MAX WEBER'S VIEW OF ASIAN SOCIETY
with Special Reference to His Theory
of the Traditional Community

HISAO OTSUKA
Historical and sociological studies in Asian societies occupy a fairly large

part in the voluminous achievements of Max Weber, In this article his
understanding of Asian societies is analysed from a definite point of view.

The author focuses his attention on Max Weber's theory of traditional
communities, and develops the general theory of the historio‑social pre‑
conditions of the break‑up of the traditional communities as basic components
of the Asian social structure.

I

HOW did Max Weber conceive the historical characteristics of the Asian
societies from the sociological point of view ? In this article I propose

to follow up this question as far as I am able. As is well known, however,
his studies in this question are extremely voluminous and many‑sided, and it
is natural that some limitation should be imposed on the field treated in a
short paper. Therefore, this present article is centred on his theory of the
treditional community in particular. Reasons for it may be stated as follows.
The so‑called North‑South problem, which has come to have an extremely
important significance on a world scale, would seem to manifest itself in a
multiplex of problems, even in its social and economic aspects only. Firstly,
as an international problem, it is, as is well known, much before our eyes in
the form of relations between North and South over trade and investment.
Secondly, in this matter, domestic questions in the underdeveloped countries
of the South come into view in direct connexion with these international
problems.1 What is at issue is the building of economies which will serve as
* In this article in reference to Max Weber's writings the following abbreviations are used :
GAzRS= Gesammelte Aufstit e zur Religianssoziologie. 3 Bde. Ttibingen. J. C. B. Mohr, 1920.
GA, SW= Gesammelte Aufs t e zur So ial‑ und Wirtschaftsgeschichte. Tilbingen. J. C. B. Mohr,
1924.
WG = Wirtschaftsgeschichte. Abriss der universalen Sozial‑ und Wirtschaftsgeschichte. Miinchen and

Leipzig, Duncker und Humblot, 1923.
WuC=Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 4 Aufl., herausgegeben von Johannes Winckelrtlann, 2
Halbbande, Ttibingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1956.
l In addition to this, domestic questions in the advanced countries also come into view
in direct connexion with these, and they also possess a decisively important significance,
but they are not taken up for discussion here.
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the material bases for national independence or national unity and this is
also connected with the so‑called industrialization or modernization of these
countries.2 Now, enquiring into these questions we are obliged, because of
the necessary character of this industrialization or modernization, to go further
and to consider the traditional social systems and institutions which have
made up the frameworks of the societies of these countries. By this we mean
that without effective removal or dismemberment of these traditional social
systems or institutions, economic construction of a kind which wiill accelerate
modernization or serve as the basis for industrialization in the underdeveloped
countries will either prove to be impossible or at the least will be halted at

a certain level. Further, we may say that what comes up as the focus of
these problems is the demand for land refonn in the underdeveloped countries,
and studies of the land systems of these countries.

These circumstances are the immediate reason for focusing my attention
on an elucidation of Weber's theory of the traditional community, but I feel
that there is need to add a little more by way of explanation.
First, the land question in the underdeveloped countries does not appear

in the simple form as is found in advanced countries where landownership
has already been thoroughly modernized. That is to say, in the underdevel‑
oped co.untries landownership is not separable from other social relations
and more o less as such, as it is in the advanced countries, and it would
seem permis ible for us to say that it appears deeply intertwined with tradi‑
tional social institutions and is scarcely to be separated from them. The
traditional community which is the subject of tl '
basic social institution in pre‑modern society, as Weber pointed out,8 em‑
bodying by nature the two essential components of land occupancy (or 1 nd‑
ownership) and societal functions. Thus land reform in the underdeveloped
countries must, as a matter of course, consider the questio.n of these com‑

' Ils paper, constitutes the

munities, nor will land reform be effective unless it does so. I think that we

shall be able to understand this fact if we consider how the land reforms
carried out in Japan after the Second Wo,rld War have succeeded only whe.n
they have brought about not. mer ly the abolition of the landlord system but
also the break‑up of the old village system itself, centred on the break‑up of
the so‑called "K oku‑seido" ("family system").4

The second point concerns Weber's own terminology. In Weber we find
2 Regarding the use of these two terms in the present article, see Hisao O tsuka,
" Modernization Reconsidered‑ vith Special Reference to Industrialization‑," The
Developing Economies. Vol. 111, No. 4 (Dec., 1965), reprinted in Seiichi Tobata ed.. The
Modernization ofJapan 1. Tokyo, Institute of Asian Economic Affairs, 1966.

