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 (The) Irony (of) and the ‘Steel-Hard Casing’: 

Sociology Meets Metaphor in a Reading of Weber as Literature 

  
In the classical sociological corpus, the image of the ‘iron-cage’ is readily associable with Max 

Weber’s theorization of rationalization. That legendary motif, however, is specific to a 1930 

translation of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, and is described in more recent 

translations as “a steel-hard casing.” Although the cage maintains symbolic resonance with 

Weber’s work, the image of the “steel-hard casing” is even more powerful in its potential to 

connote the simultaneously restrictive and dissociative phenomenological elements the former 

fails to conjure. In following, this paper not only explores the noteworthy products of a literary 

interpretation of the image of the ‘steel-hard casing’ in the Weberian context, but also 

systematically relies on Paul de Man’s concepts of dédoublement and ‘irony’ as a hermeneutic 

frame. Given the last's unsavory political affiliations, it is—of course—compelled to consider 

whether these literary products of the theorist are ethically divorceable from the lived history of 

the Nazi. Nevertheless, ever returning to the ‘ironic’ conceptualization of life/thought-shaping 

structures rendered formal in spite of their contingency in historical time, this paper will put forth 

a narrative of Weber’s treatments of alienation, teleology, German idealism, historical 

materialism, the Protestant reformation, and modernity as theoretical 

[components/concepts/images] of a deconstructive schema that troubles the more foundational 

question of the (im)possibility of subjectivity and predication. If (fictive) concepts are a product 

of sociohistorical movement, yet are the only means through which history itself can be 

articulated, what remains? If the ‘individual’—whether the Weberian conception thereof, Weber 

himself as the author, or ‘I’ as the author conceiving of Weber—is but an outcome, what is left 

of selfhood? Of authorship? Of [be]ing? Might the sole existential palliative to this unmoving 

‘steel-hard casing’ be the “spatial metaphor” (de Man) upon which irony rests? 

 


