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Science	as	a	Commodity:		
Disenchantment	and	Conspicuous	Consumption	
	
Egil	Asprem,	Stockholm	University	
	
	
	

1. Introduction:	The	Continued	Relevance	of	“Science	as	a	Vocation”		

The	most	striking	observation	to	make	when	reading	Weber’s	lecture	on	“Wissenschaft	

als	Beruf”	today	is	how	little	has	changed	in	one	hundred	years.	Aspiring	scholars	are	

still	troubled	by	the	precariousness	of	academic	positions.	Nepotistic	hiring	practices	

continue	with	impunity,	even	in	the	face	of	increasing	bureaucratization	and	top-down	

management	which,	as	Weber	already	lamented	a	century	ago,	work	to	the	advancement	

of	mediocrity	rather	than	meritocracy.	Both	the	American	and	the	German	model	that	

Weber	compared,	with	their	unique	drawbacks,	are	with	us	today:	early-career	scholars	

are	exploited	for	their	labor	with	unreasonable	teaching	demands	for	low	salaries	(as	

per	the	American	model),	but	they	are	also	pressured	to	achieve	popularity	and	

“success”	in	the	quantitative	sense,	as	per	the	German	Privatdozent	model.	Arguably,	the	

gamification	of	academic	prestige	through	its	increasing	mediatization,	especially	in	

social	media,	contributes	another,	virtual	dimension	to	this	preexisting	trend.	The	root	

problem	remains	economic,	however:	While	a	pressure	to	achieve	quantitative	success	

existed	for	teaching	in	the	past	–	at	least	for	the	Privatdozent	who	relied	on	lecture	fees	

for	their	income	–	it	is	now	also	the	case	for	publishing	if	one	hopes	to	get	tenure,	or	

some	rough	approximation	of	it.	If	there	has	been	any	development	in	the	economic,	

social,	and	organizational	aspects	of	academic	life	–	its	external	conditions	to	follow	

Weber’s	parlance	–	it	is	an	intensification	of	these	preexisting	trends	under	the	dual	

pressures	of	neoliberal	governance	in	higher	education	and	increased	competition	for	

scarce	resources	due	to	an	overproduction	of	PhDs.	The	latter,	of	course,	a	precondition	

for	exploitative	hiring	practices	to	continue.	

	

What,	then,	about	the	internal	conditions	of	science,	which	were	Weber’s	main	concerns	

and	which	later	scholars	have	continued	to	comment	upon	over	the	past	century?	Even	

here,	the	basic	ideas	remain	familiar.	Those	of	us	who	teach	in	history	of	religion	

departments,	for	example,	still	have	to	explain	to	students	that	we	are	not	there	to	rank	

religions	according	to	some	criteria	of	“good”	and	“bad,”	or	to	deliver	profound	spiritual	
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truths	from	the	podium.	Our	business	is	not	in	telling	students	how	to	live	their	lives,	

which	religion	to	join,	or	what	party	to	vote	for	in	the	next	election.	Moreover,	the	

feeling	of	embarrassment	–	and	perhaps	annoyance	–	when	confronted	with	a	colleague	

who	play	on	charisma,	thrives	in	the	spotlight	of	the	media,	and	writes	popularizing	

books	that	are	rich	in	grand	but	poorly	founded	ideas,	remains	familiar	to	many.	Weber	

had	little	patience	for	this	type	of	scholar,	the	one	who	asks	“How	can	I	prove	that	I	am	

something	other	than	a	mere	‘specialist’	and	how	can	I	manage	to	say	something	in	form	

or	in	content	that	nobody	else	has	ever	said?”1	This	person	is	devoid	of	personality,	

Weber	tells	us,	lacking	in	inner	devotion	to	the	task	and	refusing	the	lot	that	any	

scientist	needs	to	accept:	the	fact	that	scholarship	is	specialized	and	limited,	that	

advances	are	incremental	at	best,	and	that	the	ultimate	fate	is	to	have	one’s	humble	

contributions	superseded	by	future	progress.		

