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Weber and politics”

Fabio Wanderley Reis

ABSTRACT

The essay deals with several political aspects elf&¥'s ideas, stressing both their continued
interest for current debates in political sciened tne difficulties and negative consequences of
some of them. In the first section, Weber's moddduwreaucracy, recently attacked from a so-
called “managerial” perspective, is defended frathiithe point of view of efficiency and of
democracy. The next section, after relating Webéews on legitimacy with certain
assumptions and embarassments of the rationalechpjaroach, his ideas on the market are
elaborated with regard to their analytic and doailire contribution to an appropriate conception
of political development and to the model of a glist society. In the last section, the
discussion turns around Weber’s confusions andsistencies on the themes of rationality and

ethics.
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| would like to begin by pointing out that | am reeMax Weber scholar, nor do | lay
claim to any special Weberian erudition. Thus, sfsam some brief references to specific
passages, instead of a “Talmudic” commentary tlaagached to the richness of Weber's
texts, | will focus on problems of current interést, at least, problems that are of interest to
myself) and on the benefits to be extracted, iir thiscussion, from a reference to Weber. Let

me warn from the start that the usefulness of hgrd Weber is related, in my view, not only to

B Originally prepared for a symposium on Max WebethatFaculdade de Filosofia e Ciéncias Humanas
da UFMG, Belo Horizonte, December 2003. PublisimeBeioria e Sociedad@o. 12.2, July-December
2004.



the merits of his ideas, but also, occasionallyhtoneed to overcome misunderstandings that

these ideas have helped to sustain and promote.

In this paper | revisit and review a presentati@adeyears ago in a symposium on “The
actuality of Max Weber”, organized by Jessé Souhrested by the University of Brasilia
(Reis, 2000a). But besides reformulating and deapgeto a higher or lesser degree, some of
the issues treated then, a substantial part adifoeission below is directed at themes | did not
have a chance to deal with on that occasion. Idiilde the discussion in three sections:
“Bureaucracy and democracy”, “Legitimacy, politidastitutionalization, and utopia”, and

“Rationality and ethics”.

I- Bureaucracy and democracy

Let us start with the theme of bureaucracy. Thesrth has recently become the object
of more or less ambitious revisions in certaind®lincluding the technical international
literature on public administration and, in Braepecially the ideas proposed by former
minister Bresser Pereira in connection with thd gbatate reform (Osborne and Gaebler,
1994; Bresser Pereira, 1996). The Weberian idedlseophenomenon of bureaucracy tend to
appear in such revisions as resulting in a rittialieachine, stuck and stupid. As a
consequence, it would be necessary to “reinventegument or public administration, and to
substitute the flexibility, agility, and efficien@f a “managerial” model for the stupidity of the

bureaucratic one.

It is, of course, legitimate to pose the questibthe extent to which different types of
organization may be akin to the Weberian modeluséaucracy. The relevant literature in
sociology has long been opposing the Weberian ntogdé&r instance, the “human relations”
model, which would better adjust to such organmretias schools and hospitals, whose
operation involve, in certain important respeatsnfs of interaction less prone to

standardization.

Recent revisions, however, focus on structurespairticular the state itself — that
unmistakably belong to the traditional “Weberiai@€ld. They tend to adopt a peculiar
perspective, in which Weber’s idea of bureaucramyuaes the negative meaning it has
colloquially come to bear, especially the allegeappnsity of administrative agents to attach

ritualistically to the means while losing sighttb& ends of administration as an activity.



Now, this amounts to taking the exacerbation oedegation of a trait for the trait
itself. For the inspiration of bureaucratic admiragon in Weber’s analysis, where it appears in
an idealized or stylized form, is unequivocallyi@éncy; and it is in this sense, of course, that
bureaucratic administration is a synonym for ragladministration. The standardization of
procedures is but an instrument for greater efiicye especially when dealing with situations
that involve routine decisions, applicable to aagreimber of cases and instances. After all,
public administration is supposedly an auxiliarg amstrumental structure whose role is to put
into practice, in the monotony of everyday admnaiste activity, the decisions made within the
state’s political sphere — which are the ones lgatordo with the ends of state action and

which, as such, necessarily demand conditionsezdtgr flexibility.

But this unfolds into something else of great inb@pce, namely, the link between
bureaucracy and democracy. As an instrument, baratciadministration may of course
associate with despotism or authoritarianism, ifictvicase it will be serving the purposes of
those who hold the authoritarian power. Howeveoni wishes to have demaocracy in any
minimally complex society, bureaucracy is indis@is. For such traits as meticulous
procedures, recourse to universalistic and impedsoites, and observance of the appropriate
definition of competences are necessary condifiona responsible state, sensitive to the
autonomy and equality of citizens, and thus foueng that flexibility in the political definition
of the ends of state action does not result intranoiess. That is why the adjective “legal”
adjoins “rational” in Weber’s definition of the forof domination which perhaps most

characteristically resorts to bureaucratic instrotae

This does not authorize, to be sure, the attemgistyualify the struggle against
bureaucratic ritualism. But the recommendationfgwuor of agility and managerial efficiency
that crowd the above mentioned literature arer aftetrivial. The challenge consists in
figuring out how to combine, in the name of theideiatum of having both efficiency and
democracy, the classical forms of bureaucratic aghtnation with the zeal in favor of agility
wherever possible. It is worth noting that, wherefficiency presupposes given ends, so that
one may search for the most adequate means tovadhiem, democracy, in turn, entails above
all the problematization of ends — that is, thenmsiledgement that there exist multiple and, at
times, antagonistic ends, whose conciliation anglémentation are necessarily problematic
(and, consequently, morose to a certain exten@ &iate that, being democratic, is also
sensitive to the diversity of interests, committedprocessing its decisions in a responsible

way, and capable of accounting for them.



But the connections between bureaucracy and deryoara, in fact, a matter of much
greater scope in Weber, expressing something #raages his work as a whole. | have in mind
a basic tension (and the corresponding effort otitiation and synthesis) between analytical
realism, on the one hand, and, on the other, teatain paid to the role of values, or even the

clear philosophical attachment to certain values.

