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The concept of rationalization occupies a central place in the works 
of Max Weber. In the German sociologist’s writings, it is associated with 
a family of words built on a shared root: “ratio,” or reason. The index 
of Weber’s complete works (Baier et al. 1984–2020) lists six principal 
members of this family (rationality, irrationality, rational, rationalism, 
rationalization, and irrationalization), each of which come with numer-
ous qualifications. The term “rationalization” accounts for fully a third 
of the occurrences of the words in this special set. A quick exploration 
of the corpus of keywords also reveals that Weber’s use of the concept 
varied enormously over time. Completely absent from his first works, 
it made a timid appearance in his writings on the methodology of the 
social sciences. Its use then intensified, initially in works on music, law, 
and the economic ethics of major religions. Its trajectory is also con-
nected to the subject that became, according to Marianne Weber (1984 
[1926]), her husband’s primary focus from the 1910s: the uniqueness of 
Western civilization when seen from the perspective of rationalization.
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II	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

To aid in this investigation, Weber associated rationalization par-
ticularly, although not exclusively, with a model of historical develop-
ment characterized by the precedence of rational action over means, 
where rational action itself is shaped by increasingly formalized and 
abstract norms and regulations. Three clarifications are immediately 
necessary to preempt various tenacious clichés associated with this 
subject. First, Weber understood rationalization more as an endless 
repetition that works to increase the compatibility of means with 
ends than as a path toward a rational state of the social world. One 
good example is the constant emergence of new forms of irrational-
ity, which, in a Nietzschean vein, Weber considered to be consub-
stantial with rationalization processes. Second, rationalization is not 
exclusive to modern societies. The uniqueness of Western civilization 
is due less to the presence of rationalizing forces than to the role allot-
ted to them and the wide variety of fields over which they hold sway. 
Weber examined the empirical manifestations of rationalization in a 
range of different fields and in numerous concrete objects. Finally, in 
Weber’s eyes rationalization is not merely the hypertrophic develop-
ment of rational action as an end in itself. It refers more generally to a 
process of ordering the world. That is why, although Weber described 
magic as a “stereotyping” attitude that prevents the rationalization of 
the world, he nevertheless saw it as the result of “subjectively rational 
behavior” (Weber 1992 [1904–1917], 414).1

Although Weber made these aspects clear in his work, the term 
“rationalization” has often been used to analyze the major devel-
opments of the twentieth century at a macrosociological level. The 
phrase “Entzaubering der Welt” (“de- magication of the world”), 
often incorrectly translated as “disenchantment of the world,” has 
become a sort of analytical “open sesame” that supposedly summa-
rizes the Weberian theory of rationalization. Scientific use of the 
concept has subsequently declined, no doubt because of the overly 
simplistic and teleological meaning it has ended up acquiring.

On that basis, we made three deliberate choices when compil-
ing this issue. The first is related to the hypothesis that the processes 
of rationalization are still at work in contemporary Western socie-
ties. It is, therefore, worthwhile trying to identity them as such. The 

1. Translator’s note: Quotations our translation from the French. Unless otherwise 
stated, all translations of cited foreign language material in this article are our own.
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Introduction� III

second is theoretical: to reveal the heuristic nature of the concept of 
rationalization, we must revisit the multiple meanings and complex 
mechanisms to which it refers in Weber’s works. To do so, we have 
chosen to pay particular attention to the “major tensions,” to borrow 
Michel Lallement’s phrase (2013), between formal and substantive 
rationalization. The third choice is methodological. We have focused 
on the operationalization of the concept and its uses as investigated in 
empirical articles on varied subjects: norms and bureaucracies estab-
lished to protect the environment, large companies that have adopted 
“matrix” management, work in large farms, or the transformations 
of anti-discrimination law. The articles collected here all make use 
of the concept of rationalization, demonstrating both its continuing 
relevance and its productivity.

Our introduction to this issue is divided into two parts. The first 
concerns the sources of Weberian thought. We present an overview of 
the role played by questions of rationalism and rationalization within 
Max Weber’s entire oeuvre. We also provide a detailed account of the 
opposition between the formal and the substantive. The second part 
is devoted to the contemporary uses of the concept of rationalization 
in the social sciences. It reveals the increasing interest in how the 
sociology of the tensions between formal and substantive rationaliza-
tions can offer an innovative way of explaining certain changes in the 
contemporary world.

Max Weber and the question of rationalization

For an enterprise such as ours to have meaning, we must first clar-
ify the status of rationalism and rationalization within Weber’s work, a 
topic to which numerous studies have been devoted (Boudon 2012; 
Brubaker 1984; Colliot- Thélène 1997, 2009; Gane 2002; Kalberg 
1980, 2002; Müller 2014; Roth 1987; Schluchter 1985; Whimster and 
Lash 1987; etc.). Although Weber does not use the concept directly 
in his writing, the themes and questions associated with it are present 
throughout his oeuvre. The central question of the origin and impli-
cations of modern capitalism permeated his thinking very early on. It 
appears in 1889, in Zur Geschichte des Handelsgesellschaften im Mittelalter 
(The History of Commercial Partnerships in the Middle Ages), where Weber 
raises the question of the historical genesis of that specific economic 
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IV	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

form. Even more pertinently, his Agrarverhältnisse im Altertum (1897, 
translated as The Agrarian Sociology of Ancient Civilizations) was an 
attempt to identify the defining characteristics of the economy of 
antiquity and to describe the obstacles that prevented it developing 
into a capitalism comparable to that of the modern age. Also rel-
evant is the academic mission of the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und 
Sozialpolitik as formulated by Werner Sombart, Edgar Jaffé, and Max 
Weber in 1904: the journal sought to “consider the historical and 
theoretical investigation into the general cultural significance of the 
development of capitalism as the scientific problem that it is dedi-
cated to [dealing with]” (Sombart, Jaffé, and Weber 2012, 97). Weber 
clarified his focus again in the famous “Vorbemerkung” that opened 
his essays on the sociology of religion, published in 1920 (Weber 
1992 [1910–1920], xxvii–xlii). It contains what is undoubtedly the 
unifying thread with which a body of work as prolific as Weber’s can 
be understood. Weber’s comparative approach is not indiscriminate in 
its targets; it is guided by a line of inquiry oriented exclusively toward 
the understanding of Western civilization.

