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Max Weber  (1864–1920) is one of the giants of sociology, and his 
work forms a substantial part of the core of that discipline.  He had 
extraordinary vision and a vast knowledge of history and cultures. He 
is considered a founder of the sociology of religion, and his best 
known work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–  
05) retains its influence and is still debated today.  Weber was one of 
those exceptional figures who underwent a creative illness.1 While in 
his thirties, he had a breakdown that left him incapacitated for several 
years and intermittently thereafter.  Nevertheless his output was im-
mense, and in his lifetime he produced thousands of pages.  Much re-
mained unfinished at the time of his death, and later a number of 
scholars collaborated to compile, edit, publish, and translate his work. 
       Weber strived to address fundamental sociological issues, includ-
ing the crucial topics of authority and domination.  Authority is re-
quired for any civilization or society to exist; authority serves as a 
foundation.  Authority establishes laws, rules, determines what is true, 
specifies what will be done, by whom, and when.  It is a broad concept 
that any comprehensive sociological theory must address. In his mas-
sive two-volume work Economy and Society (1913),2 Weber differenti-
ated three types of authority: bureaucratic, as seen in today’s society; 
traditional,  as  in  feudal and primitive cultures;  and  something he   
called charismatic authority. 
     The term charisma refers to an extraordinary power, and Weber 
defined it thus: “The term ‘charisma’ will  be applied to a certain  qual- 
ity of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered 
extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman,    
or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These are such as  

 
are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine 
origin or as exemplary.”3  Charisma can produce great good or great 
evil—both Hitler and Ghandi were charismatic leaders.  Such persons 
have had an exceptional impact on history, but surprisingly many in-
troductory sociology texts quickly skip over charisma.  Even entire   
books have been devoted to it, but as I will show, sociologists subtly 
avoid confronting its full implications. 
       Weber’s concept of pure charisma is of primary interest here.  
Though sociologists may discuss other types, it is pure charisma that   
they typically ignore.  This is an example of why it is so important to 
consult original sources and not rely upon summaries of others.   Read- 
ing Weber and Victor Turner directly, one discovers that the proper- 
ties of pure charisma are virtually identical with those of liminality,   
anti-structure and communitas.  Weber drew predominantly from so-
ciology and history, whereas Turner’s sources were primarily from an-
thropology; thus the concepts were derived largely independently. The 
remarkable parallels between the two formulations indicate their con-
siderable explanatory power, and I will review some of the commonal-
ities.  As with Turner, I will directly quote Weber rather extensively.  I    
do this to not only demonstrate the clear overlap, but also to empha-   
size that Weber’s explicit points on the supernatural have been will-    
fully ignored. 
       In many passages, Weber’s writings on pure charisma describe     
anti-structure.  For instance he states that “in a revolutionary and sov-
ereign manner, charismatic domination transforms all values and      
breaks all traditional and rational norms.”4  He also says: “Since it is 
‘extra-ordinary,’ charismatic authority is sharply opposed to rational 
and particularly bureaucratic authority, and to traditional author-            
ity . . . It recognizes no appropriation of positions of power by virtue      
of the possession of property, either on the part of a chief or of socially 
privileged groups.”5  This is further elaborated, as Weber tells us that:   
“In radical contrast to bureaucratic organization, charisma knows no 
formal and regulated appointment or dismissal, no career, advance-    
ment or salary, no supervisory or appeals body, no local or purely 
technical jurisdiction, and no permanent institutions in the manner of 
bureaucratic agencies.”6 
     Weber says specifically that charisma “cannot remain stable, but 
becomes either traditionalized or rationalized, or a combination of  
both.”7  Because of their  instability, both pure charisma and anti- 
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structure (liminality) are opposed not only to structure but, almost 
paradoxically, ultimately to themselves. 
       Charisma is also intimately linked with communitas and with 
mysticism.  We are told that: “Pure charisma is specifically foreign to 
economic considerations.  Wherever it appears, it constitutes a ‘call’ in  
the most emphatic sense of the word, a ‘mission’ or a ‘spiritual duty.’      