Thus, it is possible to highlight the deep linkvee¢n bureaucracy and democracy as it
is understood in several interpretative works,udoig, for instance, Paulo Kramer’s paper on
Weber and Tocqueville presented at the same sympasientioned above (Kramer, 2000). In
Tocqueville, we are warned against the danger gfhaktssm associated with democratic leveling
— “tutelary despotism”, as called by some, artitadan later analyses to the idea of the “mass
society” (Kornhauser, 1959). In Weber, the “iroigeaof utilitarianism and bureaucracy is also
portrayed as connected to democratic leveling haatjuality of conditions, involving the
neutralization of aristocratic ascendancy andastleéhe attenuation of the effects of arbitrary
rule. But Weber's stance in this regard is pecpéarit leads to the defense of a plebiscitary
democracy wherein charismatic and Caesarist fofrfeadership, capable of successfully
turning to the masses, may be expected to preveiljast the bureaucratic spirit — although
they should be institutionally controlled by theligiary and parliamentary powers and actually

emerge and mature through a parliamentary career.

A specific issue worthy of consideration in thigaed refers to political parties and
their role. The Weberian discussion of parties askadly realistic. Weber distinguishes the
“parties of notables”, centered upon noble famiiegtellectual circles of bourgeois origin and
whose cohesion depends upon the performance ediparitary delegates, from the “political
machines”. Now, it is remarkable that the lattepression, referred to the leadership exercised
by professional politicians outside the parliameistg&ipplied by him to two quite different
experiences. First, the American experience opthgmatic and unscrupulous “politidabss”
that secures positions and prebends for his cle(@etually, the experience in relation to
which the expression was consecrated). Seconéxiterience of the electoralization of social-
democratic parties in Europe, in which Maurice Digee saw the model of the ideological mass
parties — and which hagpposedo the “cadre parties”, whose best example woelthie
American parties. In both the European social-deatacparties and the American political
machines, the aspect underlined by Weber consigtslly, in the advent gfiebiscitary
democracy and in the role played by personal lehieiof a charismatic and demagogic nature
(Weber, 1958) — despite the tensions that may bristeen the traits of realistic flavor
suggested by the characterization and by Webesgiy® view of charisma, on the one hand,

and the parliamentary socialization of leaderghenother. In any case, Weber’s realism with



regard to political parties allows that his perdjecbe placed in clear-cut contrast with the
idealized model of “ideological politics” that hpeevailed, in Brazil as elsewhere, for a long
time. Attached to such a model, political sciestisis well as journalists and the general public,
conceive “authentic” politics as that kind of pim# to be exercised in conformity with allegedly
superior “values”, and believe themselves entittefildge the real game of everyday political

life as a sort of degenerate manifestation sulbpestoral condemnation.

Il — Legitimacy, political institutionalization, an d utopia

The second topic | intend to deal with may hava agrting point the question of
legitimacy. The theme of legitimacy is of specidkrest if considered from the point of view of
the current efforts geared toward what may be stded as a broader facet of the same
problem outlined above: that is, how to deal ieaistic and analytically rigorous way with the
thorny issue of thastitutionsand of institutionalization, in connection with deonacy and
democratic consolidation. The decisive questidhas around which the rational choice
approach and “conventional” sociology confront eattter, namely: would the consolidation of
democracy demand the institutionalization processia usually understood in a sociological
perspective, or would it be possible to obtainadlst democracy and the very production of the
necessary institutions from the mere interplayntdriests? On the one hand, the difficulties that
the culturalism and perhaps even the moralismefitat option could face are quite clear. Still,
the effort of rational choice followers to buildealistic alternative to those difficulties becomes

itself entangled in apparently unsolvable diffi@dtand contradictions.

From the perspective of the conventional literatigeoted to this theme, consolidation
of democracy requires the dissemination and effectiternalization of democratic norms by
political agents, thus creating a proper “politicalture”, and the corresponding process may be
described as a process of democratic institutivatdin. The alternative approach, inspired by
“rational choice”, finds an outstanding examplaiwork by Adam Przeworski published a few
years ago (Przeworski, 1995). Przeworski's inquéwgters on whether the answer to the
question of how democracy comes to endure (or lsovbtain democratic consolidation) can be
given merely in terms of agquilibriumsupposed to result automatically from the agemés f
pursuit of their self-interests. Of course, théagroof institutionalization also implies
“equilibrium” in some way; but Przeworski is, inipeiple, interested in a technical and
“realistic” meaning of the expression. In that serke idea of equilibrium is contrasted not
only with the condition that results from the ogima of norms, but also with the intentionality
involved in explicit bargaining, and emphasis id lan the role played by mechanisms that are

typical of the market, characterized by mutual apilent of a spontaneous, automatic, and



“self-enforcing” nature, in which “everyone doesat/lis best for herself given what the others

do”. Can such mechanisms, by themselves, engetatde slemocracy?

Przeworski's analysis leads him to give a posiémswer to the question. However, it
does not allow him to escape from important difties. To begin with, Przeworski ends up
slipping into a different — and normative — meanigquilibrium, which is introduced beside
the meaning just indicated and which shows itdeHuty in the acknowledgment that “some
equilibria may be sustained by normative commitseaven if they would not be sustained by
self-interest” (idem, pp. 20). Moreover, Przewors&nnot avoid exploring himself the idea of
institutionalization in terms that involve the aespondence between norms and self-enforcing
equilibrium and lead to the question of the effariess of norms. Thus, the problem of
democracy would be “to write a constitution thall Weé self-enforcing”, i.e., whose norms
correspond to the situation that is spontaneousgined in the dynamics of self-enforcing

mechanisms (idem, pp. 17).