8 Weber. WuG. SS. 215‑218; WG. SS. 55 ff., 60 ff. Similar facts had already been
clearly pointed out by Marx from a different theoretical standpoint. For example, see
Karl Marx, Formen, die der kapitalistischen Produktiau vorhergehen. Berlin, Dietz Verlag,
1952 (hereafter a.bbreviated as Formen).

4 If one were to express the semantic content of this term in its scholarly sense, in
European language, I think that Max Weber's " die patritnoniale Herrschaft " or " der
Patrimonialismus " would be one of the most suitable expressions. See in particular
Weber. WuG, SS. 588‑5g2.
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at least the two terms "Gememschaft" and "Gemeinde" as corresponding to "the
traditional community " of the present article. Furthermore, it would seem
that considerable importance is attached to the meaningful difFerence in

semantic content between these two terms. Now since with the latter of
these two the present article is particularly concerned, I propose to add, in

my own fashion, some preparatory explanation regarding Weber's use of the
term "Gemeinde."5 ( l) Firstly, in Weber the term "Gemeinde" includes the two

mutually connected categories of the relicgious Gemeinde and the secular
Gemeinde, and it seems that the mutual relation and tension between these
two is endowed with important significance in historical dynamics,6 but on
this point we shall put forward no more than the merest of suggestions. The
present article is particularly concerned with the secular Gemeinde. (2) Ac‑
cording to Weber, this secular Gemeinde is a body which is produced in the
developing process of societalization ( T/ergesellschaJtung) within the primitive

neighbourhood community (Nachbarschaftsgemeinschafl) and in connexion with
political control by taking all forms of activity into the communal activity
of the member (Gemeinschafthandeln), and it may perhaps be said that which,
before anything else, constitutes its material basis, is the occupancy of eco‑
nomic interests of various kinds, and in especial the occupancy of land.7 Con‑
sequently, the historical forms of this secular Gemeinde exhibit different forms

according to the type of Gemeinschaft as the primary body of occupancy of
economic interests, particularly oc.cupancy of land, namely either the tribe,
or the city, or the village. We shall give some explanation regarding this
point later, in so far as it is required. At any rate I should like the reader
to bear in mind that the " community " in this article refers, strictly, to this
secular Gemeinde, and particularly to the Gemeinde which has come into being
on the basis of the occupancy of land.
II

In the first half. of his famous paper " Hinduismus und Buddhismus "
Max Weber carries out a close sociological analysis of the Hindu social
5 1 use the original word Ge'neinde in this case because I cannot judge accurately which
English expression corresponds to it. Marx also uses the two words Gemeinschaft and
Gemeinde, and, moreover in senses which at ertain points are very close to those employed

by Weber, and in his case these terrns are taken to correspond to communaut and
commune in French. Marx, Formen, and Briefe an Vera Zasulich, Konzept I u. 111, in
Marx‑Engels Archiv, herausgegeben von Ljazanov, Bd. I, Frankfurt A. M., Marx‑Engels
Archiv Verlagsgesellschaft M. B. H., 1926.
G For exalnple, see Weber, WuG. SS. 293 ff., 350 ff. ; GAzRS. I, SS. 542 ff.

7 Weber, WG. SS. 215‑218, 275 ff. We may observe, however, that Weber's use of
the term secular Gemeinde is fairly fluid according to the object, and in particular not
only is it not often used with reference to the village, but on occasion it also s ems to

be obscure in meaning. There are also parts which I cannot succeed in understanding
completely. Consequently I would ask the reader to accept my interpretation for the
:neantime as a provisional one.