In the pure type, it disdains and repudiates economic exploitation of     
the gifts of grace as a source of income, though, to be sure, this often 
remains more an ideal than a fact.”8 He later explains that “In order to 
live up to their mission the master as well as his disciples and immedi-   
ate following must be free of the ordinary worldly attachments and   
duties of occupational and family life.  Those who have a share . . . in 
charisma must inevitably turn away from the world.”9  He tells us that 
“charisma rejects as undignified all methodical rational acquisition, in  
fact, all rational economic conduct,”10 and like Turner, Weber cited    
Saint Francis as an exemplar! 
       Pure charisma, like liminality, is directly linked with the super- 
natural.  It is “guaranteed by what is held to be a proof, originally al-   
ways a miracle.”11 The leader “gains and retains it solely by proving his 
powers in practice.  He must work miracles, if he wants to be a 
prophet.”12  The role of altered states of consciousness was also recog-
nized as critical, and Weber mentions “the ecstatic states which are 
viewed, in accordance with primitive experience, as the pre-conditions  
for producing certain effects in meteorology, healing, divination, and 
telepathy . . . We shall henceforth employ the term ‘charisma’ for such 
extraordinary powers.”13 
       Weber also discussed more attenuated kinds of charisma, that al-
lowed its accommodation by more stable, bureaucratic cultures.  For 
instance some of the more moderated, rationalized versions are re-   
ferred to as pseudocharisma, lineage-charisma, charisma of office, and 
manufactured charisma.  The transition from pure charismatic author-   
ity, involving miracles and supernatural power, to one of the more    
stable forms is a source of ambiguity and causes confusion among 
scholars.  Turner faced similar difficulties as he tried to distinguish the 
liminal from the liminoid.14 
 

Disenchantment Of The World 
     The concept of rationalization was one of Weber’s seminal contri-
butions to sociology, and it is directly related to charisma. In his usage, 
rationalization has several related meanings that are a bit difficult to 

summarize because it affects so many aspects of culture.  Briefly, it in-
volves instrumental use of objects and requires planning.  Talcott Par-
sons explains that “Rationalization comprises first the intellectual 
clarification, specification and systematization of ideas.”15  This of   
course requires abstraction and drawing of clear distinctions, both of 
which are antithetical to the trickster.  In law, rationalization leads to a 
growing body of rules and regulations, and the duties to enforce and 
interpret them lay in the offices (established legal positions) rather       
than individual personalities.  For production of goods and services, it 
begets standardization and interchangeability, both of machines and of 
people.  A regimentation emerges.  There is increasing specialization in 
education and occupations.  Social structure takes on greater and     
greater complexity, leading to ever growing hierarchy and differentia-  
tion.  Bureaucracies act to maintain and advance themselves; they take   
on a life of their own, and people become alienated. 
       These aspects of rationalization are well understood in sociology,  
and there is an enormous amount written on them.  But there is an-   
other feature—“the elimination of magic from the world.”16  Weber 
recognized that a direct product of rationalization was die Ent-      
zauberung der Welt or the disenchantment of the world.17  Another    
scholar of Weber, S. N. Eisenstadt, explains that this is “a concept    
which denotes the demystification and secularization of the world, the 
attenuation of charisma” (emphasis added).18  Rationalization- 
disenchantment is a long-term process, extending over thousands of  
years through which there have been stagnations and even reversals of  
the trend.  Details of Weber’s rationalization theory have been criti-  
cized, and critics have pointed to counter-examples, but the broad    
sweep remains valid when a sufficiently long time span is considered.   
The overall trend is unmistakable. 
       Weber noted that in ancient times as priests became differentiated 
from magicians, injunctions were placed against the use of magic.  He 
specifically commented on the “rational” training required for priests      
in contrast to the “irrational” initiations of magicians.  This is consis-   
tent with the findings of Winkelman presented in the last chapter. 
     The rise of Protestantism was one step in the global rationalization 
process, and its contrasts with Catholicism are instructive. Catholicism 
has the stronger mystical component, whereas Protestantism largely 
disavows mysticism and monastic orders.  Protestantism has no priests 
who serve as mediators between God and humanity. In the Catholic 
Mass with transubstantiation, bread and wine become the body and 
blood of Christ, but in Protestantism, they  are only  symbols.  Protes- 
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tantism is more “text-based,” with God being mediated more through   
the written word of the Bible. Protestantism fostered the Higher Criti-  
cism, which disputed the reality of miracles. Many now look upon 
these differences as only arcane theological disputes, but in reality they 
have profound implications for our world. 