The disjunctive that opens up is clear, althoughatiithor himself does not indicate to
be properly aware of it in the text under discusskirst, Przeworski can remain faithful to the
definition of equilibrium as something producedcsly in the play of “nakedelfinterests”. In
this case, he will remain within the domain of imisial question and his perspective will retain
its peculiarity vis-a-vis the conventional literegubut the correspondence that may eventually
occur between norms and equilibrium will then beuidous, with no indication of an authentic
effectiveness of the norms, since the equilibriunt #he capacity to endure that democracy may
reveal will not be due to them. Alternatively, Rezgski may incorporate in a consequent
manner the meaning of “equilibrium” that includbs tole of norms, in which case he will be
standing on a terrain akin to the conventional per8ve on institutionalization, where the
problem of how to implant effective norms will cofmeward with full force. Now, what
Przeworski’s hesitations reveal is, of course,nbed to acknowledge that self-enforcing
equilibrium is not enough by itself, since we mayd “bad” equilibria as well as “good”, that
is, equilibria which may either correspond or faikcorrespond to normatively desirable
situations, or turn out to be fitting or not frolretpoint of view of relevant norms. In his
conclusions, Przeworski himself explicitly strestest “a democracy in which the real practices
[that is, those resulting from the mechanisms bfesgforcing equilibria - FWR] diverge from
the law may be quite nasty” (idem, pp. 20). Thisangethat, regardless of the capacity of such a
democracy to endure, the problem of appropriatituti®nalization (understood in terms of the
adjustment of the “real practices” to a normatiesideratum, or of its conditioning by norms
that may give expression to this desideratum) oaes to pose itself. In truth, all things well

considered, the great challenge of democratictirigthalization lies precisely in the need to



breakan undesirable or negative equilibrium and repiabg a “good” one (institutional and
democratic). This appears in a particularly cleayw analyses made by Samuel Huntington
several years ago (Huntington, 1968). In such &ealythe condition corresponding to “civic”
or institutionalized societies is contrasted with tpraetorian” condition, which distinguishes
itself precisely by being a “vicious circle” — arperse and stable equilibrium that permanently
reinforces itself and cannot be expected to give sgontaneously to the “virtuous circle” of

the process of democratic institutionalization.

It is thus possible to see how the basic probledetlying the issue of legitimacy as we
find it treated in Weber remains alive and challeggThe characteristic feature of Weber’s
treatment of the theme is the effort to conceieldgitimacy of a relationship of domination in
empirical and realistic terms: the question is tatextent a relationship of this kind is
characterized by theeliefin its legitimacy on the part of those who fin@iselves subject to
domination. What is at stake, therefore, is a pshagdical trait — the dispositions or motivations
of those submitted to domination by others — whiioks not depend upon any claim of
“objective” evaluation of the legitimacy of the agbnship or of the order it sustains. Thus, a
relationship of domination or a sociopolitical oradeay be “legitimate” in a way that has
nothing to do not only with the evaluation thatadoserver could make of it with the help of a
given arsenal of cognitive instruments or ethigakgories, but also with the greater or lesser
reflexivity or rationality that might eventually ahacterize the dispositions of the dominated

themselves.

At this point, the problem that Habermas has bemsimng comes to the fore (Habermas,
1975b): how to articulate analytically, on the ¢raed, the fact that motivations conducive to
the stability of a given order or relationship atfority are produced and, on the other, the
question of the rationality of the motivation ifsehd the capacity of a justification to motivate

in a rational way?

We stand here on swampy and slippery ground. Tifieudiies with which the rational
choice approach is faced in its adherence to realihich claims to be based on the rationality
supposedly proper to interests and to abstain femorting to norms, lead to emphasizing the
latter’s role in the institutionalization proceskwever, the perspective brought forward by
Habermas’ question allows us to discern an impodannection and similarity between Weber
and the followers of rational choice, which relai@assuming the occurrence of a certain
automatism: in one case (rational choice) thismatsm, treated as “equilibrium”, is given by
the dynamics of the interplay of multiple interegtsthe other (Weber's “empirical”

legitimacy) it occurs in the motivations of polaicactors, taken as “given”, that is, as



independent from the operation of a reflexive raidy, which is precisely that which is

introduced by Habermas’ question about the ratitynaf the motivation itself.

A closer examination reveals that we are dealmdgact, with two conceptions of
norms, whose decisive difference lies in the cogmibr intellectual factor. In the first place,
norms can be understood as the result of consdelizeration and, therefore, as involving the
agents’ ability to reflect. Of course, this congeptcorresponds to the sense in which norms are
contained in the idea of “autonomy”, or to the asgtion that the norms followed by an agent
are of her own choice and responsibility. Discussiof the process of moral development that
one finds in such authors as Lawrence KohlbergHatzermas himself, inspired by the works
of Jean Piaget, point out “post-conventional” mityals its highest phase, in which we would
have precisely reflexivity and autonomy on the péathe subjects, in contrast with the

uncritical insertion in the conventional moralititbe group

But norms can also be conceived rather in tune thigtidea of conventional morality,
in which case they would correspond to rules assied and internalized without reflection or
questioning on the part of the agents. In thisaseinstead of being the object or element of a
process of intentional deliberation, norms emeaglear as factors prone to operaseisallyin
conditioning the persons’ behavior, as often pairtat by the adherents to the rational choice
approach, who are inclined to stress the roletehitionality and rationality in behavior, instead
of such normative causation. Seen from this pdiniew, norms may equally be described,
following Piaget’s suggestions, as phenomena mablesistochastic aspect and characterized,
to a large extent, as a blind outcome to emerghgeaaggregate level, from the interplay of

multiple interactions among social agents (Piat@f3a).

There we have the elements of the most basic paradolved in the idea of
institutionalization of democracy. On the one hamdpnomy, in the most noble and ambitious
sense (involving reflexivity and the capacity tdestenine one’s own goals and norms), is a
crucial part of the demaocratic ideal; on the otlitds the second type of norms — norms
internalized without reflection, in a routine andlioary manner — which turns out to be relevant
when one speaks of a sense of “equilibrium” whetleinnormative factor plays an important
part. For it is to the extent that norms operatginely and automatically that we can speak of
institutionalization, if the latter is understoagliavolving the creation of a “tradition” or
“culture” — or of a socio-psychological conditioralsly shared by the members of the

collectivity, who are led to act naturally and effessly (without the need of reflection) within

! See Habermas, 1979, wherein an extensive use db&mwhis made. Also of great interest is Schlughter
1981a, wherein Kohlberg and Habermas are readeaatdieference to Weber.



the molds prescribed by tradition. The existenca whdition of civism or a “civic culture”,

with widespread attachment to democratic mechangsrdssalues, would correspond to
consolidateddemocracy, in which an “equilibrium” containing anequivocallynormative
component would take place and provide effectivenative parameters for the interplay of
interests even in its “self-enforcing” feature. {lus remark, by the way, that this normative and
cultural aspect is essential for the efficient epien of the political-institutional state apparatu
itself, in case enforcemehy the statddecomes necessary to fulfill shortcomings emergioign
the regular self-enforcing dynamics and to lubedae exchanges and transactions.) In this
“civic” condition, each individual, even if moved kelf-interest, while trying to “do what is
best for herself given what others do” (in the teiwhthe definition of equilibrium formulated
by Przeworski), would latently take into accourd tleaf but effective — or effective, to a large
extent,becausef being deaf — operation of norms in mitigating tiegative effects of interest-
seeking. The problem involved in consolidating arditutionalizing democracy would consist,
under this perspective, in nothing but implantifficently the normative parameters of the
self-enforcing play of interests, which would besessful precisely as long as the very

operation of the normative parameters was madefizatic”.