	

In	short,	even	though	Weber’s	notion	of	value-free	science	today	seems	untenable	as	a	

descriptive	fact	of	how	the	sciences	actually	work,	many	will	still	agree	with	him	that	

neutrality	is,	at	the	very	least,	an	ideal	of	science	for	which	one	ought	to	strive	in	one’s	

teaching	and	publications.2	In	a	world	where	science	has	again	come	under	serious	

threat	from	governments	as	well	as	powerful	corporations,	many	would	agree	with	

Weber	that	the	key	contributions	of	science	today,	that	which	gives	it	its	particular	

value,	is	not	primarily	its	ability	to	provide	technologies	for	controlling	and	mastering	

life	–	although	that	is	its	most	evident	contribution	–	but	more	importantly,	its	

development	of	methods	for	thinking	and	tools	for	training	thought,	and	most	of	all,	its	

contribution	to	achieving	clarity.	No	matter	what	our	subjective	goals	or	ultimate	values	

might	be,	clarity	ought	to	be	an	unquestionable	good	in	itself.	Above	all,	the	sort	of	self-

																																																								
1	Weber,	“Science	as	a	Vocation,”	137.	
2	There	is	now,	of	course,	an	enormous	literature	on	the	value-laddenness	of	science	–	including	

normative	critiques	and	reformulations	–	following	the	waves	of	historical,	sociological,	anthropological,	

philosophical,	and	psychological	studies	of	the	place	of	science	and	technology	in	contemporary	societies	

that	have	appeared	for	more	than	half	a	century.	For	a	fairly	recent	overview	of	positions	on	science	and	

value	from	philosophically	informed	perspectives,	see	e.g.	the	contributions	to	Harold	Kincaid,	John	

Dupré,	and	Alison	Wylie	(eds.),	Value-Free	Science?	On	the	fact/value	dichotomy	specifically	–	so	central	to	

much	of	Weber’s	argument	regarding	science’s	role	in	a	process	of	disenchantment	–	see	Hilary	Putnam,	

The	Collapse	of	the	Fact/Value	Dichotomy	and	Other	Essays.	See	also	Egil	Asprem,	The	Problem	of	

Disenchantment,	32-40.	
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clarification	that	Weber	offered	his	audience	at	the	end	of	the	lecture	is	valuable	because	

it	lets	one	examine	one’s	own	presuppositions	and	one’s	conduct	in	life,	exploring	their	

consequences	as	well	as	their	basic	assumptions	with	as	little	bias	as	possible.	

	

Unruly	academics	and	the	permeable	value-sphere	of	science	

While	it	is	easy	to	be	sympathetic	with	these	points,	they	offer	only	one,	quite	particular	

view	of	the	internal	values	of	“proper	science”.	In	2017	as	in	1917,	the	obvious	problem	

is	that	academics	do	not	all	agree	on	the	internal	rules	and	values	pertinent	to	scientific	

conduct.	Put	differently,	the	historical	contingencies	that	have	shaped	the	value-sphere	

of	science	have	not	ceased	operating.	For	example,	Weber	observed	that	the	Renaissance	

view	of	science	as	a	way	to	“true	art”	and	to	“true	nature,”	and	especially	the	idea	still	

dominant	in	the	early	modern	period	that	science	could	unveil	the	traces	of	the	divine	in	

nature,	were	largely	relegated	to	the	dustbin	of	history	by	the	early	twentieth	century:	

“[A]ll	these	former	illusions,”	he	wrote,	“the	‘way	to	true	being’,	the	‘way	to	true	art,’	the	

‘way	to	true	nature,’	the	‘way	to	true	God,’	the	‘way	to	true	happiness,’	have	been	

dispelled”.3	And	further:	“Who	–	aside	from	certain	big	children	…	still	believes	that	the	

findings	of	astronomy,	biology,	physics,	or	chemistry	could	teach	us	anything	about	the	

meaning	of	the	world?”4	In	his	own	day,	Weber	argued,	the	value-sphere	of	science	is	

predicated	on	the	“disenchanted”	view	that	positive	knowledge	of	any	phenomenon	is	

possible,	but	leaves	us	devoid	of	metaphysics	and	with	no	ability	to	speak	about	

meanings,	values,	or	how	to	live	our	lives.	

