historian is a causal attribu-
tion in a logically absolutely identical sense as the causal interpretation of 
some individual natural phenomenon, for its goal is the identification (at 
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least as a hypothesis) of a ‘sufficient’ condition [Grund], just as this is the 
only possible goal of the research of complex natural phenomena, if what 
matters are the individual elements of those phenomena.60

Verstehen was not something radically opposite to Erklären, it was a form of it – in 
the historical sciences an essential one – and was in principle subject to the same 
procedures as any other kind of explanation within the empirical sciences.61 It 
was a specific kind of explanation not because it was unscientific (that is, valuing, 
a-conceptual or noncausal), but because it concerned ‘meaningful’, value-oriented 
human action and worked by virtue of the fact that the scholar himself could (by 
means of his own value-orientation) interpret such meaningful action.62

It was an empirical question to what extent specific human action was actually 
meaningful, and as said before, psychological laws could provide a different kind 
of causal understanding if (and in so far as) it turned out not to be meaningful. 
This is best explained by the hypothesis of rationality: ‘interpretation through the 
categories of “goals” and “means”’.63 Action was most understandable if it was ‘tele-
ologically rational’: if the scholar could show that it served, given his knowledge of 
the ‘objective’ situation, as a means for the actor to reach a valued goal.64 Of course, 
people did not always behave completely rationally, so this ideal-typical construc-
tion of what would be rational behavior should be compared to empirical evidence, 
after which it also served to show the causal scope of irrational elements in some-
one’s actions,65 which were then open to scientific psychological explanation:

when our historical knowledge is confronted with behavior that is ‘irra-
tional’ in the sense of ‘not interpretable’, our need for causal explanation 
[kausales Bedürfnis] will often have to satisfy itself with a way of ‘grasp-
ing’ [Begreifen] oriented upon the nomological knowledge of, for example, 
psycho-pathology, or similar sciences.66

Verstehen and scientific psychology were neither reducible to each other, nor ac-
tive on incommensurable terrains; they were complementary methods serving the 
goal of the historical sciences, explaining different kinds of elements within the 
causal network of one reality.

	 Conclusion

In contrast with the views of his neo-Kantian predecessors Windelband and 
Rickert, who tried to disconnect scientific psychology as a generalizing discipline 
from the historical or cultural disciplines arguing that their respective modes of 
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understanding were incompatible, Weber decided that as sciences, these disci-
plines were working on the same terrain and could not simply ignore each other. 
All empirical sciences had in common that they attempted to construct objective-
ly valid knowledge of aspects of reality, and for knowledge to be objectively valid 
meant for it to be value-free, conceptually articulate and empirically supported 
– there was no difference here between sciences occupied with the physical and 
the mental domain, nor was there a difference between generalizing and indi-
vidualizing sciences. ‘Scientific’ psychology had to be purified from value-laden 
or metaphysical concepts, but the same was the case for historical understanding.

For the notion of Verstehen, this meant that in the sense of a subjectifying, 
valuing, intuitive act it had no place in science. The cultural scholar could, how-
ever, identify the motives of agents as causes of their behavior, motives which 
were connected to value-related concepts, which he in turn could understand 
because of his own value-relatedness. When his empathic ‘feeling’ was translated, 
by means of articulate Wertbeziehung, into definite concepts, and made part of 
intellectual statements applicable to empirical reality, it could serve the goal of 
causal explanation of those aspects of reality that were considered relevant, which 
was the goal of all empirical sciences.

It should serve this goal, moreover, because human action distinguished itself 
from other events precisely to the extent that it could only be ‘understood’, not 
explained by laws. In so far as human action was purposeful, it was best explained 
by the purpose toward which it was directed – by the values toward which it was 
oriented; in this case, Verstehen was not only possible, but appropriate.
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