The particularity of modern Western rationalism can be 
explained in two ways: either as primarily caused by economic con-
ditions, or, conversely, as the effect of dispositions that induce peo-
ple to adopt the specific forms of a life conduct characterized by 
practical rationalism. As Weber emphasized in the “Vorbemerkung,” 
it was to this “side of the causal chain” (Weber 1992 [1910–1920], 
xxxix) that he was most drawn. It was in this context that he set 
himself the task of analyzing the development of an ethical “way 
of life” adequate to the nascent capitalism of the modern age, and 
“nothing else,” as he stated firmly in the “Antikritiken” (Weber 
1996 [1910–1920], 133–63). As there is, for Weber, no action with-
out dispositions to act that structure a life conduct, he also needed 
to understand how certain elements of religious beliefs had condi-
tioned the appearance of an “economic mentality.” For that reason, 
he was interested in the rationalizing potential of religions of tran-
scendence in the sense that salvation prophecies guide life conduct 
toward the pursuit of a salvation good, thus enabling the rational 
systematization of life conduct.

Without necessarily sharing the linear perspective of Jürgen 
Habermas in the chapter devoted to Weber’s theory of rationalization 
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Introduction� V

in The Theory of Communicative Action (1984 [1981]), we can accept 
that Western rationalism was preceded and prepared by a process of 
rationalization in which the great world religions played a major role. 
The central paradox of capitalism is that of the emergence, in a reli-
gious context, of a new type of human (driven by the search for 
instrumental or formal rationality) whose universalization threatened 
to make social relations meaningless, just at the time when rational 
control over nature and the social world was expanding.

This theoretical connection between rationalization and capital-
ism has been the subject of numerous controversies, interpretations, 
and manipulations (Müller and Sigmund 2014). One notable aspect 
has been, after Weber’s death, the tendency among certain sociolo-
gists and philosophers to decline rationalization in the singular in 
order to criticize global developments. Weber, however, was careful to 
stress the plurality of meanings associated with the concept of ration-
alization, if only because rationalization itself, which for Weber is a 
mesosociological process, leads to the autonomization and differen-
tiation of social spheres, of “life orders” (Lebensordnungen), by mecha-
nisms of specialization that give each order its own inherent laws 
(Eigengesetzlichkeit). By the same token, the social space becomes a 
fragmented space, a space of tension (Spannung) and conflict (Kampf), 
as demonstrated both by the tensions between the social spaces of 
different activities, and the internal tensions within each social space. 
This is true of matters of the heart, the erotic sphere, economics, or 
politics. Weber is, in fact, the first to have really thought about the 
plurality of lived worlds and the resulting rifts that affect social actors. 
The polytheism of values and the plurality of axiological spheres, far 
from being quasi-ontological aspects of the human condition, are 
for him the effect of the diversification of practices within increas-
ingly segmented and autonomous fields of action. It is important to 
remember that Weber’s problematic is not one of integration. There 
is no functional interdependence between the different areas of social 
life that would a priori define an integration of the whole.

One group of thinkers has rejected this analysis and restricted 
the meaning of rationalization to that of a process that assembles 
the iron cage in every sphere of social action. Their readings have 
driven a dark, unambiguous, and teleological vision of the rationali-
zation of Western societies. There are several explanations for these 
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VI	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

one-dimensional usages of the concept. Some of Weber’s pages do 
contain prophetic notes that could have fed a deterministic reading. 
In the context of a twentieth century marked by the will to destroy 
an entire part of humanity in a systematic and organized way, it was 
above all tempting to see the dynamic of Reason in a radically nega-
tive light, diametrically opposed to how it was understood during the 
Enlightenment (Horkheimer and Adorno 1982 [1947]). The post-
war rearrangements of capitalism, and more precisely certain social 
absurdities of which it was the theater (the drive for productivity, 
endless consumerism, all sorts of alienation . . .) may, in parallel, have 
nourished a literature predisposed to the denunciation of a controlled 
society (Marcuse 1991 [1964]). Even more recently, the emergence 
of new forms of activity, cooperation, and communication have pro-
vided material for the much-debated thesis of the McDonaldization 
of society (Ritzer 2004 [1980]).

When we look closely, we must acknowledge a second notable 
aspect, namely the fact that the precise meaning given to the concept 
of rationalization varies widely in these studies as well as in those that 
take a more distanced, exclusively macrodeterministic view of social 
dynamics. A survey of contemporary scholars writing about Weber 
reveals at least five distinct dimensions. First, an instrumental dimen-
sion: rationalization is conditioned, in this case, by the explicit defini-
tion of goals and the increasing use of precise forms of calculation 
intended to mobilize the most efficient means for achieving those 
goals (Beetham 1974). The second, cognitive dimension concerns 
the systematic construction of knowledge in a given field (Brubaker 
1984). The formal dimension, meanwhile, corresponds to the sali-
ence of abstract reasoning and “abstract interpretations of meaning” 
as opposed to forms of reasoning centered solely on facts and con-
crete details (Kalberg 1994, 128). The rational-legal mode of domina-
tion is part of this trend, as demonstrated by the form of bureaucratic 
administration (Duran 2009a). Fourth, the cultural dimension con-
cerns the “increasingly clear separation of spaces of social action” 
(Lallement 2013, 34), whereby each space, as it acquires its own 
characteristic values, reinforces its own specialization and autonomy. 
Rationalization is, here, equivalent to a process of differentiation. 
Finally, the disciplinary dimension is connected to the question of 
control (Brubaker 1984; Marcuse 1991 [1964]). Increasing technical 
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Introduction� VII

rationalization calls for an extension of control over material objects, 
individuals, and oneself.