	

Nevertheless,	it	is	not	hard	to	come	by	scientists	and	even	entire	institutions	and	

disciplines	dedicated	precisely	to	reinstating	some	of	these	older	assumptions.	Natural	

theology	was,	for	example,	experiencing	a	renaissance	in	Weber’s	own	days.5	This	might	

be	exemplified	by	the	increasing	prestige	of	the	Gifford	Lectures	in	Natural	Theology,	

which	encouraged	a	long	list	of	esteemed	academics	across	the	disciplines	to	recover	

their	inner	“big	child,”	violate	the	axiological	and	metaphysical	skepticism	of	science’s	

assumed	internal	disenchantment,	and	speculate	freely	on	the	implications	of	natural	

																																																								
3	Weber,	“Science	as	a	Vocation,”	142.	
4	Ibid.	
5	See	Asprem,	The	Problem	of	Disenchantment,	91-286;	cf.	Peter	J.	Bowler,	Reconciling	Science	and	Religion.	
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knowledge	for	values,	metaphysics,	and	spirituality.6	Prospective	new	disciplines,	like	

psychical	research	or	parapsychology,	were	founded	on	the	very	notion	that	the	reach	of	

empirical	science	extends	into	the	realms	of	metaphysics,	which	should	have	been	

forbidden	to	those	taking	the	dictums	of	a	disenchanted	world	seriously.	Indeed,	while	

parapsychology	eventually	failed	as	a	scientific	discipline	(in	part	because	of	its	

metaphysical	appetite),	it	is	notable	that	this	collection	of	big	children	also	inspired	

intellectual	currents	that	have	been	much	more	successful,	such	as	American	

pragmatism.7	Even	well	established	and	presumptively	fully	disenchanted	disciplines	

like	physics	would	(opportunistically,	I	argue)	embrace	an	aura	of	enchantment	in	order	

to	reinvent	its	public	standing	and	relevance	in	the	world	under	the	pressure	of	anti-

intellectualism.8		

	

Weber	was	of	course	well	aware	that	these	“impure	aberrations”	existed.	His	point	was	

precisely	to	stand	up	for	a	particular	view	of	scientific	values,	according	to	which	these	

mixes	of	scholarship	and	activism	represented	a	threat	to	science	on	the	long	haul.	When	

“the	youth,”	which	Weber	addressed	throughout	his	lecture,	come	to	the	lecture	hall	

looking	for	charismatic	personalities,	authentic	experience,	and	leadership,	they	are	

asking	for	something	that	scientists	who	remain	true	to	their	values	simply	cannot	

provide.	The	point,	then,	is	moral:	It	concerns	the	epistemic	virtues	appropriate	to	

science	and	education.	Scholars	ought	to	resist	the	temptation	to	oblige,	and	the	youth	

ought	to	turn	the	attention	of	their	seekership	elsewhere	–	whether	to	“the	old	

churches”	or	to	individual	mysticism.		

