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HOW TO RAGE AGAINST THE DYING OF THE LIGHT? A CRITIQUE OF
RITZER'S McDONALDIZATION THESIS'

B. Peper”

Summary

Ritzer presents s 'The McDonaldizarion of Society” as @ social crifique on rhe
rationalizaiion of modern society. I this article | will anabze the underlying
assumptions of his crifique. By means of a mera-thearetical analvsis, T éxanting
Ritzer's views on modernity and rationalicy, This analysis reveals that Rirzer holds
a rather dualistic view of the relation berween man and society. Ritzer does not give
much thought to the ambivalence of modernity. 1 will further argue thar Ritzer uses
a restricted idea of rationalite. As @ resuli, he can not escape the pessimism whick
alsa marked Weber's vision of the future. Ritzer can only affer kis reader the hope
that an awareness of MeDonaldization will unleash a eritical anitude towards the
inevitable rationatization of the lifewarld, He does not present a well-founded theory
of rationgl behavior, necessary for coping with a McDonaldized soctefy. By -
ducing Habermas' theory of communicalive action, and move specific iy fdea of
rationality, | propose an alternative fo Rirzer’s hope.,

1 Introduction

"Do not go pentle into that good maght,,,. Rage, rage apainst the dying of the
light". With this quote of the poet Dylan Thomas, Ritzer concludes his book on the
seDonaldization (1983a: 188). This phrase caplures Rimer's solution for coping
with the rapid spread of McDonaldization in society. The McDonaldization of
sociery is presented as a social critique in the historical teadition of social theoriss
like Simmel., Marx, Durkheim, € Wright Mills and Habermas (Ritzer, 19950
xiit). The MecDonaldization thesis is thus meant as 3 critique of modernity, but
without adhering to sociological theories that claim the end of modernity, like post-
industrialism, postfordism, or postmodernism (Ritzer, 1993a: 152-159). By provi-
ding the reader with a profound critique of contemporary society, Rimer wants 1o
make us aware of the dangers of McDonaldization, which he also describes as "The
new American menace’ (1993b). With this knowledge and insight Ritzer hopes the
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regder wi_]l be able 1w creste for her/himself o place under the sun which is ot wo
homogenized and oo dehumanized (1993a; xiv-xv, 187).

Nl.:il. withstanding the obvious provocative style that belongs to a tradition of social
critigue, the thesis can be evaluwied on its theoretical merits. Especially, since
i?nzer eTnphasiz:s the firm thearetical foundations of his study {1993 xiv]y‘ Oues-
uulm arise like What does Ritzer understands by concepts such as mludcm.it A 1r:]
rationality? What kind of critique on modernity is Rizer offering? rtnd}lh;]'-u
exactly can we escape McWorld? Therefore, the purpose of this article .is to mlml i
the theeretical validity of Ritzer's McDonaldization thesis, By theorctical valijrlw
} mi?iﬂ the m}r_ the concepts are Fmpln}\ed in relstion to the purpose of the thesis.
n u. er g:t..:. better view on Ritzer's argumentation | will begin with a metathe-
oretical analysis of the MeDonaldization thesis,

2 The ingredients of McDonaldization: a metatheoretical analysis

Like svery sociological theory, the McDonaldization thesis is based on a set of
uqderlymg assumptions concerning the relation between actors and sociery. Uncov-
ering these assumplions can provide us with a deeper understanding of lJ'|:1: thesis
Sn.l.u::h an gpproach to theory is usually referred 10 as metatheory (Ritzer 151‘}1'.
Ritzer, 1992h; Tumer, 19910 T will use the eom metathenry .as il is .bm.'ldll
de:ﬁ_n:d by Ritzer: ",,.as the systematic study of the underlying structure of soci 4
]Dglti.ll Immry’" (1992¢c: 7). He distinguishes three types of metatheorizing: (1) mc]t::
Lhenrtzu:g. J-_l.s 4 means of attaining a deeper understanding of thcu:ur:.r.{'M ), (2]
metatheorizing as a prelude to theory development (M), and (3) mcmﬂmorlzxnla ;.5
a source of overarching theoretival perspectives (M,) (Ritzer, 1991: 6). In gtlu's
article I.E:ITi mainly concerned with M, because this type of mlr.'.t.':lheo-r:.-' 5;:r.:ms the
most suitable w analyze the contents of & sociological theory. Rimer discuss
several metatheoretical tools for attaining & deeper understanding of theory. Il.’}nab:\;
the most promising teols is the concept of a sociological archimc{urﬁc-{l{im:
1901 68). A sociolegical architectonic is part of M, and can be used for seui "
better understanding of the works of secial thﬁ{rriﬁ!ﬁ.l P