There is yet another way to revisit Weber, one that goes beyond 
the limits and aporias of these fixist and one- dimensional uses of 
rationalization. It starts from the observation that processes of ration-
alization are, for Weber, the object of a “dialectic” (Schluchter 1985) 
or a “major tension” (Lallement 2013) between formal and substan-
tive rationalization. Formal rationalization corresponds to the “devel-
opment of the internal law of a phenomenon” (Steiner 1998, 25). 
A field, by virtue of its own characteristic logic and thanks to an 
internal dynamic driven mainly by its experts and theorists, evolves 
toward ever greater coherence and abstraction. Substantive rationali-
zation, on the other hand, is a process of rearrangement that takes into 
account interests and values external to the relevant space of social 
action in order to satisfy the demands of groups that are affected by 
it but are not part of it. Weber performed an in- depth elucidation of 
three fields with the help of this tension-based approach.

First, law. Weber, who understood this field particularly well, 
investigated it in a study (1960, 2007) the manuscript of which he 
entrusted to one of his pupils. It was then revised and altered for 
inclusion in Economy and Society. It provoked numerous commen-
taries, explanations, and discussions (Schluchter 1985; Coutu 1995; 
Sutton 2001; Chazel 2012; Duran 2009b). For our purposes, however, 
the essential fact is that Weber’s reflection on legal rationalizations 
covered several different aspects of the phenomenon (Coutu 1995, 
2018), starting with a consideration of the role of professional lawyers 
in the internal rationalization of law. Collectively, although in differ-
ent ways and at different rates depending on national configurations, 
lawyers worked to make normative corpuses more consistent. This 
rationalization took shape with the help of practices (the formaliza-
tion and refinement of legal categories and concepts, a gradual dis-
tancing from traditional ways of thinking, university education for 
legal professionals, the writing of code . . .) that contributed to the 
establishment of formal rights.

Weber is careful to point out that these rights were never able 
to escape the influence of substantive rationalization in the form 
of interference by extralegal interests in the production of laws. 
These extralegal stakeholders, who showed little concern for legal 
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VIII	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

consistency, prioritized “ethical imperatives, utilitarian and other 
expediential rules, and political maxims, all of which diverge from the 
formalism of the ‘external characteristics’ variety as well as from that 
which uses logical abstraction” (Weber 1978 [1922], 657).2 Numerous 
other lessons can be drawn from Weber’s writings on law, including 
the fact that the formal rationalization of the social world in general, 
and law in particular, is in the interest of dominant groups. Weber 
also demonstrated that no process of rationalization can ever hope 
to eliminate all forms of legal irrationality (such as cadi justice, the 
right to pardon, or class justice). Weber’s proposed typology of legal 
systems, based on two intersecting pairs of criteria (rational/irrational 
and formal/substantive), shows how far removed he was from sche-
mas that unfailingly associate control and the rationalization of the 
world with univocal and omnipotent reason.

Music is the second field to which Weber devoted particular 
interest (Weber 1958 [1921]), developing a schema comparable to 
the legal one mentioned above. In his study of the subject, Weber first 
considered the emergence in the West of a harmonically rationalized 
form of music, and then, in a second and much shorter section, the 
technical, economic, and social transformations of various stringed 
and keyboard instruments. At the beginning of the work, Weber asso-
ciated rationalization with numbers and with calculation. Any har-
monically rationalized music, he argued, is based on the octave, which 
it divides into fundamental intervals. As was the case with law, writing 
is another factor of formal rationalization. The advantages of modern 
musical notation are undeniable: scriptorial practice made it possible 
to compose, perform, and, even more important, preserve pieces of 
music for posterity.

Weber repeatedly stresses the limits and tensions between the 
types of rationalization at work in the musical world. For example, 
he comments that the manufacture of piano keyboards was subject 
to a double commercial and cultural imperative. The piano, typical 
of middle-class homes, needed to be able to fit inside the domestic 
spaces of the people of northern Europe, the principal drivers of piano 
culture. But the most interesting thing in this part of Weber’s work 
is the revelation of the internal contradictions and inconsistencies 

2.  Rogers Brubaker (1984) demonstrates the connection between substantive ratio-
nalization and the substantive/material rationality (in value) of action.
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Introduction� IX

that characterized the rationalization of musical techniques. Weber 
devotes multiple pages to the irrational properties of the dominant 
seventh chord, the opposition between harmony and melody, the 
contradictions between cycles of fifths and cycles of thirds . . .

Weber also applied the concept of rationalization to econom-
ics, although in a way that is less immediately obvious to the reader.3 
Readings of Economy and Society and Weber’s course on economic 
history are both highly instructive in this context. They reveal the 
existence of two fundamental models of rationality: “first, logico-
mathematical rationality, rationality par excellence; second, economic 
rationality, which is based on the relationship between means and 
ends” (Molino 2008, 232). Weber, himself caught in the tension 
between the Austrian marginalist school and the German historical 
school, investigated the economic concept of rationality in order to 
explain, in his own way, the theory of value; to sketch a sociologi-
cal theory of money (Lallement 2019); and to revisit, following Karl 
Marx, theories of economic crisis in light of the divide between for-
mal and substantive rationalizations. Finally, and still with no claim 
to exhaustivity, we may claim that it was while studying economics 
that Weber made probably the clearest and most concise statement of 
the irreducible opposition between formal and substantive rationality, 
which “are always in principle separate things, no matter that in many 
(and under certain very artificial assumptions even in all) cases they 
may coincide empirically” (Weber 1978 [1922], 108).

