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1O: OPEN AND CLOSED RELATIONSHIPS

A social relationship, regardless of whether it is communal or associa
tive in character, will be spoken of as 'open' to outsiders if and in so far
as participation in the mutually oriented social action relevant to its
subjective meaning is, according to its system of order, not denied to
anyone who wishes to participate and who is actually in a position to
do so. A relationship will, on the other hand, be called 'closed' against
outsiders so far as, according to its subjective meaning and the binding
rules of its order, participation of certain persons is excluded, limited, or
subjected to conditions. Whether a relationship is open or closed may be
determined traditionally, affectually, or rationally in terms of values or of
expediency. It is especially likely to be closed, for rational reasons, in the
following type of situation: a social relationship may provide the parties
to it with opportunities for the satisfaction of various interests, whether
the satisfactions be spiritual or material, whether the interest be in the
end of the relationship as such or in some ulterior consequence of par-

10 For definition. See chap. ii, p. 181 ff.
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ticipation, or whether it is achieved through co-operative action or by
a compromise of interests.  If the participants expect that the admission
of others will lead to an improvement of their situation, an improvement
in degree, in kind, in the security or the value of the satisfaction, their
interest will be in keeping the relationship open.  If, on the other hand,
their expectations are of improving their position by monopolistic tactics,
their interest is in a closed relationship.

There are various ways in which it is possible for a closed social rela
tionship to guarantee its monopolized advantages to the parties. Such
advantages may be left free to competitive struggle within the group;
they may be regulated or rationed in amount and kind, or they may be
appropriated by individuals or sub-groups on a permanent basis and be
come more or less inalienable. The last is a case of closure within, as
well as against, outsiders. Appropriated advantages will be called 'rights.'
As determined by the relevant order, appropriation may be for the bene
fit of the members of particular communal or associative groups (for
instance, household groups), or for the benefit of individuals. In the
latter case, the individual may enjoy his rights on a purely personal basis
or in such a way that in case of his death one or more other persons
related to the holder of the right by birth (kinship), or by some other
social relationship, may inherit the rights in question. Or the rights may
pass to one or more individuals specifically designated by the holder.
Finally, it may be that the holder is more or less fully empowered to
alienate his rights by voluntary agreement, either to other specific per
sons or to anyone he chooses. This is 'alienable' appropriation. A party
to a closed social relationship will be called a 'member';

71
in case his

participation is regulated in such a way as to guarantee him appropriated
advantages, a 'privileged' member. Appropriated rights which are enjoyed
by individuals through inheritance or by hereditary groups, whether
communal or associative, will be called the 'property' of the individual

or of groups in question; and, in so far as they are alienable, 'free'
property.

The apparently gratuitous tediousness involved in the elaborate defini
tion of the above concepts is an example of the fact that we often neglect
to think out clearly what seems to be 'obvious,' because it is intuitively
familiar.

I. (a) Examples of communal relationships, which tend to be closed
71
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on a traditional basis, are those membership in which is determined by
family relationship.

(b) Personal emotional relationship's are usually affectually closed.
Examples are erotic relationships and, very commonly, relations of per
sonal loyalty.

(c) Closure on the basis of rational commitment to values is usual in
groups sharing a common system of explicit religious belief.

(d) Typical cases of rational closure on grounds of expediency are
economic associations of a monopolistic or a plutocratic character.

A few examples may be taken at random. Whether a group of people
engaged in conversation is open or closed depends on its content. Gen
eral conversation is apt to be open, as contrasted with intimate conversa
tion or the imparting of official information. Market relationships are in
most, or at least in many, cases essentially open. In the case of many
relationships, both communal and associative, there is a tendency to shift
from a phase of expansion to one of exclusiveness. Examples are the
guilds and the democratic city-states of Antiquity and the Middle Ages.
At times these groups sought to increase their membership in the inter
est of improving the security of their position of power by adequate num
bers. At other times they restricted their membership to protect the value
of their monopolistic position. The same phenomenon is not uncommon
in monastic orders and religious sects which have passed from a stage
of religious proselytizing to one of restriction in the interest of the main
tenance of an ethical standard or for the protection of material interests.
There is a similar close relationship between the extension of market
relationships in the interest of increased turnover on the one hand, their
monopolistic restriction on the other. The promotion of linguistic uni
formity is to-day a natural result of the interests of publishers and writers,
as opposed to the earlier, not uncommon, tendency for class groups to
maintain linguistic peculiarities or even for secret languages to be built up.