       A set of factors merits contemplation here: Weber has immense 
stature in sociology; his ideas are universally known therein; he re-    
mains influential in other disciplines.  Charisma has had enormous   
impact in the history of the world, and miracles played central roles    
(e.g., the miracles of Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed gave them legiti-
macy).  Given all this, it is altogether astounding that social scientists 
ignore the question of the reality of supernatural phenomena. In fact, 
the vast majority of scholars writing on Weber’s notion of charisma     
give no hint that it involves such phenomena; if they do, it is typically     
in extremely vague, abstract terms.19  Even sociologists who write on        
the paranormal avoid mentioning it, even though Weber explicitly      
cited telepathy as a property of pure charisma.  Only by reading Weber 
directly does one discover the importance of magic, the miraculous, 
and supernatural phenomena.  This near-universal avoidance by aca- 
deme is an important clue to the nature of the paranormal. 
     Winston Davis, a professor known for his writings on religion and 
East Asian Studies, summed up the current situation: “if there is any 
attitude that is universally regarded as irrational and anti-modern, it is    
the outlook of the magician.”20  Weber noted that “the magician is 
permanently endowed with charisma.”21  Davis elaborates: “The con-  
flict between the magician and the secularist is every bit as intense as     
the struggle Sir James George Frazer depicted between the magician     
and the priest of old.  Not only theologians, but sociologists and intel-
lectual historians seem convinced that this must be a battle to the fin-
ish.”22  He also comments: “We are told that in the modern world, 
magic must be sequestered or else it will cause the maladjustment of 
individuals or the dysfunction of the entire social organism.”23  Even 
casual reading of the academic literature will confirm Davis’ observa-
tions. 
     Academe today is both a product of and an agent for the disen-
chantment of the world. It has steadily become more bureaucratic and 
hierarchical. Davis noted that “Weber believed that the very progress      
of civilization inevitably led to the permanent anesthetizing of the   
human spirit.”24 Anti-structure, pure charisma, and supernatural phe- 
 
 

nomena are needed for the vitality of culture.  In academe they are 
marginalized, occasionally denounced but generally ignored. 
       All these ideas illuminate the trickster.  Weber states that “Bureau-
cratic authority is specifically rational in the sense of being bound to 
intellectually analyzable rules; while charismatic authority is specifi-
cally irrational in the sense of being foreign to all rules.”25 The trickster 
is explicitly a crosser of boundaries, a violator of rules, a denizen of the 
irrational.  These ideas also raise matters pertinent to psi. In discussing 
Weber’s notion of disenchantment, Davis noted that one factor “less 
obvious from the annals of intellectual history, may be even more im-
portant: the disenchanting effect of the routines of everyday life in 
industrial society.”26  Davis is perceptive.  “Routine” is antithetical to 
spontaneity and synchronicity.  As will be described later in the book, 
William Braud’s research has shown that spontaneity facilitates the 
occurrence of psychic phenomena. Rigid structures of thought, behav- 
ior, and belief all conspire to reduce magic, suppress the trickster, and 
marginalize the paranormal. 
       At this point something needs to be said about a small misunder-
standing by Weber on the topic of magic.  Magic is never actually 
eliminated from the world; it is only marginalized. It is removed from 
the conscious attention of cultural elites. The bureaucratic institutions    
of government, industry, and academe now ignore it, but it is still     
found in popular and low culture.  As will be explained in coming 
chapters, cultural elites relegate magic to fiction, and large industries    
now flourish by portraying magic and  the paranormal in and as 
 fiction. 
      Despite the small (but significant) error, Weber provided us with 
grand vistas on history and sociology, and from them we can see pat- 
terns of the paranormal.  Miracles (paranormal phenomena) are found    
in conjunction with pure charisma.  Pure charisma is a source of pri-
mordial power, but it’s unstable; like liminality it’s dangerous; it can 
overturn established orders. It needs to be attenuated and rationalized.  