The uses of the concept:  
Typology and future research avenues

The Weberian grammar we have just outlined invites us to detect 
and empirically grasp the multiple mechanisms that sustain the phe-
nomena of rationalization in the contemporary world. Paradoxically, 
this task of identification and description has not been carried out 
systematically in the academic literature. This is not to say that arti-
cles or books on rationalization do not exist. But, as Alan Sica (2004) 
observes, a considerable number of works on the subject primarily 
dissect the conceptual complexities of the notion of rationalization in 

3.  On Weber’s relationship to economics, see the work of Hinnerk Bruhns (1996).
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X	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

Weber’s writings. There is a wide array of studies that treat rationali-
zation and its declinations as a heuristic resource for thinking about 
contemporary transformations in the most diverse social fields. Such 
studies have been plentiful for several decades. But it is important to 
note that they are also heterogenous, that they suggest using the con-
cept of rationalization in a variety of ways, and that they almost never 
engage in dialogue with each other. It is that fact that motivated this 
issue and prompted us to offer an overview of contemporary uses of 
the concept.

Far from aiming at exhaustivity, we have adopted an analytical 
perspective in order to reveal the variety of possible operationaliza-
tions of the concept, drawing both on the recent literature and on the 
six articles in this issue. We focus on research in four fields (organi-
zations, bureaucracies and expertise, law, and the economy) as dealt 
with by the articles in this issue and by other studies that have previ-
ously made use of the concept of rationalization. We have made the 
decision to leave to one side various other fields in which studies 
have been conducted examining the influence of different forms of 
rationalization.4

How do the studies we have selected and those of the authors of 
this issue mobilize the “tensions” at the heart of rationalizations, par-
ticularly the formal/substantive dialectic, and what mechanisms do 
they bring to light? To answer this question, we must first of all accept 
that the concept of rationalization is all the more interesting today 
because of the way transformations of capitalism and work, changes 
affecting nation states (and the concomitant rise of neo- managerial 
technologies and new forms of expertise), developments in law and 
economic regulation, and changes within organizations have all paved 
the way for multiple and novel rationalizations of behavior, norms, 
and representations. To give an account of the concept through con-
temporary research programs, we must explain how it has been oper-
ationalized and identify its various uses. To do so, we have adopted a 
typological approach. Table 1 summarizes five uses that we have been 
able to identify. In the following section, we present several research 
programs corresponding to each of these uses in more detail.

4.  Among the studies from a rationalization perspective of new religious movements 
and the relationship to science, see in particular those of Simon Locke (2011). See also 
Paolo Parigi (2012) on miracles, Bryan S. Turner (1982) on the body, Michel Lallement 
(2013) on erotism, and Kathi V. Friedman (1981) on the welfare state and social rights.
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Introduction� XIII

The first use of the concept of rationalization, in sociological neo-
institutionalism, treats it as a macrosociological and all-encompassing 
trend found in a large number of fields. As we have seen, the first 
generation of the Frankfurt School used the concept to denounce 
the dynamic of Reason and the forms of control associated with the 
development of a mass consumer culture (Horkheimer and Adorno 
1982 [1947]), Marcuse 1991 [1964]). For sociologists of the Stanford 
School working in the field of organization theory, rationalization is 
still an all-encompassing dynamic but they see it in much less pes-
simistic terms, resisting the teleological temptation and identifying 
tensions between actors and the institutional norms imposed upon 
them. For these researchers, rationalization is equivalent, in all spheres 
of the social world, to the diffusion of “rationalized formal struc-
tures”: rational myths that pervade the institutional environment of 
organizations, professions, and their actors (Meyer and Rowan 1977).

In the fields they analyze (mainly public bureaucracies, and espe-
cially universities, museums, and hospitals), the processes of ration-
alization are manifested principally in the growth, diffusion, and 
proliferation of “formal organizations” (Scott and Meyer 1994, 114–
16; Meyer, Drori, and Hwang 2006), in other words organizations 
standardized by the institutional norms dominant in their environ-
ment, to which they conform as a result of mechanisms of “insti-
tutional isomorphism” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Hospitals, for 
example, adopt institutional norms in vogue in other sectors (strate-
gic planning, specialization, cost centers) and market logics, with the 
result that they are increasingly integrated with other actors in the 
healthcare chain (Scott et al. 2000). In the non-profit sector, research-
ers have described the phenomenon of the “rationalization of char-
ity” (Hwang and Powell 2009).

Although she does not see herself as part of this school of thought, 
Béatrice Hibou’s work on the transformation of public bureaucracies 
(2012) contains a similar perspective on rationalization. She describes 
the development and expansion of a neoliberal rationality based on 
markets and business. The ascendancy of rationalization processes in 
bureaucracies is connected to the influence of a neoliberal form of 
governance involving the mass importation of market tools from pri-
vate capitalist business (Hibou 2012). The result is the penetration 
of “capitalism into the state” (Eyraud 2013) and the transformation 
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XIV	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

of public bureaucracies into organizations that are indistinguishable 
from those in the private sector. This neoliberal bureaucratization 
seems inexorably marked by the dominance of quantification tech-
niques, instruments for measuring costs and performance, and quasi-
market mechanisms introduced into public administrations, and by 
the imposition of economic over governmental logics. Several other 
works also use Weber to discuss the rearticulation of state and market 
in the context of neoliberalism (for example Le Galès and Scott 2008; 
Gane 2012; Scott 2020).