	

My	own	agenda	at	present	will	be	a	different	one.	Leaving	aside	the	question	of	what	

attitude	scholars	ought	to	have,	I	take	as	my	point	of	departure	the	fact	that	scientists	do	

occasionally	break	these	epistemic	virtues.	Moreover,	I	argue	that	these	breaches	have	

been	culturally	significant,	in	that	they	have	created	a	range	of	“scientific	enchantments”	

that	are	popular	with	the	educated	middle	classes.	Finally,	I	propose	to	approach	this	

																																																								
6	For	an	overview	of	its	first	hundred	years	(1887–1987),	see	Stanley	L.	Jaki,	Lord	Gifford	and	His	Lectures.	
7	See	the	recent	doctoral	dissertation	by	Sarah	Gail	Sussman,	Pragmatic	Enchantment.	For	a	fully	

developed	version	of	this	argument	as	it	pertains	to	the	humanities	rather	than	the	natural	sciences,	see	

Josephson-Storm,	The	Myth	of	Disenchantment.		
8	Asprem,	The	Problem	of	Disenchantment,	128-41.	
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social	fact	in	a	fairly	Weberian	way,	asking	simply	what	socio-economic	conditions	have	

made	this	phenomenon	possible.		

	

By	way	of	clarification,	I	do	not	take	“disenchantment”	to	be	a	historical	process	by	

which	the	Occident	progressively	sheds	its	“magical”	past	–	that	narrative,	as	Jason	

Josephson-Storm	has	argued,9	is	a	myth.	It	is	however	a	myth	that	has	shaped	how	

moderns	think	about	themselves,	the	world,	and	the	nature	of	(scientific)	knowledge.10	

When	I	talk	about	disenchantment,	then,	I	refer	to	the	mythical,	or	ideological,	

conception	that	1)	humans	(through	science)	can	in	principle	explain	the	natural	world	

(I	call	this	“epistemological	optimism”;	2)	that	the	sciences	cannot	produce	metaphysical	

knowledge	(“metaphysical	skepticism”);	and	3)	that	knowledge	of	nature	cannot	give	

knowledge	of	how	we	ought	to	live	our	lives	(“axiological	skepticism”).11	When	I	refer	to	

re-/enchantment	it	is	as	shorthand	for	negations	of	any	of	these	three	tenets,	typically	

grounded	in	the	suspicion	that	nature	does,	after	all,	contain	“mysterious	incalculable	

powers,”	in	Weber’s	sense.		

	

In	previous	work,	I	have	studied	the	relationship	between	science	and	spiritual	

practices,	broadly	conceived,	from	the	perspective	of	intellectual	history.	In	The	Problem	

of	Disenchantment	(2014),	I	looked	at	how	a	number	of	science-internal	disputes	in	the	

early	twentieth	century	–	such	as	the	vitalism	and	organicism	controversies	in	biology,	

the	shattering	of	the	Daltonian	theory	of	matter	following	the	discovery	of	radioactivity,	

and	the	discussion	about	causality	and	determinism	in	the	context	of	quantum	

mechanics	–	encouraged	a	minority	of	scientists	to	counter	a	disenchanted	view	of	the	

world,	paving	the	way	for	a	range	of	new	natural	theologies.		

	

While	some	of	this	material	will	form	a	backdrop	to	my	present	argument,	the	approach	

will	be	a	different	one.	I	propose	to	turn	once	more	from	the	internal	conditions	of	

science	to	its	external	conditions	in	order	to	get	at	the	social	mechanisms	and	the	

motivations	of	actors	that	drive	the	production	and	dissemination	of	“scientific	

enchantments,”	focusing	on	the	commodification	and	consumption	of	science	in	a	

																																																								
9	Josephson-Storm,	The	Myth	of	Disenchantment.	
10	Asprem,	“Dialectics	of	Darkness.”	
11	See	Asprem,	The	Problem	of	Disenchantment,	32-39;	cf.	Asprem,	“The	Disenchantment	of	Problems.”	
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consumer	economy.	I	will	do	this	by	bringing	another	voice	into	our	conversation:	The	

iconoclastic	Norwegian-American	theorist	of	the	“leisure	class,”	Thorstein	Veblen.		