The underlying assumptions of the McDoneldization thesis will be amalyzed with the
use l:_lf 1 socialogical architectonic, This can be seen as a sort of framework which
CONsIsts D.r several key concepts. These concepts or components are used to cove
the essential questions one can ask 4 ceriain theorist or theory, There is no standar{;
or fixed sel of components. This is due to the fact that the composition of the terms
TT an al:'.:lnmclfmic will depend on the research question, Ritzer emphasizes that

co#rchilectonics can give us a firm underslanding of the various bases used - in
past, present, or fulure - 1o systematically erect sociological theories of social
phenomena” (1991: 67), The sociological architectonic that T will deploy, consists
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of six basic components’. Hereafter, [ will present these components in relation o
the MeDonaldization thesis,

The first component is & philosophical anthropology. which assumes “_.. that people
are endowed with the ability w think, and that zction and mleraction are largely
hased on this capacity” (Rizer, 1991: 69), Rimer combines the idea of human
potential of Marx with Weber's ideas on rationa] and nonrational action, Therefore,
Ritzer's zetors become rather dualistic, On the one hand, Riteer 15 poinling o ways
in which actors can escape the process of McDomaldization, and thereby emphasiz-
ing the possibility of actors o creale, 10 some exient, their own social realiny,
people have the potential to be far more thoughtful, skillful, creative, and well
rounded than they now are, yet they are unable 1o express this potential beoause of
the constrainis of  rationalized world” (19934 133, He also discusses ways 10
which actors can mfluence the forcgoing process of MeDonaldization {1993a; see
especially chapter 9), On the other hand, however, there seems w be not much
room for creative human sction, Actors can merely undergo, or at the miost react
on, the process of McDonaldization. On several oceasions, Ritzer argues that any
form of escape will only be temposary. In the end, almost every human action will
inevitably be MeDonaldized®.

The second component is the process of institurionalization. which consists of ..
a series of steps wherehy the thoughts, actions, and interactions of people are (rans:
formed into larger social structures and social instilutions” (Ritzer, 1991: 70). This
iransformation can be referred to as objectiication, ar the wiy aclars ahjectify ther
ideas in the material world (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 1967}, Starting with a history
af the McDonald's restanrant, throughout his book Ritzer is putting a lot of etfort
in pointing 1o the instiutionalization of the principles of MeDuonald's in the wider
society, By presenting almost nuimerous examples, Ritzer argues that the principles
of efficiency, calculahility, predicuabiliy and cantrol, are imitated inoa wide variety
of social settings. "Almost all social institutions (for example, education, sporis,
politics, and religion) were adapting MeDonald's principles to their opemations”
(1993a; xii). This, for the most part tacit, acceplation of these ideas in nearly every
aspect of social life secms the basis of Ritzer's social eritigue.

The third aspect of the suciological architecionie concerns the process of reffication.
or the "... loss of control over macro-level phenomena” (Ritzer, 1991 TO. Wholly
in line with Weber's idea of the "o cage of rationality’, Ritzer shows a firm
awareness of a reified world, Due to the instiutionalization of the aforementioned
principles i particular, people do not easily guestion this ongoing process. Let
alone they are feeling powerful encugh 1 change it. There is, however, a dif-
ference hetween Weber and Ritzer. Weber sees thesse reified siructures as, inoa
way, inevitable:

M one knows who will Tive i this cage fnibe future, of whether at the end of 1his e me b

development ebrely new prophets will arise, of there will he 3 greal rehicth of old ideas al
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ileals, ar, il'.rltlmrr. mechanieed petrificatioon, embellished with a sor of cunvalsive sedf-inpor-
uu.u:r For of the last stage of this culmiral development, of might well be taly said "Specialiss
l.\qﬂ.mul spirit. sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines thal it has amained 4 level of
civilizalion never before achieved'™ {1958 152

Ritzer, on the other hand, wants o make his readers aware of these reified strc-
tures, so hopefully they can be overcome. Despite of his hope, Ritzer seems rather

pessimistic about the possibility 10 escape McDonaldization (for example 1993a: xv
147, and 188). I

After this process of reification ... it is likely thar these creations will come 1o
EREFT :unt_ml _ami domination over the people who created them both historically and
on a continuing basis” (Ritzer, 1991 70, Domination is the fourth component of
u_-u: sociological architectonic. No doubt, Ritzer sees the process of McDonaldiza-
tion leading 1o domination. In fact, the idea of domination takes a central place in
ij Flﬁﬁnitiﬂn. of McDonaldization, "Perhaps the ultimate irmationality of McDonald-
ization Is the possibility that people could lose control over the system, and it would

come to _u:enr_n:.! us" (1993a: 145). Domination or 'irmtionality' is one of Ritzer's
main foci.