Although the formal or substantive dimensions of rationalization 
are not explicitly mobilized in the sociological neo- institutionalist 
approach (Meyer, Boli, and Thomas [1987, 23] say they do not want 
to use the typologies and nuances found in Weber’s account), this does 
not mean its results are not comparable. On one hand, the formal 
dynamic does not seem to play a large role. In contrast to Weber, who 
argued that rationalization processes were sustained by “carrier groups” 
(Kalberg 1994), these authors (Meyer, Boli, and Thomas 1987) insist 
that the formalization and standardization of fields are not driven by 
forces internal to the institutions in question, but rather by the adop-
tion of rational, transnationally recognized norms, a process that is itself 
intended to increase institutional legitimacy through compliance. The 
decisive factor is implicitly “substantive” in nature because it is the 
“rationalized environments” of “world society” that are the principal 
agents of rationalization, with their dominant universalist rules and 
ideologies and various organizations and professions that structure the 
process of rationalization (Meyer 1994). Analogously, in Hibou’s analy-
sis (2012), the dominance of neoliberal market dynamics brings about 
the formal rationalization of public bureaucracies (improved comput-
ability, the dominance of numbers, and so on). Because these dynamics 
reflect interests external to public bureaucracies, they unravel their 
internal consistency and dissolve their specificity. Nevertheless, these 
processes are not exempt from tensions of their own. The concrete 
activities that constitute the core work of such organizations, which 
prioritize the efficiency of their practices, may come into conflict 
with formal structures inspired by rationalized myths that maximize 
legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan 1977, 355). These tensions produce 
inconsistencies that may lead to conflicts about rationality or cause a 
decoupling of actions and legitimate institutional norms.
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Introduction� XV

The second use of the concept of rationalization reveals the exist-
ence, within a single field or, more narrowly, a single organizational 
or commercial space, of distinct dynamics of rationalization that 
develop in parallel, coexist, and/or compete, thereby creating prob-
lems of coordination. This use is informed by Weber’s description, in 
his study of the sociology of religion (1996), of a plurality of religious 
understandings of the world that all give rise to different life ethics. In 
the religious sphere, as Stephen Kalberg notes, “substantively rational 
points of view may also differ” (for example Hinduism vs mysti-
cal Buddhism) so that “a plenitude of ultimate value-standpoints and 
world views confront one another, each proclaiming ‘its’ rationality” 
(Kalberg 1980, 1156). Taking this approach, multiple authors have 
highlighted the coexistence, and perhaps competition, between dif-
ferent forms of rationality within a single social space.

This hypothesis is at the heart of the research agenda of sociolo-
gies of valuation (Fourcade 2011) and contested markets (Steiner and 
Trespeuch 2015). Criticizing the one-dimensional modeling of the 
market as the encounter between aggregated supply and demand, this 
literature treats price as a compromise between different orders of 
value that are sometimes carried by different social groups. A recent 
example of this type of approach can be found in a study on how 
prisoners’ wages are set (Simioni 2018). The history of the debates 
around this question reveals a conflict between a “penitentiary ration-
ality” and an “economic rationality.” The “penitentiary rationality,” 
for example, aims to ensure equivalence between the seriousness of 
the prisoner’s crime and the conditions of his or her life in prison. 
This rationality of punishment is counterbalanced by other princi-
ples, such as the fair remuneration of labor but also the act of educat-
ing prisoners by giving them control over a budget that they must 
manage on their own account. In short, the price of prison labor is 
no longer simply a reflection of the equilibrium between supply and 
demand, but a trade-off between these different rationalities.

Although she does not set out to give an account of price forma-
tion processes, the article by Stéphanie Barral in this issue continues 
the work of identifying the multiple rationalities that preside over the 
creation of a market. Barral shows that the concept of protecting bio-
diversity via the purchase and sale of rights to manage natural spaces 
is the result of the sedimentation of several different rationalizations 
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XVI	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

of environmental protection over more than a century. This market 
relies on the idea (dating from the nineteenth century) that human 
society must protect natural spaces with legal regulations. But it is also 
fed by another form of rationalization, scientific this time, which is 
oriented toward the evaluation and quantification of damages caused 
and services rendered to the environment. These two forms of ration-
alization coexist with a third principle inherent in the market logic 
of compensation policy: a principle that guides actors toward the 
most profitable conservation projects. Whether incarnated in the ends 
pursued by actors or in more instrumental initiatives, these different 
rationalities combine to produce a singular result, namely “a divide 
between profitable species, on which investments are concentrated, 
and less profitable and so less protected species.”

Another article in this issue, by Hadrien Coutant, demonstrates 
that the market is not the only social space where several forms of 
rationalization coexist. Taking the example of a large aeronautics firm, 
he shows that far from being concerned with formal-legal rational-
ity alone, modern industrial organizations must deal with multiple, 
contradictory logics of rationalization. These rationalizations vary 
according to the characteristics of the environment in which firms 
operate (such as the level of competitive pressure) but also the prob-
lems of legitimacy they may encounter. Avionix, the firm studied by 
Coutant, is simultaneously subject to rationalization by norms that 
aim to ensure air safety, rationalization by a project that responds in 
part to the “artistic critique” (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005) of capi-
talism, and rationalization by métier, which is designed to enable the 
company to retain rare technical skills.