In terms of morality and ethics, the interplay betw the need to absorb socially given
or imposed norms and the desideratum of “post-autimeal” autonomy leads to the paradox
elaborated by Wolfgang Schluchter on the basis@tbntrast between morality, understood as
pertaining to individuals, and ethics, understosdeing of a collective nature. The goal would
be to have in force r@flexivemorality (at the level of individuals) sustainegdd(collective)
ethicsdistinguished by traits akin to that moraliip other words, a conventionalism (an ethics,
which, as such, is necessarily conventional) thaild/stimulate moral autonomy, capable
precisely of opposing and overcoming conventionalis anout-group moralityof a
universalistic character (Schluchter, 1981b). Téeisive consequence is that, instead of the
immersion in and naive identification with the eaclivity, which frequently go hand in hand
with a fanatic and belligerent spirit, civic virtegemes to mean, first and foremdsterance—
and we are thus led to the question, to be takdrelgv, of the cognitive, psycho-sociological,
and ethical conditions of the individualist andrglist society, in the sense of some of the

richest elements in the liberal tradition.

Such issues (market and automatisms, interestgiaed or reflexive norms, moral
autonomy of the individual and “good” collectiverimarsion) permit recapturing and
highlighting something that | myself took from Wepa long time ago, and that constitutes
perhaps the core of my own reflection on politind af a both analytic and normative

perspective leading to a sort of “realistic utopiReis, 2000c e 2000d). | am referring to the



Weberian conception of the market as a synthesisoofimunity” and “society”, or asocietal
action (oriented by the “rational” calculation otérests) founded on@mmunitarian
substratum which involves a sense of co-partiogpadir of constituting a whole in association
with others and, consequently, the possibilityhaf éxistence of trust and of effective norms
(Weber, 1964, pp. 33-35 e 493-497). In my own ds#&/eber’s ideas, the conciliation between
community and society is expanded in terms of &gsmlialectics between solidarity and
interests, which ends up being decisive in theasttarization of politics as such. It becomes
possible, furthermore, to found on the notion @&f tharket the “realistic utopia” that serves as a
guiding idea for a conception of political develagamcapable of overcoming the simple-
minded ethnocentrism of the literature dedicatetthi®topic which flourished in the United
States a few decades ago. Instead of the usuabfueation” of the marketthe intuition of a
general dialectic between solidarity and interafitavs us to take the idea of the market as
relevant at a level that goes well beyond the cotiweal economic sphere, thus sustaining, in
sociological terms, the very model of the indivililsteand pluralist society. The point is to
emphasize, in the “mercantile” type of exchangeshich every society whose dimensions and
complexity surpass certain minimum limits must fokgresort to, the form of sociability that is
possible “among strangers”, to use the formulaexbiny Bruno Reis as a sort of rectification
and generalization of Weber’s statement to theceffeat market relations, in spite of the
synthesis they represent between the elementswohaaity and society, take place “between
individuals who are not friends, that is, betweraraies” (Weber, 1964, p. 496; Reis, 20@3).
The solidarity one may expect in this case is gdgtdthin” at the encompassing level, in
contrast with the collective fusion and effusioraahore demanding communitarian ideal of
problematic consequences; but it is, by the sak®ntaompatible with the peaceful and
continuous coexistence in conditions in which eadividual will be free to pursue her own
goals or interests in any domain, or to seek tifigffaation of self” (as the idea of interest is
defined in Habermas, 1975a) inevitably presenhésearch for autonomy and personal self-

realization.

2 A recent example of the old demonization of thekegis found in Souza, 2003. In this small book, b
the way, the state is also demonized, togetherth@hmarket, and the author’s position ends upaedu
to a bet on a sort of moral conversion. The gerggedpective is clearly inconsistent in the faoe, f
instance, of the recourse to Norbert Elias in otderonnect citizenship to bourgeoisie and worki &
point out the linkage between these aspects ancréation of a “primary habitus” (the “common
emotional and valorative economy”) of which Brazduld supposedly be deprived due to our “selective
modernization”.

% It might be interesting to stress the kinship ks this conception of the market and ideas exgtess
by Jurgen Habermas, Between Facts and Nornt some crucial features of the “public sphefdter
highlighting the communicational elements neeagdtfe control of conflicts and the egalitarian
prerequisites of such elements, Habermas drawttiatteto a desideratum of “solidarity among strasge
— strangers who renounce violence and, in the gatipe regulation of their common life, also coneed
one another the right temainstrangers” (Habermas, 1996, p. 308; Haberma#sial
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Obviously, this does not mean that there is no raorthe model of society thus
contemplated, for creating warm and long-lastieg,tbe it at the strictly personal and intimate
level or at the level of groups and associationgaoious natures and objectives. But such ties
will not derive from socially imposed and sweepasgriptions (the “primordial” attachments
dealt with by Clifford Geertz and normally stressedthe “communitarian” perspective), which
are linked to relationships of domination and sdbwation and, correspondingly, to the
belligerent animus of identification and antagoniSimey will be due, instead, to free personal
choice, resulting, in the case of groups or asioas, involuntaryand inevitably partial or
segmentaforms of participation, as highlighted by the exted line of pluralist reflection on
politics which goes from a Tocqueville to namee Ikornhauser, Dahl, and Gellrfer.
Ultimately, in this line, we will have people beiable to choose, to a large extent, their

personal identitytself, an ability clearly implied by the idea@fpost-conventional morality.

