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ON THE METHOD OF UNDERSTANDING OF WEBER

Yosuke KOTO

As everybody knows, Max Weber formulated his own sociological view as verstehende
Soziologie, namely Sociology of Understanding. What is verstehende Soziologie? It is
usually understood as follows: for the purpose of explanation of social facts, two steps
of procedure become to be necessary. Social facts are once analyzed into individual
acts and motives of individual acts are interpreted by means of understanding. And
then soccial facts are recomposed as the streams of individual acts and motives in order
+0 be explained.

This way of social research is summed up as methodological individualism. This popular
viwe of verstehende Soziologie is never incorrect. But it does not do Weber’s metho-
dological view justice. For in this popular view meaning is confused with motive. In
other words this view fails to discriminate verstehende Soziologis from social psycho-
logical study of human behavior, which has the clearest and the most typical manife-
station in the movement of behavioral science.

Indeed Max Weber emphasized the importance of social psychological aspect in social
and/or human sciences. But on the other hand we must not forget that his verstehende
Soziologie did not blur at all the discrimination between sociology and psychology. We
must characterize verstehende Soziologie under dual point of view. We must compare
it with mechanical and inhuman way of explanation, which played and is playing a
very important role in socilal sciences, as well as psychological way of explanation.
These double comparisons seem to be the best way to make its characteristics clear.

The method of understanding originated from humanities. So it does not always
en oy the qualification for the authentically scientific method in social sciences. Weber
attacked at this conventional view. He was surely convinced of the fruitfulness which
the method of understanding could bear in social and human sciences. At the same
time he took for granted that without any qualification the method of understanding
could not be considered as the scientific research method. The main part of his
methodological discussions aimed at specifying the requisite for the understanding as
the scientific method. We follow in this article his discussion of the procedure which
can qualify the understanding as one of the scientific research methods in detail and
logically. And at various points we try to clarify some difficulties which are inherent
in this procedure. In spite of his endeaour, some disagreements with science remain

in the concept of umdertanding.
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Now the object of understanding is called Weber as Sinn, namely meaning. If he
was convinced of the indispensability of understanding-method in social and human
sciences, it follows that he regarded the concept of meaning as the key-concept in
social and human sciences. Indeed he is one of masters who can succeed in combining
causal explanation with meaning interpretation.

At this point it is noteworthy that meaning in Weber’s sense is not confined to mo-
tive of actor. The above-mentioned popular view of verstehende Soziologie makes the
mistake of identifying what Weber called meaning with motive. The partiality of this
view lies in this.

In my opinion, understanding of Webers sociology has dual objects: the first is
actor’s motive and the second is the context in which the action or actor is situated.
The understanding of action-context is, in other words, to contider the situation in
which action occurrs as a meaningful world. In Weber’s terminology, the former object
of understanding is der von dem Handelnden subjektiv gemeinte Sinn, namely the
motive which actor connects with his own act subjectively and the latter is der Sinn-
zusammenhang, namely objective meaning of action space. If the verstehende Soziologie
must be discriminated from social psychology, its criterion is most clearly supplied
from the fact, whether meaning of situation is considered as an aim of understanding
or not. Because the verstehende Soziologie has these dual object of understanding,
Weber’s sociology can combine successfully micro point of view with macro point of
view.

As is generally known, the social psychological study of human behavior is good at
analyzing micro social phenomena, especially face to face relations. But this approach
tends to show the defect in studying macro social phenomena. The study of social
change or societal system often remains beyond its scope. These tendencies are caused by
a little interest in the latter object of understanding. Because Weber felt a great interest
in characteristics of European modern world, he laid special stress on objective meaning
complex as object of understanding.

If man wishes to interoduce “meaning” into sociology as the key-concept, objective
meaning complex must become the most important aim of sociologcal understanding.
This duality in the verstehende Soziologie seems so far not to be pointed out clearly.
Therefore it is the main purpose of this article that we push the concept of Sinnzusa-
mmenhang to the front as the key-concept in verstehende Soziologie and develop its

content as clear as possible.