The third use of the concept that interests us is based on the idea 
of “major tension” between the formal and substantive dimensions of 
rationalization: a tension that fuels transformations of all kinds of social 
phenomena and social fields. Several recent works, careful to distance 
themselves from a one-dimensional reading of rationalization, high-
light the ambivalent nature—sometimes contradictory, sometimes 
internally consistent—of this tension. This approach has been applied 
to various fields. Discussing the production of knowledge, and more 
specifically the dynamics of economic knowledge between 1750 and 
1850, Philippe Steiner (1998) describes two contradictory trends. 
The first, associated with formal rationalization, produces a view of 
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Introduction� XVII

the economy modeled on the natural sciences. In this spirit, Jean-
Baptiste Say, Jacques Turgot, or David Ricardo reduced economic 
behavior to clearly discernable laws, ignoring the extra-economic 
motivations (religious, ethical, and so on) of the actors they studied. 
During the same period, other works (some of which were published 
by the very same people who advocated the formal rationalization 
of the discipline) connected the operation of the economy to ethical 
principles or admitted exceptions to the laws inspired by the natural 
sciences. Far from holding back the development of economics as 
knowledge, this dialectic allowed it to feed into the political debates 
that shook Western Europe at the beginning of the industrial age. 
Daniel Benamouzig (2005) has used a similar schema to describe 
the emergence of health economics in France. When we move from 
the production of economic knowledge to the sphere of production, 
the formal/substantive dialectic remains relevant. Michel Lallement 
(2003) emphasized the same tension in his analysis of the transfor-
mation of work time. Taking the example of business strategies, he 
opposes the forces of formal rationalization (standardization of prac-
tices, increased consistency of rules, autonomy, and optimization of 
the articulation of social times) to those of substantive rationalization 
(individualization of social times, the powerful influence of economic 
but also gender interests). The coming together of the two forms 
of rationalization generates contradictions and explains, for example, 
the disorganization of work, the difficulties of coordination, conflicts 
between social regulations, the weakening of non-working time, the 
increased risk of discrimination, and so on.

Philippe Bezes (2020), meanwhile, is interested in government 
by objectives and indicators and suggests that the consideration of 
(substantive) political interests can strengthen, legitimize, and insti-
tutionalize the formal process of “bureaucratization squared” that is 
driven by performance-based management tools. This is true even if 
interactions with political actors alter the contents and uses of perfor-
mance devices. Corinne Eyraud (2013) uses the French example to 
show that government accounting in nation states is also affected by 
both substantive and formal rationalizations. More precisely, she iden-
tifies a substantive dynamic characterized by the influence of norms 
from private business accounting at the heart of the new accounting 
system adopted by the French state in 2006. This neoliberal logic is 
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XVIII	 Philippe Bezes, Sebastian Billows, Patrice Duran, Michel Lallement

manifested in the market valuation of public goods (commercializa-
tion of state-owned real estate, reliance on private outsourcing, etc.) 
and in the loss of specificity in the public sector. Eyraud does not, 
however, conclude that “everything is simply substantive rationali-
zation,” because there are “different forms of monetary valuation” 
corresponding to “measures of economic results, each of which rep-
resents a particular perspective” (2013, 282).

In his article in this issue, Michel Coutu discusses the interlacing 
of the formal and substantive dimensions of rationalization in “work 
constitutions,” which are the fundamental norms (whether state or 
not) that govern the social relations of work at a given moment. Work 
constitutions take shape at the intersection of the political, legal, and 
economic fields, each of which imposes its own logics, both formal 
and substantive. As illustration, Coutu describes the evolution of the 
work constitution in Germany during the Weimar Republic. Among 
other substantive tendencies that come to light, Coutu mentions the 
political aspirations to equality proclaimed by the Social Democratic 
Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD). In contrast, 
the elements that contribute to formal rationalization include the 
tendency toward (if not the achievement of) the codification of labor 
law. In his article, David Demortain identifies a twofold link between 
the two forms of rationalization, which he calls “cycles of formal and 
substantive rationalization.” In the Environmental Protection Agency 
that is his subject, the use of science (quantitative risk assessment) 
is affected by formal rationalization. This process is, he argues, con-
stantly fed by substantive logics, a situation that generates debates 
about the moral and political goals of environmental action as well as 
political challenges to the US agency.

The studies we have just outlined treat formal and substantive 
rationalization processes as forces that tend to be permanently in 
opposition, never able to merge but with neither able to assert itself 
fully to the detriment of the other. This interpretation is not uni-
versally accepted. For some researchers, formal rationalization always, 
sooner or later, ends up superseding its substantive counterpart. This 
is the fourth use identified. We see it in, for example, the research 
Ronan Le Velly (2006) has conducted on “fair trade.” Advocates of 
fair trade, which is presented as an alternative to “conventional trade,” 
aim principally to rectify the North–South imbalance and place more 
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Introduction� XIX

power in the hands of “small producers” who are often marginalized 
in globalized value chains. Nevertheless, the rationales (substantive in 
origin) behind the activities of “fair trade” entrepreneurs are destined 
to crumble. Initially peripheral, these organizations are now major, 
far-reaching actors, fully integrated into the capitalist economy. 
Without completely renouncing their specificity, they cannot resist 
the forces of formal rationalization pushing them to professionalize 
or delegate more and more of their work to service providers. As a 
result, they start to exclude small producers who can no longer meet 
the demands of an increasingly high-volume and disembodied opera-
tion. Citing Weber’s description of market order, Le Velly refers to an 
“obligation of formal rationality” from which no business can escape, 
even one whose foundation and early activity were the fruit of sub-
stantive rationalization. Similar mechanisms have been identified in 
the field of legal rationalizations.