	

	

2.	Thorstein	Veblen	and	the	Conspicuous	Consumption	of	Higher	Education	

	

Veblen’s	contribution	to	social	theory	is	best	characterized	as	that	of	the	provocateur,	

the	“disturber	of	the	intellectual	peace,”	as	his	recent	biographer	put	it.12	As	such	we	do	

not	find	a	complete,	workable	theory	in	Veblen’s	work	that	can	be	applied	without	

modification	to	our	problem	at	hand.	We	do	however	find	some	useful	concepts	that	

help	us	explain	why	science	in	the	twentieth	century	failed	to	be	an	unambiguously	

disenchanting	force,	and	was	instead	regularly	coopted	by	various	reenchantment	

projects.	In	order	to	see	this,	we	should	first	have	a	brief	look	at	three	aspects	of	

Veblen’s	work:	the	notion	of	the	“leisure	class,”	the	role	of	“conspicuous	consumption,”	

and	the	relevance	of	both	concepts	to	trends	in	higher	education	and	science.	

	

Classic	economic	theory	sees	wealth	as	a	sign	of	virtue:	the	capitalist	has	accumulated	

wealth	through	industrious	work	and	smart	investments.	Veblen’s	analysis,	based	on	

anthropological	and	historical	work,	draws	a	different	conclusion:	The	origin	of	wealth	

lies	not	in	hard	work,	but	in	the	“predatory	habit”	of	seizing	the	goods	of	others,	whether	

by	brute	force	or	more	subtle	forms	of	exploitation.	When	a	society	with	a	“predatory	

class”	also	manages	to	produce	a	surplus	of	subsistence	that	make	it	possible	for	some	

members	of	society	to	be	economically	unproductive,	societies	will	tend	to	diversify	

along	the	lines	of	those	who	pursue	economically	productive	work	and	those	who	enjoy	

leisure.	The	“leisure	class”	that	emerges	from	the	predators	in	this	way	tend	to	invent	

elaborate	prestige	systems,	which	are	recognized	throughout	society	but	require	a	

significant	waste	of	time	and	resources	to	master.	In	other	words:	Leisure	becomes	an	

economic	precondition	for	partaking	in	prestige;	hence,	productive	labor	becomes	low-

status,	while	the	economically	wasteful	behavior	of	the	unproductive	upper	classes	is	

rewarded	with	high	status.	The	leisure	class	perpetuates	its	influence	and	power	in	

																																																								
12	John	Patrick	Diggins,	Thorstein	Veblen,	16.	
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society	by	pursuing	economically	non-productive	occupations,	of	which	Veblen	lists	

government,	warfare,	religious	observance,	and	sports	as	the	main	examples.		

	

In	foregrounding	the	accumulation	of	wealth	through	predatory	exploitation	that	

produces	class	hierarchies,	Veblen’s	economic	theory	is	closer	to	a	Marxian	tradition	

than	to	Weber’s	more	nuanced	focus	on	individual	ethics	and	values	as	a	variable	that	

creates	different	economic	outcomes.13	Veblen’s	analysis	of	how	the	uneven	distribution	

of	leisure	is	related	to	prestige	and	distinction	prefigures	some	of	Pierre	Bourdieu’s	key	

insights	concerning	cultural	capital,14	and	provides	us	with	a	better	grounding	for	

analyzing	some	of	the	unintended	social	and	cultural	consequences	of	higher	education	

and	learning.	In	the	final	chapter	of	The	Theory	of	the	Leisure	Class	(1899)	–	and	again	in	

his	farcical	analysis	of	The	Higher	Education	in	America	(1918)	–	education,	and	

particularly	the	humanities,	is	portrayed	as	an	integrated	part	of	how	the	leisure	class	

produces	and	sustains	rigid	prestige	hierarchies.	As	Veblen	saw	it,	higher	education	in	

fact	had	so	little	to	do	with	serious	intellectual	curiosity	that	he	titled	an	earlier	version	

of	the	manuscript	A	Study	in	Total	Depravity.15	To	Veblen,	humanities	education	had	

little	function	other	than	allocating	class	distinctions	and	perpetuating	patterns	of	

privilege.	