2. Both the extent and the methods of regulation and exclusion in rela
tion to outsiders may vary widely, so that the transition from a state of
openness to one of regulation and closure is gradual. Various' conditions
of participation may be laid down; qualifying tests, a period of probation,
requirement of possession of a share which can be purchased under cer
tain conditions, election of new members by ballot, membership or eligi
bility by birth or by virtue of achievements open to anyone. Finally, in
case of closure and the appropriation of rights within the group, status
may be dependent on the acquisition of an appropriated right. There is
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a wide variety of different degrees of closure and of conditions of par- 
ticipation. Thus regulation and closure are relative concepts. There are
all manner of gradual shadings as between an exclusive club, a theatrical
audience the members of which have purchased tickets, and a party rally
to which the largest possible number has been urged to come; similarly,
from a church service open to the general public through the rituals of
a limited sect to the mysteries of a secret cult.

3. Similarly, closure within the group as between the member them- 
selves and in their relations with each other may also assume the most
varied forms. Thus a caste, a guild, or a group of stock exchange brokers,
which is closed to outsiders, may allow to its members a perfectly free
competition for all the advantages which the group as a whole monop- 
olizes for itself. Or it may assign every member strictly to the enjoyment
of certain advantages, such as claims over customers or particular business
opportunities, for life or even on a hereditary basis. This is particularly
characteristic of India. Similarly a closed group of settlers may allow its
members free use of the resources of its area or may restrict them rigidly
to a plot assigned to each individual household. A closed group of colon
ists may allow free use of the land or sanction and guarantee permanent
appropriation of separate holdings. In such cases all conceivable transi
tional and intermediate forms can be found. Historically, the closure of
eligibility to fiefs, benefices, and offices within the group, and the appro
priation on the part of those enjoying them, have occurred in the most
varied forms. Similarly, the establishment of rights to and possession of

particular jobs on the part of workers may develop all the way from the
'closed shop' to a right to a particular job. The first step in this develop
ment may be to prohibit the dismissal of a worker without the consent
of the workers' representatives. The development of the 'works councils'
in Germany after 1918 might be a first step in this direction, though it
need not be.72

All the details must be reserved to particular studies. The most extreme
form of permanent appropriation is found in cases where particular rights
are guaranteed to an individual or to certain groups of them, such as
households, clans, families, in such a way that it is specified in the order
either that, in case of death, the rights descend to specific heirs, or that

72
This is a reference to the Betriebsräte which were formed in German industrial plants

during the Revolution of 1918.19 and were recognized in the Weimar Constitution as
entitled to representation in the Federal Economic Council. The standard work in English
is W. C. Guillebaud: The German Works Councils.-ED.
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the possessor is free to transfer them to any other person at will. Such a
person thereby becomes a party to the social relationship so that, when
appropriation has reached this extreme within the group, it becomes to
that extent an open group in relation to outsiders. This is true so long
as acquisition of membership is not subject to the ratification of the other,
prior members.

4. The principal motives for closure of a relationship are: (a) The
maintenance of quality, which is often combined with the interest in
prestige and the consequent opportunities to enjoy honour, and even
profit. Examples are communities of ascetics, monastic orders, especially,
for instance, the Indian mendicant orders, religious sects like the Puritans,
organized groups of warriors, of retainers

73
and other functionaries,

organized citizen bodies as in the Greek states, craft guilds; (b) orienta·
tion to the scarcity of advantages in their bearing on consumption needs
(Nahrungsspielraum ).74

Examples are monopolies of consumption, the
most developed form of which is a self-subsistent village community;
(c) orientation to the scarcity of opportunities for acquisition (Erwerbs.
spielraum). This is found in trade monopolies such as the guilds, the
ancient monopolies of trade  rights, and so on. Usually motive (a) is
combined with (b) or (c). 

11: REPRESENTATION AND RESPONSIBILITY

The order which governs a social relationship by tradition or by virtue
of its legal establishment, may determine that certain types of action of
some of the parties to the relationship will have consequences which
affect the others. It may be that all are held responsible for the action of
anyone. In that case they will be spoken of as 'solidary' members. Or,
on the other hand, the action of certain members, the 'representatives,'
may be binding upon the others. That is, the resulting advantages will
go to them, they will enjoy the benefits, or conversely bear the resulting
losses.

73
Ministerialen.

74
Weber here refers to Nahrungsspielraum. The concept refers to the scope of economic

resources and opportunities on which. the standard· of living of an individual or a group
is dependent. By contrast with this, Erwerbsspielraum is a similar scope of resources and
economic opportunities seen from the point of view of their possible role as sources of
profit. The basic distinction implied in this contrast is of central importance: to Weber's
analysis later on (see chapter ii, sec. 10 ff.).-ED.