Cary Boucock (2000) draws systematically on Weberian gram-
mar to study the power of the substantive dynamic of transformation 
(in civil rights and fundamental rights movements), with a particular 
focus on the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the fun-
damental text of the Constitution of April 17, 1982.5 For Boucock, 
the charter crystallizes the ambiguities and tensions at the heart of 
contemporary law. On one side, because it introduces ethical and 
political goals, it pushes judges to make judgments that are substan-
tive “in value,” causing conflicts of interpretation between competing 
ends. On the other side, these practices and the protections afforded 
to individuals are enshrined in a legislation whose formalization the 
charter encourages and accentuates. Formal rationalization ultimately 
wins out, ushering in a new phase of depersonalization and the vic-
tory of a fragmented and primarily economic view of the rights 
adopted. In a parallel example, Antoine Vauchez (2013) shows how 
European lawyers propose various erudite rationalizations of Europe 
legislation which, while they contribute to the constitutionalization 
of a transnational political space, also supplant the substantive vision 
of European integration championed by the federalist political move-
ment.

5. The charter claims to protect the rights of Canadian citizens against the actions, 
policies, and laws of the federal and provincial governments.
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In the sphere of public action, Martin Albrow (1987) produces 
an equally pessimistic assessment of the increasing power of demo-
cratic control systems in bureaucracies, as manifested particularly in 
the creation of organizations that mediate between governments and 
citizens (the ombudsman, the médiateur) or in the strengthening of 
citizens’ rights. Substantive collective mobilizations and the reforms 
they bring about (freedom of access to information and to admin-
istrative documents, reasons for administrative decisions, and so on) 
have the paradoxical effect of increasing the power of bureaucracies in 
two ways: first, by regulating and rationalizing administrative practices 
(which are then subject to further clarification); second, by giving rise 
to the rationalized creation of new regulatory bodies (ombudsman, 
data protection authority, and so on).

In the research we have just described, the defeat of substantive 
logics by formal rationalization is a process over which the actors 
involved seem to have little control. The role of “carriers of formal 
rationalization” (Bezes 2014, 196), which is highlighted in certain 
studies, enables us to qualify this statement. Sociologists have tried to 
identify the precise actors and social configurations that bring about 
the shift from substantive to formal rationalization. One recent study 
(Billows 2017) uses the analytical framework of Weberian rationaliza-
tions to study the French state’s attempts to regulate commercial rela-
tions between large retailers and their suppliers. Tracing the iterative 
process of drawing up, implementing, and rewriting a set of laws (col-
lected under heading IV of book IV of the Code du commerce), the 
author describes the evolutions in how the courts and the administra-
tion have interpreted the principles of substantive justice that were 
introduced at the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s. 
These principles, which emphasize notions of “balance” and “loy-
alty,” were initially able to provide effective protection to the suppliers 
of large retailers. Little by little, however, the criteria by which the 
implementation of those principles could be verified became more 
and more formalized, to the extent that by the end of the period in 
question the mere presence of certain clauses in standard contracts 
was generally sufficient to prove the good conduct of the distributor 
toward its supplier. To explain this process of formal rationalization, 
Billows focuses on the activities of the large retailers’ lawyers, who 
were at the forefront of the interpretation and implementation of the 
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Introduction� XXI

legislation. Although employed in small numbers within each com-
pany, they were equipped with IT tools enabling them to standardize 
contracts. They were also, despite limited resources, able to impose 
formal legal logics on numerous commercial transactions. There is no 
doubt that without this prior stage, the formal rationalization of the 
law protecting suppliers would never have started. In effect, the spread 
of increasingly cumbersome standardized contracts shifted the task of 
control away from the authorities and judges of commercial practices 
and onto written documents.

In this issue, the article by François Purseigle and Loïc Mazenc 
also reveals the underlying drivers of the domination of formal over 
substantive rationalization. The agricultural firms they study oper-
ate in a market where consumers are more and more sensitive to 
the origin and environmental credentials of the products they buy. 
Paradoxically, this substantive requirement (to meet the needs of a 
clientele that increasingly demands locally produced and sustainable 
products) translates into the formal rationalization of the internal 
organization of these firms. This rationalization takes the form of 
increasing integration of different production units, IT-assisted crop 
growing, and stricter management of the workforce. Far from being 
the inevitable result of market forces, this formal rationalization is 
the result of business strategies and is dependent on the management 
staff, specifically the cultivation managers. These managers, who are 
responsible for coordinating production and the work of agricultural 
laborers, have a conflicted relationship with rationalization and must 
arbitrate between processes of formal rationalization that sometimes 
contradict one another.

We now come, finally, to the fifth family of uses of the concept 
of rationalization. Although most of the authors we have discussed 
so far deal with both facets of the formal/substantive tension, they 
tend to give precedence to formal rationalization. More often than 
not, however, the predominance of formal rationalization in a given 
field ultimately declines, giving way to the play of substantive forces. 
Weber demonstrated this in his study of the sociology of law, where 
he described the emergence of legal formalism in the nineteenth 
century and the counter-movements it provoked. Commercial law 
was one of them. The renaissance of commercial law in the middle 
of the nineteenth century is surprising. At a time when formal law, 
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based on legal codification, was aspiring to universality, commercial 
law established a set of rules and jurisdictions specific to a single 
section of the population. In fact, this “law of exception” was pre-
cisely the result of a reaction against the formal rationalization of law 
(Weber 2007). Formalized to the extreme, the modern legal system 
frustrated traders with its slowness and lack of appreciation for the 
subtleties of commercial activities.