	

Veblen’s	most	enduring	contribution	to	social	theory	was	his	account	of	the	social	

functions	of	economically	wasteful	behavior,	and	it	is	summed	up	in	the	concept	of	

“conspicuous	consumption.”	We	can	view	conspicuous	consumption	as	the	

socioeconomic	equivalent	of	what	evolutionary	biologists	now	call	“costly	signaling”:	

The	meaning	of	wasteful	consumption	–	from	fancy	dress	to	fine	dining	to	lighting	up	

cigars	with	dollar	bills	–	is	completely	lost	if	analyzed	from	a	strictly	economic	

perspective.	Its	meaning	lies	in	the	signaling	of	prestige.	Around	such	signaling	in-	and	

out-groups	are	produced	–	those	who	can	afford	the	waste	and	those	who	can’t	–	and	

from	group	formations,	arenas	for	socialization	arise	through	which	different	values	can	

be	inculcated	and	strategies	discussed.	Consumption	is	intricately	linked	with	the	

production	and	transmission	of	class	privileges.		
																																																								
13	Weber,	The	Protestant	Ethic	and	the	Spirit	of	Capitalism.	
14	Bourdieu,	Distinction.	
15	John	Patrick	Diggins,	Thorstein	Veblen,	170.	The	first	draft	of	the	manuscript	was	written	as	early	as	

1900,	immediately	following	from	The	Theory	of	the	Leisure	Class.		
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Extending	this	analysis	to	academia,	Veblen	held	that	the	leisure	class’s	interest	in	

higher	education	was	driven	not	by	a	quest	for	erudition,	but	by	the	pursuit	of	merit,	

distinction,	and	honor.	Moreover,	since	an	occupation	accrues	more	prestige	the	more	

wasteful	it	is,	Veblen	singled	out	the	humanities,	and	particularly	the	classics,	as	the	

discipline	of	choice	for	idle,	leisured	gentlemen:		

	

there	can	be	little	doubt	that	it	is	their	utility	as	evidence	of	wasted	time	and	effort,	and	

hence	of	the	pecuniary	strength	necessary	in	order	to	afford	this	waste,	that	has	secured	

to	the	classics	their	position	of	prerogative	in	the	scheme	of	higher	learning	…	.	They	

serve	the	decorative	ends	of	leisure-class	learning	better	than	any	other	body	of	

knowledge,	and	hence	they	are	an	effective	means	of	reputability.16		

	

Looking	at	rituals	and	dress	codes	in	institutions	of	higher	education	in	late-nineteenth	

century	North	America,	Veblen	noted	the	tendency	of	an	increase	of	ritualism	and	

impractical	dress	codes	the	richer	the	constituency	of	the	school.	Moreover,	when	a	

school	transitioned	from	offering	technical	education	to	also	give	liberal	arts	education,	

an	increase	of	wasteful	ceremony	and	dress	would	accompany	it.	The	consumption	of	

humanities	education,	wasteful	fashions,	and	irrational	rituals	are	all	part	of	the	same	

signaling	of	prestige	by	upper	class	people,	in	Veblen’s	view.	

	

In	contrast	to	this	cynical	view	of	the	humanities	Veblen	displays	a	remarkable	naivety	

about	the	status	of	the	natural	sciences.	The	medieval	feudal	system	–	and	particularly	

the	church’s	place	in	it	–	had	been	peak	leisure	class,	and	the	upheavals	wreaked	by	

industrialization,	capitalism,	and	the	intimate	connection	between	science	and	industrial	

technology	were	upsetting	the	old	order.	In	this	schema,	the	humanities	were	seen	as	a	

continuation	of	feudal	leisure	class	arrangements	in	capitalist	modernity,	while	the	

sciences	were	aligned	with	economically	productive,	industrious	work.	In	later	

publications,	Veblen	would	cast	the	engineers	as	the	potential	saviors	of	human	

civilization	–	those	who	would	finally	crush	the	remnants	of	aristocracy	and	replace	it	

																																																								
16	Veblen,	The	Theory	of	the	Leisure	Class,	256.	
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with	a	fairer,	more	rational,	and	advanced	socioeconomic	order	that	values	productivity	

over	wasteful	prestige.17		

	

We	may	once	again	contrast	Veblen’s	account	of	economic	history	with	Weber’s:	

Whereas	Weber	sought	the	causes	of	material	change	in	the	mental	and	moral	

transformations	of	individuals	and	groups,	Veblen	flirts	with	technological	determinism.	