In all this, Weber’s ideas are compatible with those of Victor Turner. 
       However, Weber’s general formulations on rationality and disen-
chantment have additional implications—far beyond what he, and      
most others, have recognized.  We will encounter those ramifications in   
a variety of contexts, and it may be helpful to give some idea of the 
coming discussions.  Here I can outline them in only broad, general  
terms; much more detail will be given later.  The concepts and terms   
may be difficult for those who have little prior familiarity, but some  
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forewarning may be helpful even so.  These are central to foundational 
issues being debated in academe today. 
       One reason that the full force of Weber’s ideas has not been rec-
ognized is that they ultimately implicate the limits of rationality—the   
very foundations of Western thought.  Science ignores those limits, and   
it is at those limits that the supernatural erupts.  But it is not only the 
supernatural that is of interest, the problem of meaning, the idea of 
objective reality, and the validity of logic are all directly related to ra-
tionalization and to each other.  These matters are entirely ignored   
within science, but they are at center stage in the humanities— 
particularly in postmodernism and deconstructionism.   When these  
ideas are raised in regard to science, scientists become anxious, panic,    
viciously lash out, and display an unconsciousness of the fundamental 
issues.27 
       In post-structuralist literary theory, meaning is a central concern.     
By meaning, I am not referring to some grand purpose for an individ-   
ual or for humanity, but rather the simpler and more prosaic concept 
discussed by linguist Ferdinand de Saussure.  The connection between     
a signifier and its signified, between a word and its referent, is the is-    
sue.  Science today considers meaning to be entirely unproblematic.  It 
assumes that a word can be unambiguously attached to an item or     
event. Ambiguity is repressed from consciousness.  Deconstructionists 
recognize that meaning is problematical.   They point out that a reader 
and writer can have very different interpretations.  They emphasize the 
ambiguity inherent in language.  Scientists steadfastly refuse to ac-
knowledge the problem.  Deconstructionists see the fundamental diffi-
culty, and a few even vaguely suggest that a theory of literature       
requires a theory of telepathy.  With this, magic and meaning are      
joined. 
       In order to explore and explicate this, future chapters will examine 
the precursors to deconstructionism.  It is well recognized that struc-
turalism immediately preceded deconstructionism, but the precursors     
to structuralism have rarely been fully understood.  The linguistic root 
receives attention, to the neglect of the anthropological influence.      
Most assume that deconstructionism’s consequences are limited merely 
to text.  They’re not, and the implications for the real world are uncov-
ered by considering the anthropological root. 
       Furious debates  about postmodernism, deconstructionism, and 
post-structuralism revolve on the issue of power.  Deconstructionists 
assert that there is no objective reality, and that all attempts to define  
and control the world can be reduced to plays for power.  Scientists 
 

maintain that there is an objective reality that, in principle, everyone      
can know, and that it does not depend upon power to force agree-    
ment.  Weber’s contribution is of exceeding importance here because    
his work extensively addressed issues of authority, power, and domina-
tion.  The concepts of bureaucratic, traditional, and charismatic au-
thority are central to the debates—especially charismatic authority, 
because it is the primordial source.  It is the wellspring of supernatural 
power. 
       Another issue we will meet in future chapters is the reluctance to 
examine foundations too closely.  Existence of society requires collec-
tively held fundamental premises, beliefs, and assumptions. When they 
are questionned or challenged, disruption ensues.  Western science ad-
heres to the myth of objective reality, but it does not comprehend the 
foundations of that myth.  Rationalization (and our society generally) 
presupposes the validity of Aristotelian logic, but that has severe limits.  
One way to demonstrate them is through paradoxes generated by re-
flexivity.  Reflexivity is found in diverse areas, but there is a subtle and 
pervasive avoidance of the topic.  These should be central issues for 
science and knowledge, and as I will show, the paranormal is funda-
mental to them. 
       In summary, Weber’s concepts of charisma, rationalization, and 
disenchantment are crucial to understanding the structure and stability    
of societies.  They also explain why the paranormal is marginalized.      
The implications are even deeper; they address the very foundations of 
Western thought. 
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