It seems appropriate at this point to still underliwo aspects. The first relates to the
component of normative “realism” involved in refag the condition to be sought to the idea of
the market. In terms of current debates, the mogbas alternative corresponds, perhaps, to
the idea of “deliberative democracy” and the lifichought that makes use of it. Jlrgen
Habermas is doubtlessly the most influential naere hand the model of deliberative
democracy has as a central reference the Habemnridsi of free communication and of the
debate of unanimous outcome. In this ideal, notisreyipposed to count but the “force of the
better argument”, whereas the autonomy of eaclicjgamnt, in the capacity of a subject
engaged in a process of communication among e¢jualhich her instrumental or strategic
manipulation and consequent transformation intolgact would be banned), is assured by the
veto right for every individual implied by the réggment of unanimity.Now, emphasising
mechanisms of a “mercantile” nature allows pointog that autonomy is also assured in the
condition wherein each one simg@lgtsas she sees fit doeswhat she wants, providing only
the limits of the psycho-sociological, ethical, degal framing of the “sociability among
strangers” are preserved. It is indispensable ko@gledge, of course, that such “framing”
includes a fatal “deliberative” component: delitigma will take place in manifold spheres of
the political-institutional apparatus of the plisaktate and society, or in theganizational
efforts by means of which it will be attemptedtlie language of economists, to “internalize”
the “externalities” or negative consequences (iiclg those related to power, such as
monopolies and oligopolies) which tend to resultha aggregate level, from the free operation
of the market and the scattered decisions of maoyple (contrarily to the benign and

inconsistent suppositions exemplified above witkeRorski). But, even if the problem of the

* See Kornhauser, 1959; Dahl, 1982; Gellner, 1996.
® An introduction to and discussion of Habermasailenay be found in Reis, 2000b.
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costs involved is set aside, there is no reaspnagsume that, in order to guarantee autonomy
and democracy, it is necessary, or even desirabteternalize” everything, organize
everything, increase indefinitely the space ofexillve decisions, deliberate collectively about
everything... After all, the liberal and privatistgile to be left alone and go home in peace is
also an important part of the contemporary ideaeshocratic citizenship, with its component
of civil rights, in contrast — or at least as a ptement — to the republican aspiration for civic

participation.

The second aspect | would like to stress refetsedact that the analytical and
normative articulation of politics and market firmlstrong empirical substratum in such studies
as Giovanni Arrighi’sThe Long Twentieth Centurln this work, with support in authors like
Marx and Fernand Braudel, Arrighi succeeds in psimely showing the articulation, in the
development of modern capitalism, between the aoandynamics of markets and the
political-territorial dynamics of states (Arrigli996). Arrighi’s analysis culminates in what is
certainly the decisive question of today, thah®y to balance solidarity and interest at the
global or planetary level. In other words, in cimgtances where current globalization leads
market mechanisms to operate in a planetary staeshallenge is how to face the task of
transforming the enfeebled nation-states and tipeiial facet of globalization we have in the
disproportionate weight of United States’ poweoitite functional equivalent of the national
state that might be capable to operate in an adeguay in the same scale as the markets,
regulating them not only in their economic or “gyeic” consequences, but in their social
consequences as well. In the last analysis, thstignds how to create a world government that
might be effective and democratic — and the mdiircdlty consists, perhaps, in how to bring
consistency, at the scale of the planet as su¢hetprecariousommunityfactors supposedly to
be found at that scale in association with the atjp@r of markets, and which should serve as an

important support for global institution-building.

Ill- Rationality and ethics

Some readers may have noticed that the above disousn norms and democratic
institutionalization involves a dual conception paty of norms, but also of rationality. With
regard to the latter, we have the contrapositidwéen two types: on the one hand, the
“shortsighted” rationality appearing both in théeiplay of interests that draws the attention of
the rational choice approach and in the “given’rabter of motivations or beliefs that lead, in
Weber, to the subjective acceptance and the legitinof a relationship of authority; on the
other hand, the reflexive and autonomous ration#iit is introduced by Habermas’ problem.

This permits us to proceed to the third topic €t to consider, namely, that of rationality and
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its connections to issues of morality and ethicenithe perspective set out by the question of
to what extent Weber is still relevant nowadaysagipect deserving emphasis concerns the fact
that a considerable part of the current discussorthe theme of rationality, particularly with
regard to the recourse to the analytical instrusieheconomics by the rational choice
approach, involves a conception of rationality imet it is possible to identify, in some

respects, a clear step backwards in relation toaeb

In effect, we have seen before that the adheremntgibnal choice engage in separating
in a clear-cut fashion the sphere of rationalipnirthe domain that is proper to norms. This is
certainly the case among more orthodox followerghefapproach, who assimilate rational
behavior, taken as a decisive category for theaggtion of social phenomena of all kinds, to
behavior oriented by the pursuit of interests, wherinterests, in turn, are understood as
corresponding, in the exemplary form, to strictiyistic goals, in relation to which, therefore,
there is no room for the moderation of selfish dipge (or, with greater reason, for properly
altruistic behavior) that norms would come to eas&ut the separation between norms and
rationality remains even among less orthodox asthibhis is the case, for instance, of Jon
Elster, who, despite explicitly denying the poddipbf explaining everything by means of the
category of rationality, conceives the world addtd between phenomena which can indeed be
explained by rationality and phenomena which shoatlder be explained by the operation of
norms — without properly posing the problem of hawonality and norms can eventually come
to articulate (Elster, 1989).

Weber’s case is quite different. For at the vemeadf his main enterprise, i.e., the
explanation of Western rationalism, we find theoladus and complex Weberian sociology of
religions And religions do not play, in the enterprise, tbke of a contrasting element: on the
contrary, Weber attributes to religious developnaeatucial importance as aririnsic part of a
secular process seen as one of rationalizatiomr#al aspect of this conception is the
structuring of a life project in the search fomsaendental objectives that the great religions

induce, bringing about discipline and methodic aaids a consequence.