The fifth component concerns the idea that reified and dominating structures creats
“... the likelihood that they will have adverse consequences on the individuals who
exist within those structures" (Ritzer, 1991 70). Again following Weber, Ritzer
sees the adjustment of people to the reified and dominant structures as adverse
consequences. Especially the tacit acceptation of the principles of McDonaldization

e, the increasing emphasis on formal ratiomality, leads to an adjustment to s:ru::
tures, and results in a decline of substantive rationality, Whereby substantive ratio-
nality stands for creative and active thinking about the workl. "In effect, more gnd
more of peoples’ ability to think will be aken from them and built into tiw technol-

!.ng" (1993a: 120). Ritzer describes these adverss consequences mostly interms of
irrationality,

And finally, "... there is & concern in this architectonic for how people can achieve
emancipalion {tom these reified structures and their adverse effects” (Ritzer, 1991:
T0). The goal of Ritzer's social critique is to make people aware of the pn::ce:::s u.f
McDonaldization, so that appropriste measures can be taken. "This critigue is based
nol on Iwha[ people were like in the past, but on what they could be like in the
future, if only the constraints of McDonaldized systems were eliminated, or at least
eased substantially” {1993a; 13), Although Ritzer seems less pessimistic then Weber
about the future, he also offers no real escape,

B:I.- means of the sociological archilectonic I addressed the underlying assumptions
of Ritzer's McDonaldization thesis. There are two remarkable positions in his
Imesjs. Al first, Ritzer presents his thesis as a critique of modernity, but modernity
15 mare or less i conainer concept. It has many different meanings, each can lead

a social critique in another direction. Therefore the question remains: What consti-
wies modernity for Ritzer? The second remarkable position is closely fied 1o the
first, and concerns Ritzer's idea of raticnality. His conceptualization of rationality
seems rather restricted. Again, he seems manly concerned with teleological or
formal rationality. This restricted use of rationality prevents Riwzer from offering a
well-founded escape route. 1 will discuss an alernative conceprion of rationality, as
put forward by Jirgen Habermas m his theory of communicative achon. Habermas'
approach of rationality enables us o present an altermative 1o Ritzer's fainting hope
for the fumre sociery.

3 Critique of what modernity?

Modemnity could be described as consisting of two separale disCOurses: i) a dis-
course of liberation, and (i} 2 discourse of disciphinization. Each discourse puts the
emphasis on only one aspect of modernity. The liberation discourse refers 1 the
ideas on (individual} freedom as formulated by Enlightenment thinkers [ Wisgner,
1984; 5). The establishing of civil, political, and social rights are well-known
examples of this discourse. Also the emergence of science, and the decreasing
importance of traditional values and norms in modem society (or, at least, rhe
weakening of traditional constraims), the growing importance: of individualism apd
pluralism, are expressions of the lberaton discourse, Ar the same tme, however,
the disciplinization discourse refers w the guest for onder (Wagner, L994; 40-41)
and stbility in modern sociery. These socieal changes are referred 1o as the
mansition from traditional o modern societies, which remains & core object of
sociological analysis, This process is usually called modernization:
=, by which the social world comes under the domnation of sscencism, ssculanzddon, she
uaiversalistle claims of instrumental ratlenalicy, te differeniiation of the varioos spheres 8 the
fifewnrld, the bureaucratizatien of economic, polical and miliary practices, and the growig
mametaeization of values™ (Turner, 1990 6, see also Giddens, 19900 13"
Modernizuion is mostly described through analytically constructed dichatemies,
like Durkheim’s mechanical and organic solidarity, or Tannies' Gemelnschaft and
Gesellschaft. The same applies 1o Weber's entzauberungs thesis, where the underly-
ing dichotomy is set out as the difference between Werrranonelitar and Zweck
rationalitdr, The relation between these two forms of rationality is Weber's main
point for explaining the transition from traditional 0 motern soclety. Weber de-
scribed the increasing subordination of substantive rationality to formal rationlity
a5 an historical process of rationalization. All these dichoomies are used 1o com-
pare two different societies: traditiona] versus maedern sociery, The anelytical con-
striclion of the ‘lraditional sociery’ ... was developed as a tool for comparison
when trying (o grasp the present” (Wagner, 1994; 38). Thus mstead of comparing
pwo different societies, these dichotomies point w0 two sides of the same picture,
e.p. modern soclety,