A similar mechanism has been highlighted in several stud-
ies following in Weber’s footsteps. We might think, for example, of 
Alexandra Bidet’s (2010) study of the rationalization of telecom-
munications expertise in the 1970s and 1980s. Telecommunications 
economists gradually detached their expertise from the concrete 
aspects of production in favor of an academic and formalized net-
work economics, where networks are integrated into markets domi-
nated by the economic rationality of users. But they were never able 
to entirely disregard the substantive operation of networks or the 
substantive rationalization of tariffs, with the result that they ended 
up also considering cost-related data, such as the volume of traffic on 
the lines being used. The limits of a process of formal rationalization 
taken to its extreme also emerge clearly in the article by Coutant (this 
issue), where he describes a large aeronautics firm that is saturated 
by formal-legal rationalization. Whether their role is to ensure air 
safety, the appropriate allocation of resources, or technical excellence, 
the company’s engineers must monitor and record their work using 
various management tools, but the prevalence of these management 
tools generates excess work and conflicts. The incoherencies of for-
mal rationalization in this company force individuals to circumvent 
these tools or even to reintroduce elements of substantive rationaliza-
tion, like political arbitrage or a loose form of professional collegiality.

As we can see, the forces of substantive rationalization are not 
restricted to the forces external to a field; on that basis, they merit 
just as much attention as those of formal rationalization. Nevertheless, 
in numerous studies they are not described with a sufficient level of 
detail or precision. Either they are used as the point of departure for 
an analysis focused primarily on formal rationalization, or they are 
treated as part of the ensemble of actors and rationales existing out-
side the social space in question. One of the ambitions of this issue 
is to rectify, at least in part, this limitation. In her article in this issue, 
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Introduction� XXIII

which synthesizes and complements her prior publications on US 
law,6 Robin Stryker analyzes the “technocratization” of legal reason-
ing. She identifies a process that operates in reverse to that described 
above: rather than being the plaything of formal rationalization, law 
is becoming more substantive. Although it has not attained the same 
degree of formalism as civil law systems, the analogical reasoning 
that is widespread in US courts is associated with formal rational-
ity. The precedents used as judgment criteria change slowly because 
their stability is essential to ensure the formal equality of all individu-
als before the courts and the legal security necessary for economic 
transactions. In contrast, technocratic legal reasoning takes a scientific 
approach and gives great weight to cause-and- effect arguments that 
are adapted to fit each situation. This type of substantive reasoning is 
the foundation for the effectiveness of laws that guarantee civil rights 
or prohibit discrimination. In effect, by introducing data derived from 
the social sciences, it authorizes both the ad hoc assessment of the 
situation of dominated groups and the prescription of solutions to 
address the underlying causes of inequalities. Far from bringing about 
the dominance of the arbitrary (like the cadi justice described by 
Weber), “technocratization” corresponds to a specific institutional 
framework and involves the participation of certain bureaucrats and 
social scientists in the process of judicial deliberation.

Because of the interdependence of the two poles of rationaliza-
tion, taking the time to describe the workings of substantive ration-
alization enables us, in return, to grasp the variety of forms of formal 
rationalization that develop in reaction to the former. In his article, 
Demortain shows how formal rationalization processes, indigenous 
to a field of action, are dependent on the substantive demands, exte-
rior to the field, that are addressed to it. Confronted by US members 
of Congress who are skeptical about robust environmental action and 
by economic interest groups that want to minimize its power to sanc-
tion, the Environmental Protection Agency continuously reorganizes 
itself according to the logic of formal rationalization. In particular, 
it increasingly relies on probabilistic scientific reasoning. Far from 
operating independently, this scientific rationalization is influenced 
by the conflicts surrounding the agency’s goals. Even the most appar-
ently technical debates feature a range of risk assessment methods 

6.  For example, see Robin Stryker (1989).
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associated with different normative hypotheses and equally varied 
substantive issues.

Conclusion

Just like people, concepts have a social life. The concept of ration-
alization is no exception. This article has presented a broad outline 
of the conditions of its emergence and use in the work of Weber 
and then in the contemporary sociological literature. Because readers 
who attempt to perform a comparative analysis of the sociological 
uses of the concept of rationalization, including in Weber’s work, are 
often struck by a sense of fragmentation, one of the aims of this intro-
ductory essay was, at the very least, to impose some order upon the 
meaning and implications of the uses of Weberian semantics. That was 
not, however, the most important objective. For us, it was a matter 
of re-empowering, following the example of others, the sociology of 
tensions between formal and substantive rationalizations—a sociol-
ogy of whose richness and relevance we hope to have persuaded the 
reader. In any case, that perspective informs all the articles in this issue.

We must add, before we finally conclude, that the articles to fol-
low share with the authors of this introduction a concern to avoid 
reifying Weberian thought. The latter was developed in specific his-
torical conditions and with the aid of resources and shared knowl-
edge that are barely comparable to those of today. Since the end of 
the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, our under-
standing of the long-term transformations of the non-Western world 
has improved enormously, leading some researchers to cast serious 
doubt on the theory of Western exceptionalism (Goody 1996) or 
to reformulate Weber’s research program in different terms (Molino 
2008).

Nevertheless, Weber’s work, for too long obscured by macroso-
ciological approaches that restricted rationalization (in the singular) 
to a teleological process, opens the door for a much more produc-
tive understanding of rationalizations (in the plural). By putting this 
way of viewing the dynamics of social worlds to the test, the articles 
that follow are simply restoring the luster of Weberian theory. Thanks 
to the German sociologist’s investigations and analytical methods, 
and fortified by results concerning, in particular, the new forms of 
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Introduction� XXV

rationalization observable today, they demonstrate that the vast and 
ambitious program of research into capitalism that Weber began 
remains more relevant than ever. Once again, we may go with Weber 
beyond Weber!
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