This perspective can unfold in disclosing the catioes between rationality and
identity, which results in stating in more adequate telmsvery idea of rationality by
highlighting its sociopsychological substratumthe rational choice approach, rationality is
understood so as to be made compatible with ao§estate of nature, wherein there are no
norms or values, intergenerational connectionglt®s or solidarities, but only individuals
who calculate guided by their self-interests. Nwne acknowledges that the idea of

rationality, even in the sociologically poor cortegisualized by the rational choice perspective,
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always involves the idea of the capacity to purstithh method and efficacy, goals located in
the future, it is clear that the farther or remaber goals, the greater the rationality required,
given the more complex mediations with which therdagvill have to deal. This leads to
acknowledging that the agent’s sense of identignisndispensable requisite for the operation
of rationality itself; and, since identity is, oécessity, socially conditioned, it is illusory tg t

to “retreat” to a pre-social state in search ofrgjuationality (perhaps with the additional
chimera of deducing society in all its complexitgrh this pure rationality, as is the bet of the
most orthodox strain of rational choice). We arelidg here with Rousseau’s great intuition: in
the formula used by Leo Strauss to synthesizeniaSs, 1953), society coerces and corrupts
men, but everything specifically human is socialftsat coercion appears as a condition of
human freedom as such. In this perspective, rdiigramerges as an attribute sdcialman —
and if the social nature of the human agent igherone hand, the condition for her to operate
rationally and reflexively, it provides, on the etthand, the main object to be reflexively and

selectively processed through the operation obmatity.

But the fact that Weber transcends certain sholituggrof the rational choice
perspective does not mean that his treatment dhétrae of rationality is adequate. Thus, one
can find in Weber, particularly in the distinctibatween “means-ends (or instrumental)
rationality” and “value rationality”, the origin afhat | repute to be a confusion of harmful
effects in the discussions about the subject. $oofusion leads, in particular, to the attempt to
counterpose an instrumental (“merely” instrumentafationality, taken in a negative sense, as
somehow “vile” and deserving to be denounced, ®ubstantive” rationality, conceived as
superior to the former due to the nature of theséihlues”) involved, or to the fact that it
concerns communication among human agents, antaotlation between human agents, on
one side, and objects, on the other. The namesctethto the so-called Frankfurt School, in
particular, have made of the condemnation of imséntal rationality a paramount concern,
while Habermas, a special member of the group ligigted in his work, as we already saw, the
importance of the distinction between instrumetytalnd communication, although with

peculiar nuances.

Let us briefly examine certain important passabas\tWeber devotes not only to the
distinction between the two alleged forms of ragidy, but also to different kinds of ethics.
Such passages reveal — in a curious manner, dieevithlity and endurance of positions that
Weber seems to have inspired in the recent litexatuhat what we truly have is nothing but a
real mishmash from the conceptual point-of-viewspdie the undeniable interest of numerous

specific intuitions and suggestions present inliings on these matters.
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Let us consider, for instance, the passagecohomy and Societyhere Weber seeks to
establish the meaning of value rationality. Sag/s‘Examples of pure value-rational
orientation would be the actions of persons whgardless of possible costs to themselves, act
to put into practice their convictions of what seeimthem to be required by duty, honor, the
pursuit of beauty, religious call, personal loyatty the importance of some ‘cause’ no matter in
what it consists. In our terminology, value-ratibaetion always involves ‘commands’ or
‘demands’ which, in the actor’s opinion, are birgdon him. It is only in cases where human
action is motivated by the fulfillment of such unditional demands that it will be called value-
rational.” (Weber, 1978, p. 25; Weber, 1964, p.621)

This passage invites several observations. Initseplace, let us note the clear flavor
of irrationality associated with the idea of an action orientetuibgonditional commands”,
which, despite the nobility of the “causes” citgdWeber, takes us to the domains of fanatical
behavior. It is easy to see the sense in whichevedtional action, thus characterized, would
represent a type aictiony but it is difficult to see in which sense it wdude a type ofational
action. Let us also note that value-rational actinich many would be inclined to repute
“superior” because in it the “instrumental” chaexadf action would supposedly be denied,
stands in cleapppositionto the ethics that Weber names “the ethics of nesipdity”, which
tends to appear, in Weber, as superior to thecethii conviction” or of “ultimate ends” (this
one, indeed, more in tune with the affirmation eh¢onditional commands”), in spite of
equivocal formulations and of the idea that the slvould join in the politician of stature. Of
course, the force or vigor of the convictions igevant to the above mentioned question of the
motivation of action, introducing important nuaneath regard to the rationality of action, to
be considered below. But Weber’s characterizatas fo adequately apprehend just these

nuances.

In the second place, Weber himself, in the immedtiigollowing paragraph, indicates
that, “in the perspective of means-ends—ration@acvalue-rational action is always
irrational, and this feature becomes more accentuated asliethat moves it raises to the
level of absolute significance, because refleatiorthe consequences of action [allusion to the
ethics of responsibility — FWR] will be smaller theeater the attention conceded to the value
proper to the act in its absolute character” (Web@64, p. 21). Of course, the clause according
to which the irrationality of the action referrazitalues would emerge “in the perspective of
means-ends—rational action” reiterates the gemgisgake on which the attempt to distinguish

the two forms of rationality stand. But it is quéeident that the provision regarding the

® This passage is here transcribed from Schluch®86, pp. 289-290, footnote 73.
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absolutization of the adherence to values turn®#sible the attempt to make of that same
adherence a criterion on the basis of which targjsish a type of rational action as such. The
adhesion to values wouttefinevalue-rational action, bumtensifyingthe adhesion renders the
agentless capable of reflectingpow can we expect the agent, in this case, ttrambeing
equally “rational” in any legitimate sense of therd, and not only “in the perspective of
means-ends—rational action” as a supposed particasz? In other words, the more the
attribute that supposedly distinguishes the ac®a type of rational action is asserted |¢iss
rational it becomes, which turns out to be pateitidgical. The provision in question clearly
implies that action will be rational only if it allvs reflection, particularly reflection on the
action’s consequences — that is to say, if it lar@ed from the (instrumental) point of view of

the relation between ends and means.