Smc; the end of World War Il several historical, philosophical and sociclogical
.slul.il{:s emerged, all pointing 1o new sorts of societal transformations, like global-
ization, individualism, and pluralism. These transformations are capured in new
terms for our contemporary society instead of labelling these phenomena as mod-
e, they are being called post-modern, post-industrial, posi-fordist, and sa on
{Keliner, 1950). Daniel Bell's idex of post-indusirial socicty gor considerable atten-
tion, but the debate en {(postmodernity really ook off with the publication of
l?.}'DLﬂ.l‘\d'SLU Condition Fostmoderne (1979). It caused an enormous gulf of publica-
tions in the social sciences, Roughly, these works can be captured in three differem
a]}pl‘_tla{!hc? towards modemnity: (1} some authors want 1o complete the unfinished
'pm;cm. of modernity’ (Habermas), (2) while others claim a new era called posi-
modernity (Lyotard). And (3), a wide range of authors claiming something in be-
I':.uuun: reflexive modernity (Bauman, 1993; Giddens, 1990}, the emergence of a
risk society (Beck, 1992) or a knowledge society (Stehr, 1994).

This recent, and rencwed, attention to (post-modernity is precisely directed to the
aforementioned ambiguity of modernity (Wagner, 1994: 13). In recent literatare
rr!udemity has also been characterized or described by an almost infinite amount of
dichotomies; for instance liberty versus discipling (Wapgner, 1994}, lifeworld versus
system (Habermas, 1984, 1987), reason versus culture (Gellner, 1994), mind versus
heart (Mestrovic, 1992), and natre versus culwre (Latour, 1994). Again, these di-
chmnmi_cs point w the same ambiguity of ambivalence that surrounds the idea of
madernity. Modernity applies to libery as well as disciplinization. This leads me
to conclude that both discussions - the one on the emergence of modern sociely
and the one on the emergence of a postmodern sociely - are essentially about Lh{::
same phenomenon: the ambiguity of modernity®, The difference berween both dis-
cussions can be summarized as follows: the debate on the tansition from tmditional
:c: medern society was primarily focused on the issue of onder (the disciplinization
discourse), while the debate on the emergence of 4 postmodern society is mainly
focussed on freedom, pluralism, and individualism (the discourse on liberty)'

As the above discussion has showed, there are many differcnt conceptions of the
term madernity. As a result, several kinds of critique of modemnity are possible; In
Il].lh'. Tespect, Rizer distinguishes two forms of social critique, or wo ways of
n.'rmcmi.ng the process of McDomaldization. At first there is a critique based on
r_umannc:zmg the past, Secondly, a critigue can be formulated as hope for the
future (19933 13). Ritzer presents his eritique of modernity as the later. Maoder-
nity in his eyes stands for an increase in rationalization, or disciplinization. In this
respect the McDonaldization thesis belongs 10 a critical tradition which focuses on
the cne-dimensionzl emphasis on formal rationality in modern society. For exam-
ple, Adormno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse are all dealing with the negative conse-
quences of such an one-sided focus on teleological mtionality, This critical tradition

is firmly rooted in the disciphinization discourse, which results in an underestinia-
tion of the human potentials as set aut in the liberation discourse,

Ritzer's conception of the term modernity can now be formulated as the result of
4 mixture berween [ear and hope. His fear is based on Weber's Enfzamberuigs
ihesis, and thus connected with the discourse of disciplinization, His hope. howey-
er, is derived a more Marxian notion of human potential (Ritzer, 19492d: 507, which
is connected to the discourse of liberaton. This dualistic position already became
clear in Ritzer's philosophical anthropology. Strangely enough, Hitzer, however,
seems to pay almost no atlention to a theoretical foundation of this pasition. Thus,
despite his reference to the liberation discourse, Ritzer does not formulate & theoret-
ical position that could validate his hope. This s due to his conception of mtio-
nality.