But there is more to it. Notwithstanding the alneadlicated merit of avoiding a clear-
cut separation between norms and rationality, Welsenfusions go beyond the distinction
between two types of rationality and encompassuggested, the question of the relationship
between rationality and ethics. And such confusamesdue mainly to something quite visible:
if, on the one hand, Weber seeks to distinguishvtioetypes of rational action on the basis of,
ultimately, their ethical character (greater ostrsattachment to considerations related to
ethical or moral convictions), he symmetricalles; on the other hand, to distinguish two types
of ethics on the basis of, ultimately, their ratibty... For the ethics of conviction involves, in
the name of the sanctity and untouchability of rhooavictions, a rigid lack of willingness to
reflect and try to weigh and measure the conse@seoicthe decisions and actiofiat(iustitia
et pereat mundyswhereas the ethics of responsibility, in turas Im a reflexive posture and in
the concern for the consequences its crucial ctersiics. What there is of confusing in
Weber’s positions on the two ethics comes to sightquite sharp way in a certain passage of
the well known essay “Politics as a Vocation”. Speg of the man who is “aware of a
responsibility for the consequences of his condant! who, in such condition, “acts by
following an ethic of responsibility”, Weber dedmes him, immediately after, as reaching a
point where he says: “Here | stand; | can do netiWeber, 1958, p. 127). Now, such
declaration expresses, simply and unequivocallyattoption of a moral stance; it involves
nothing but the display of a morabnviction In fact, it can be seen as corresponding very
clearly to the idea of the “punch on the tablettlva sometimes demand of our political leaders
as a sign of marking the moral limit beyond whilkh tisposition to act in a “pragmatic” or
“realistic” manner, supposedly in the name of resuility and concern for the consequences,
would become irrelevant or even improper. It hdiitle that Weber closes the passage by
warning that the contrast between the ethics ahale ends and the ethics of responsibility is

not “absolute”...
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The general question concerning the relations kEwationality and ethics is
doubtlessly complicated. In any case, there isagdyta gain in understanding if we begin by
acknowledging thaall rationality is instrumentalthe very notion of rationality inescapably
involves the idea of the articulation between esnald means, and the nature of the ends is
irrelevant for the characterization of rationabty such. Of course, this is not the same as saying
that the ends are equivalent. They can be of utdiestsity and appear to our eyes as more or
less desirable for equally diverse reasons, inntythose of a moral, philosophical or esthetic
nature. But there is no basis for the attempt toatterize certain ends as intrinsically more
rational than others (a stance which frequently results frleendea of a substantive rationality),
for the claim to greater or lesser rationality ofemd can only be made with reference to its
condition as a more or less efficacious meansdbieging other ends that we eventually praise
as higher “values”. The very criticism of technagyrand of the technocratic society, carried out
with ardor in the accusations against instrumeatébnality, cannot dispense with indicating
clearly the alternative condition to be reacheé @hd to be sought), nor disregard, if it intends
to be consequent, the specification of the pathe@ans) that lead to such condition.
Rationality is conceived, under this perspectigebeaing first and foremost related to what can
be called the@economyof action, in contrast to iwnergeticsi.e., that which provides its
motivation. For sure, without energetics or moiimatthere is no action, and we may have
motivation of different sorts, more or less vilemmble, strong or feeble; but rationality
concerns the way in which the agent processes teomally” the resources at hand, including
those supplied by the more or less poor or powerielkgetics of action, to reach the ends
sought7. Let it be emphasized, moreover, that the instruedemaracter of rational action, thus
understood, has nothing to do with the fact thalgof an abjectly “selfish”, “material”, or
“economic” nature (in the conventional sense obfeamic”) are shortsightedly pursued.
Rather, the qualification of instrumental fits vevgll the case of the agent with whom we
became familiarized in Weber’s religious sociolagelf: the one who establishes complex
hierarchies or chains of ends and means whenrgjrfer a moral ideal of life, and perhaps for
an ideal of death or for transcendental goals tighavhen trying to be faithful to a reflexively

assumeddentityand pursuing &ocation

" An evident confusion in this regard is preserElister, 1979 (especially in chapter 2), where th@ar
treats as “imperfect rationality” the case of tigert who, like Ulisses, for “being weak and knowitig
gets himself tied to the mast, thus restrictinggbssibilities of action in the present as a medns
guaranteeing a more efficient pursuit of a futusalgNow, there does not seem to be any reasoapéxc
on the basis of an improper conception of ratiapalor not seeing as “perfect” the rationalityaof
extremely weak agent who, in order to achieve loatgy seeks to mobilize all possible informatiortios
conditions of actionincludingthe information concerning her own weakness.
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It would be possible to close these brief remarksationality and ethics by evoking the
work of Jean Piaget. On the basis of a lifetimeaseful empirical studies, Piaget, contrarily to
Habermas’ attempt to sharply counterpose a confdarstrumentality to one of
communication, conceives the process of intellé¢ared moral) development as involving a
peculiar balance between the instrumental or “djmeral” aspect of the successful relationship
with objects, on one side, and, on the other,nteractional or communicational aspect of
socialization, in which the individual graduallyereomes egocentrism (and, eventually,
sociocentrism or ethnocentrism) and becomes capéblgsuming the point of view of the
other, of “decentering” — and of reflecting (Piage73b; Reis, 2000Db).

But there is one aspect of Weber's formulationscisitill allows further elaboration,
ramifying so as to bring some additional clarifioatregarding other aspects of the ideas here
sketched. For if we intend to claim that the etlitsesponsibility is in fact an ethics (or
something that involves, in any wayipral considerations, putting aside Schluchter’s
distinction between ethics and morality), the alif@ature for characterizing it as such cannot
be the cognitive feature, in itself, of paying atten to the consequences. The eventual
adoption of a position guided by the ethics of oesibility, and supposedly resulting from that
cognitive feature, will deserve to be characteriasdethical” or “moral” only if the
consequences are themselves appreciated fromititeop@iew of moral convictionsrevealing
themselves adequate or unacceptéble that point of viewln this sense, the so-called ethics
of responsibility isnot, in that which defines #s a form of ethicgifferent from the ethics of

ultimate ends or of conviction.

However, the relevant convictions in the realmaxial and political life have to do
crucially with the relationships between interestd solidarity, or between (individual)
autonomy and social convergence or harmony. Cédyefahsidering the dialectics and the
eventual balance between both “sides” allows, iebel that a more nuanced and selective

position on the matter be taken, wherein not allvedions are seen as equivalent.