4 From restricied to extended rationality

The MeDonaldization thesis is an aciwalization of Weber's disenchantment thesis,
by which the Occident becomes more and more rationalized. This process of
rationalization and the concept of rationality are Ritzer's main themes, T now will
rake a closer look at the way Rizer deploys these concepts, He distinguishes four
underlying principles at the MeDonaldization process: (1) efficiency, (i) calcalabili-
ty, (i) predictability, and (iv) contrel. These ponciples *... constiate the basic
components of 4 ratfonal system” (19934 17 itzlics in the orginal, BP). In this
respect, McDonaldization becomes the contemporary equivalent of formal rational-
ization (compare Rimer, 19924 136-140), This process crealgs, besides certain
advanmges (Ritzer, 1993a: 14-15), also many disadvaniages or irmationalities. Ratzer
is particularly inerested in these "irrationalities of rationality”. While discussing the
four underlying principles of McDonaldization, he constantly gutlines the irrtional-
ities which these principles spawn, In fact, he offers & whole chapter on the irratic
mality of rationality (chapter 7). This leads t the question: What is exactly meant
by the term or idea of irmtonality? Ritzer's conception of irmtionality scems
mainly presented as just the opposie of formal rationality. Undersiood in this
manzer it largely undermines the advantages of formal rationality.
*_.. irrationality means Gt mttonal syssems are aareasanable systems - they serve b deny e
basic hummanity, the human teasen, of the people who wack within them or asg served by them
In other words, rational sywiems are dehumanizing syseme, Whereas the terms mhoralicy and
recson are oien used imerchangeably in other comeats, here they are eniplayed w0 mean antihet:
cal phenemena® (Ritzer, 1953ar 121}
Forma! rationality is mainly seen from a sysiems viewpoint, and irratomaliny. mostly
from the perspective of the individual actor, e.g. his or her lifeworld (e
Habermas), Ritzer arpues that there are three underlying forces that keep sociely
driving into the iron cage of McDonald's, At first he mentions the lenging for
material interests”, secondly, he points o the internalization of the four underlying
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principles, and thirdly, McDonaldization seems o fit nicely into the continuousiy
changing contemporary seciety. "For these reasons, the most likely scenario is for
inereased MeDonaldization; the likely end-product is an iron cage of McDonaldiza-
tion" (19%93a: 151-152).

There are several problems attached 1o Ritzer's conceptions of mtionality and
irmationality. At first, it is not clear if irmtionality 15 only an adverse or upintended
cansequence of social action, which happens to be formally mational, or if every
formally mational organized action always leads to irmationality. Ritzer seems to
imply the latter, if we follow bis line of argument about the McDonaldization of
sociely, The guestion then shifts to: irrationality for who? What tends to be irmatio-
nal for one group can be mtional for another one, and vice versa. In addition 1o the
fact that something can be rational in one context, while being irmticnal in another.
For example, long waiting lines at a McDonald’s restavmnt might be irmational
from @ cusiomers perspective, but it can be rational from the pemspective of the
owner of the restaurant. Although long waiting lines can be seen as inefficient or
irmational for the restaurant owner as well (Ritzer, 1993a: 122), serving customers
at their table can be more ineffcient. For the customer, long waiting lines clearly
seem irmational, except i the customer thinks cooking a meal st home is more
inetficient or irmtional. Ritzer tends wo define irmationality as a result of, in Haber-
mas’ terms, the colonization of the lifeworld. In this, Ritzer does not pay much
attention 1o the fact thet every system can only be the result of an instimutionaliza-
tion of social action (¢f, Benzer & Luckmann, 1967), He almost sketches a picture
of the big, unpersonal, and inhuman system versus the poor and innocent imdividu-
al. This leads to the rather paradoxal point in his thesis; on the one hand Ritzer
underestimates the capacity of people 1o make and change ‘the systemy', while on
the other hand he believes that this same capacity is the only thing we got to escape
MeDonaldization. The most imporant point here, 35 that Ritzer does not give & firm
foundation for his optimistic view that people are able to overcome the colonization
of the lifeworld. He pays a lot of theoretical and empirical atention o the increase
of rationalization in a wide variery of social settings, but he neglects w come up
with a theoretical account for rational buman behavior, In other words: he does not
give p theoretical foundation for social action capable of "raging against the dying
of the light’. This is the result of & restricied conception of rtionality, and this
unnecessary theoretical weakness could be overcome with a more extended ides of
rationalicy.

e of the most promising conemporary theories of rationality is set out by irgen
Habermas. In his magnum opus Theory of communicarive detfon Habermas sketches
4 pew story of ratonalization, Habermas builds on the idess of rationality as formu-
lated by Weber. To Weber human reason or ralionality became the guiding line for
social action, ¢.g. mationalization. Like Weber, Ritzer sees the domination of formal
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mationality in the modern society as inevitable and with no real escape rowtes. This
i due to the impossibility 1 ground formal rationality on isell:
“Whether it is o choice betwesn frrmnd and subsiamive rbonahly of borseen confiiciing skan-
dards of subssntive tationaiity, berween Swecd- ond Wersnmmoralivdr or between conflictig
maxims of Wertratianaling, this chojee 22t el be & rafonal one, for il s prectsely criern
uf eationality har must be chosen” (Brubaker, 1984: 5T)
In the end every human action is guided by certain values, and for Weber these
values "... are in cternal conflict with one apother, and this conflict cannot b
rationally resolved” (Brubaker, 1984: 60} In other wornds; for Weber and 11".j1.zcr
formal rationality has its limitations, given by the incompatibility of the utfldEt’]‘:".ﬂg
vilue systems, and the impossibility (o overcame this ingompatibility, This results
in Weber's fumous idea of the 'iron cage of rationality’, and Ritzer's MeDonaldiza-
tion thesis,

Where for Webcr mlionality was seen from the perspective of individual action
(Brubaker, 1984: 49), Habermas takes communication &s a siariing point far ratio-
nality, which implies imeraction. By presenting communicative a-::liil‘m as a theo-
retical and practical alternative, Habermas pays auention to linguistics. The essen
tial point is Hsbermas' swich 1o imtersihjectiive under&;tand.ing hetween actars,
possible through communicative action. Habermas distinguishes four types .9.1
action: (i) teleological action, of mstrumental action which it is mnccmed. with
means to achieve ends, (il) normatively regulated action, which is behavior oremed
10 common values of a group, (i) dramaturgical action being action involving
conscious manipulation of oneself before an audience of public, and (v} communi
cative action which is the interaction among those agents who use speech and
nomverbal symbols as a way of understanding their mutua! simaiiqn and their
respective plans of action in order (o agree an how 1o coordinate their behaviors.
These types of action cach appear in differcnt kinds of warlds, These .ﬁ:lrmai wqr]d
cpncepts - the objective, the social, and the subjective warld - constitue the life
world. o
*The objective warkd 15 presuppossd il COMMEN 35 the wmaliny of faew, whers "facts” signifies e
2 smsement about the existence of @ correspanding state of affairs-(,,,) can count as true And 3
social world is presuppossd in common as e wiesliny of all interpersonal refatons that are reced-
nited by members a5 leginmate. Uver against Wi, the subjective 'M.'urkd COLRLE 1% Eh: by ol
eaperiences o which, I each nstanes, only one mdividual has privileped access {Haberman
1984; 52). .
Oply with communicative aclion the actors have full access 10 all worlds, and with
the ‘help of the aforementioned speech acts they can reach undersm?.ding. .
*Only the comnmunizative model of aciion presupposes latguage as a medium aof |.|~.1.|:u|u|::::|
cnmr-nu:unnun wherehy speakers anid hearers, out of the contexl of tieir prepmerpreied lifesorld
refer simulianeously t things (n the objective, social, vl suljective world i amder e negotiate
common definbions of the simatan” (Habermas, 1954 951 o
Topether with the lifeworld comes the system which is the imstitutionalization of
social relations, like the family, the state, the judiciary, and the economy. Through
the process of instihonalization the system tends to develop ilu own structural
characteristics, and by this development the gap between the lifewarld and the
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system becomes wider. The more these structures grow independent of the life-
world, the more they start 10 dominate the lifeworld, e.g. a process of reification.
This growing dominance 15 also possible through the steering capacity of money
and power, which fulfill the same functions in the system as language does in the
lifeworld (Brand, 1990: 54). The growing difference between lifeworld and sysiem
is due w the different development of rationality between these twoe, While increas-
ing rationalization in the lifeworld ... involves growth in the mtionality of commu-
nicative action” {Riwer, 1992d: 586), the increasing rationalization in the sysiem
causes a domination of the system over the lifeworld, “The rationalized lifeworld
makes possible the rise and growth of subsysiems whose independent imperatives
strike back at it in a destructive fashion” (Habermas, 1%84: xxxiii). This whole pro-
cess of the domination of the system over the lifeworld is called the “colonization
of the life-world'. Throughout his work Habermas is trying to examine and explain
this process,

There 15 thus a big diference between Ritzer and Habermas in the way they look
at society, While Ritzer's critique is based on concern, Habermas' theory is about
human emancipation through a ceitical approach o society. Another difference is
the way they both see the outcome of the rafionalization process. While for Ritzer
this process leads inevitably w & McDonaldized world, Habermas:
oo does nod present the “colonization of the lifeworld® as the ingvitable, or the only, oucome of
rativnalisation. He does not regard it to be the only ouicome because he recopnizes more tian ooy

dimension o the rationalisation process. He doss not accept it as inevitdble because he mokes a
careful distinction between the logic and the dynamics of development® {Beznd, 1990; 513,