Many years ago, exploring the idea of autonomytie Nerves of Governmekhtarl
Deutsch suggested that the adequate model of antarsobehavior is neither the automaton
(perhaps the fanatic or the impassioned), thadlsigieeks a predetermined end and is pure
compulsion, nor the artifact or animal which, ltke: libertine, is adrift in its behavior for being
pure impulsiveness and totally open to the changiimguli that come from its own impulses
and from the surrounding environment. Autonomousali®r is rather the behavior (action)
of the actor who, molded by memory and by the sehsentity (the “character”) and guided

by the more or less remote objectives they brirguafthe above mentioned life ideal), is
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capable of being flexible and selective in the fatparticular stimuli and impulses of all kinds
—in short, it isational behavior (Deutsch, 1966, especially p. 107-108G 21 ).

Weber’s contraposition between the two ethics ssiggelespite the idea of a rationality
referred to values and its affinity to the greaigidity present in the ethics of ultimate ends)
that some loosening of the adhesion to convictwogld be a necessary condition for an
effective association between ethics and ratignadit for the possibility of an at once ethical
and rational behavior to be found in cases guidetthé ethics of responsibility. Nevertheless,
in the perspective of Deutsch’s suggestions,ataar that moral determination, being part of
the “energetics” of action, of one’s identity amdielity to remote objectives (avoiding the
dispersion of the libertine, or imprinting a “methical”’ character to the recourse to the
cognitive elements of action and its applicatiomd¢tual conduct), can be cruciaihstrumental
in the search of those objectives, and thus prmystio action oriented by remote ends, which is
rational actiorpar excellenceBut it is worth noting two things. First, thaidlidea of moral
determination implies nothing with regard to theiirsic content of the convictions or their
nature: the adhesion to principles of tolerancesmimtiety, for example, may be determined and
firm. Second, that the combination between mordalitg rationality ends up leading to the idea
of autonomy aself-contro] wherein identity or character, the search foratngoals and the
observance of correspondingrms(themselves autonomous and “post-conventional”ckwhi
does not prevent them from being the object of ionvictions) make possible the balance
between impulsiveness and compulsion, and favaigely sobriety and tolerance. And this
allows us to see through unequivocally negativedsrthe case, naturally also possible, of the
moral determination which degenerates into fanhtigality and “blind” passion. Of course,
this rigidity leads us to approach the domain efdalatomaton’s behavior and jeopardizes the
appropriate operation of the cognitive componergaion, as well as the apprehension of the
(instrumental) connections between its diverse etemor stages — that is to say, it jeopardizes

the “economy” of action.

Given the ambiguities of Weber's formulations, li&ee it is possible to conceive an
“ethics of conviction” so as to make it compatiblith this idea of self-control in a “post-
conventional” context: certainly, “causes” relatedhe sense of duty or honor, the sentiment of
loyalty, the quest for beauty or religious call,igfhWeber mentions in connection to value-
rational action, do not necessarily involve stuidaticism. But a negative evaluation becomes
mandatory when the type of ethics accounting forandetermination connects to social
conditions in which we have the immersion in a gigellectivity or subcollectivity (or
“community” in the strong and demanding sense pdimut above) and submission to the

demand of unconditional loyalty to its values (®"faith”). Thisethics, however one may want
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to call it, doubtlessly endangers, on the one hiantilvidual autonomy by endangering its
component of interest and “self-affirmation”. Nokat this component of self-affirmation,
involving the freedom to follow impulses or purqersonal goals of various natures, is
inevitably present in the idea of autonomy, eveitsimoble sense of self-control and of post-
conventional morality, which requires the capaoitydecentering” (Piaget) and of individual
detachment in relation to the collectivity. Henloe heed, as an upshot of the general dialectics
stressed above, that the very idea of “self-cohbrelunderstood so as to permit the balance of
compulsion with impulsiveness, of self-restraintl @elf-constraint with the search for self-
expression and self-fulfillment, of solidarity withterest in the generic sense of self-
affirmation. But if the ethics at issue endangbesgossibility of individual autonomy thus
understood, it also tends, on the other hand, tégberance at risk and to nurture a negative
disposition toward theut-groupor other collectivities, which assume, ultimatehe

appearance of “unfaithful” to be confronted in lelse terms. In a nutshell, one might perhaps
just say that individualism and universalism toeelch other and articulate with each other, and

rationality cannot be dissociated from the linkvitn them.

Thus, there is no denying the ethical content difips, or its connection with a
rationalist perspective. The above discussionsfadpallowed a clear enough grasp of how
such content permeates the utopia (even if “réaljstf the pluralist and egalitarian society of
autonomous, and yet sober and tolerant, individudigrein the dialectics between interests
and solidarity must have been taken to the poirrevthe ideal of autonomy translates into
self-control of a lucid and balanced sort regardirggvalues it seeks to achieve. As a matter of
fact, this ethical content, as | have been progp@Reis, 2000d), is necessarily implicit in the
very definitionof politics, with regard to which the “realistictipilege that political science
manuals grant to the idea of power will only badraisofar as it refers to th@oblemof
power, that is, to power as the crucial problerha@aonfronted and solved at the practical level
— which presupposes precisely the values of autgraond equality. But the perspective thus
sketched seems to me to clash with Weber’s attéorgdtribute a sort of peculiar status or
nature to political ethics, which is linked by himthe view that politics deals with power and
violence and, consequently, whoever gets involvigd ivis forced into “contracts with
diabolical powers” (Weber, 1958, p. 123). | thibksipossible to sustain that the need for the
state and for the monopoly by the state over legité violence, of which Weber himself
speaks, is due precisely to the fact that (as kmellvn by the early Christians, remembered by
him in the same passage) “the world”, and not gualtics, “is governed by demons” — and that
the clash of interests, conflict and the searctsétfraffirmation and power permeate, in
general, the multiplicity of spheres, niches araksses of social life. There exists, however, the

alternative to see “politics” in the clash of irdets occurring in any of these spheres or recesses,
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in conformity with an analytical conception of s which | myself have been sustaining and
that challenges the frequent tendency to assinfifetigics” exclusively to that which takes
place within the state or its immediacies. | leavéhe reader the question of to what extent this
analytical perspective may be compatible with titentions of Weber, whose definition of
politics, in spite of the explicit reference to thete, does not fail to point to the practical
challenges that result precisely from the distrdoubf power in society, with the state
monopoly over the legitimate use of physical faeogerging as a critical instrument to tackle

them®
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