For Habermas the process of uncoupling the lifeworld (substantive rationality) from
the system (formal rationality) is a historical process, caused by the process of
rationalization. But instead of Ritzer's pessimism over this hisworical process,
Habermas tries o look for theoretical and practical solutions to again integrate
lifewarld and system (Bernstein, 1985: 5), Like Weber, Ritzer nol really takes
much effort w overcome theoretically the growing subordination of substantive o
formal rationality. In this perspective Habermas offers us a way out of the caloni-
zation of the lifeworld” by means of the theoretical and practical possibilicy of
restoring the balance between the two forms of rationality, In this respect, his
concept of communicative rationality is a real improvement of Ritzer's conception
of raticnality.

Habermas' extended theory of rationality, thus, provides a possibility for giving a
theoretical foundation for Ritzer's hope on human potential, The attraction of
Habermas' theory of communicative action is the combination of Marx's emancipa-
lory theory, with s normative or political idea of change in society, and Weber's
concern of the process of ratonality, with his ideas of ides! types as methodological
tool. Habermas' greatest accomplishment 15 giving back a positive and emanci-
patery connotation 0 rationality, and combining this theory with praxis. In sum:
rationality is seen as the necessary driving force behing human reason, His commu-

a8

micative action approzch enables Habermas to see possibilities w resobve value can-
flicts in the lifeworld, and consequently leads him 10 a much brighter vision of the
fumre. Habermas argues that there is a possibilicy of consensus over contlicts by
means of communicative rationality. In other wonls, and somewhat simplified,
where Ritzer only offers an action theory, Habermas offers an interaction theory
The possibility of an interaction theory based on communication alsa gives a new
direction te the process of ratonalization, .
“The rationalization of society would dien no Ionger mean & diffusion of purposive-rabogal cei
and & transformation of domams of commiEnicative action e sathsysems of purposive-cational
action. The point of reference becomes msead the poenial for rabonakin found inthe validity
pasis of speech” (Habermas, 1984: 339)
Haubermas argues that there is a possibility of consensus over value conflicts by
mears of communicative rationality. In this perspective the use of rationality be-
comes extended info the area of values in society, where for Ritzer this is, and for
Weber this was impossible. Communicative rationality consists of formal, as well
as substantive mtonality, and it provides a basis 0 overcome the dispute on values,

Rerurning to the McDonaldization thesis, the above discussion has the following
consequences. Because Ritzer is broadly equating rationality with formal ratiomality,
he is ot able o tell us how we can act rationally against the negative consequences
of MeDonaldization, If we, howsver, replace Ritzer's conception of rtionality with
Habermas' communicative ritionality, this goal can be reached". I we do so, Mc-
Donaldization has 1o be equated with the colonization of the lifeworld, e.g. it is
therefore only one aspect of what modernity has to offer. In this way, MeDonaldi-
zation is not only a process you have to 'rage’ kgainst, but it becomes o process
that can be discussed in 4 ratonal manner, 1 think that such s rational discussion an
rationalizition could have 2 much deeper effect on overcoming the negative conse-
quences of McDonaldization, then the hope for individual protests can offer.

5 Conclusion

The Melonaldization thesis is based on a dualistic philosophical gmthropology. On
the one hand people are increasingly strangled by the ongoing process of MeDonal-
dization, and in the end all the effons o escape this siation are doomed (o fwil

Ohn the other hand, however, people are endowed by the potential 1o be creative,
thoughtful, and thus able to resist McDonaldization. A theorctical foundation of the
latter seems, however, 10 be lacking. After a closer examination of Ritzer's opera

tionalization of the concepts modernily and rationality, 1 conclude that he used these
concepls In a mather restricled way, Ritzer does not account for the ambiguiy nI:
modernity, which leads to his dualistic position with pegard ta the pro- and |:r_lln'5 ol
MeDonaldization, He also overemphasizes the importancg of telealogical or formal
rationality in modern society, while he neglects the power or potential of substan-
tive rationality. This restricted conception of the idea of rationality can not provide

i)



its with the arguments of how o overcome, or cope with, a McDonaldized society.
Although he is pointing o ratienalization on the economic, the cultura] and the
social scale, Ritzer forgets the potentialities of rational behavior of actors: the
human scale.

Ritzer seems o overiook, for example, Habermas' deas of a more extended
version of rationality, which implies @ less darker vision of the funre. Although
this might be a necessary consequence of presenting 4 social critique, be hereby
underestimates the potential medernity and rationality has to offer. In other words:
by mainly emphasizing the discourse of disciplinization, Ritzer neglects the duality
of the concept of modernity (Wagner, 1994: 8). More important, however, 15 that
this duality, liberation as well as disciplinization, can be overcome with a theory of
extended mtionality. The proposed shift in approaching the process of McDonaldi-
zation is not only a theoretical exgrcise. In practice, the growing nightmare of a
McDonaldized society can now be szen as a challenge for buman reason, Under-
stood in this marner, | would prefer: Resson, reason apainst the dying of the light!

Motes

1. This article is a revised version of a paper which was delivered at the XXX
Congress of the IS, Trieste (Italy), 3 July 1995, My participation in the
congress was partly made possible by the Netherlands Organization for
Scientific Research (NWWO 12-2096).

There are ar least two positions regarding the usefulness of a metatheoretical

approach. Turner finds it nothing more than ‘intercsting philosophy” (1991:

8-9), while Ritzer clearly sces advantages in @ metatheoretical approach to

theary (1991} In his view this approach can give a more detailed insight into

theory. | think Ritzer's approach is indeed more fruitful, and [ will follow his
line of aroument in this essay (for @ more elaborated discussion see Bitzer,
1992b),

3, The sociological architectonic T will use consises of the same componems as
the architectonic Ritzer develops for comparing the works of Weber, Simmel,
Marx, and Berger and Luckmann (Ritzer, 1991, chapter 4}, If we consider
the background of the aforementioned suthors, this could be called a German
architectoniz.

4. Rizer’s own "guidelines’ can also be seen as a MeDonaldized handowt for
escaping the McDonaldization process (see chapter 93, [ am indebed w
Jacintha van Beveren for bringing this to my attention.

3 Modernization bas been criticized for being primeraly focused on sccietsl
changes in western societies, and thereby it ignores other forms of social
change (compare Wallersiein, 1991). This criticism certainly applies o
Ritzer's argument that McDonaldization will dominate more and maore scctors

[ 2¥]

0

of the rest of the world, However, in this article 1 will be mainly concentrated
an the validity of the theoretical assumptions of the McDonaldization thesis in
relation (o societ] change in western societics.

6. There is more evidence for this hypothesis, for instance the debates on the

idea of time-space compression are held hath by classical sociologists, as well

as by postmodernists (Giddens, 1993). See also Ritzer's contribution in this
jourpal,

A peneral endency in postmodern theory 38 18 rejection of modernity, where

modernity is mostly understood in terms of the disciplinization discourse.

Regarding this rejection, Turner puts his finger exactly on the problem of this

kind of remarks: “If one belicves that maditional sociery was based on hierar-

chy, inequality and violence, then the modernist critique of tradition is pro
gressive. If, however, one regards the pas chambers as the final resting paim
of modernization, then postmadern objections to modern instrumental ranonal-

ism are progressive” (1960: 10).

& Although Ritzer proclames that be does not wam w 'romanticize the past’
(1993a: 13}, it could be argued chat his acrualizing of Weber's rationalization
thesis is somehow contradictonary. The work of Weber could also be evalua-
ted as & conservative longing for values from the past (compare Boudon,
1989; 271, At least, Weber's ideas are infected by a certain amount of nostal-
gia (Robertson, 19907,

9. In this repard, he makes 3 rather curiows remark on the breaking apart of ke
former Sovjet Union and Fastern Bumope. Ritzer suggests that commumnism
twhich was actually never more than state sociabism, BP) was a barrier o
McDonaldization, e.g. rationalization. And that afier 1989, thess countries are
McDoneldizing in mpid pace (Rizer, 1993a: 148). However, according o
Weber socialist bureaucracy’s are even more capable of rationalization hen
capitalist bureaucracy’s. This szems o point in the direction that for Rizer
MecDonsldization is solely tied to the capitalistic market econemy. I7 this is
the case, then this must be a resull of his rather dualistic philosophbics] anthro-
pelogy.

1, Notwithstanding the fact that Habermas™ perspective 15 often critized as being
only theory without any praxis, there are more and more empirical indications
that validate s assumptions. For instance, one can think of the increase in
international relations, imernations] organizations, and cven international
peacekeeping. All these efforts point wa possibility 1o matonally discuss con-
flicts, ar least more than the opposile, &g, war

=
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