Veblen’s	confidence	in	the	rationalizing	potential	of	technical	education	goes	a	long	way	

toward	suggesting	that	mere	proximity	to	industrial	work	and	thinking	instills	in	people	

a	rational	and	pragmatic	attitude	to	other	areas	of	life.	This	notion	of	operating	

machinery	as	a	transferable	cognitive	skill	is	psychologically	naïve;	Weber’s	nuanced	

work	on	the	paradoxical	role	of	technology	in	the	rationalization	process	is	therefore,	as	

I	shall	argue	later,	much	preferable	to	Veblen’s.		

	

The	place	of	natural	science	and	technical	education	in	society	has	taken	a	different	

course	from	the	one	Veblen	envisioned.	The	nature	of	consumption	has	also	changed	in	

important	ways.	Veblen	was	writing	before	the	full-scale	emergence	of	the	consumer	

economy,	before	the	rise	of	the	tertiary	or	service	sector,	and	most	importantly,	before	

the	expansion	of	leisure	with	the	rise	of	the	middle	class.	Leisure	was	more	unevenly	

distributed	in	his	time	than	it	has	since	become.	Veblen’s	account	of	conspicuous	

consumption	is	therefore	also	too	simply	connected	to	a	binary	separation	of	the	

“upper”	and	“lower	class,”	where	social	mobility	through	consumption	is	thought	to	take	

place	on	a	single	vertical	axis.		

	

Nevertheless,	Veblen’s	tools	can	be	shaped	to	deal	with	these	shifts.	Two	simple	

modifications	appear	sufficient:	First,	the	expansion	of	leisure	and	transition	to	an	

economy	based	largely	on	private	consumption	has	not	taken	away	the	identity-

constructing	and	identity-protective	functions	of	conspicuous	consumption.	However,	

when	the	entire	economy	runs	on	waste,	conspicuous	consumption	is	diversified	and	no	

longer	the	prerogative	of	a	monolithic	“upper	class.”	In	addition	to	the	signaling	of	“high	

class”	–	which	undoubtedly	still	occurs,	especially	among	the	nouveau	riche	and	petit	

bourgeoisie	who	transform	economic	capital	into	social	capital	in	order	to	match	the	

																																																								
17	Most	notably	in	his	later	works,	such	as	The	Engineers	and	the	Price	System,	and	Absentee	Ownership.		
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born	advantage	of	the	inheriting	classes18	–	the	identity-producing	function	of	

consumption	has	been	broadened	and	expanded	to	include	an	ever-widening	number	of	

“alternative”	identities,	“lifestyles,”	and	subcultural	affiliations.	The	strategic	

consumption	of	goods	still	determines	access	to	in-groups,	whether	we	are	thinking	of	

metal	music	subcultures,	or	fitting	in	at	Burning	Man,	but	the	distinctions	they	create	are	

now	more	horizontal	than	vertical.19	This	sort	of	analysis	can	be	extended	to	religious	

identities,	where	patterns	of	consumption	signal	degrees	of	commitment	and	determine	

in-group	status,	whether	in	terms	of	what	is	avoided	(e.g.	vegetarianism	over	meat	

consumption,	alternative	therapies	over	school	medicine)	or	the	cultural	capital	accrued	

through,	for	example,	the	kinds	of	popular	or	high	culture	consumed	(books,	films,	

music,	festivals,	etc.).20	In	short,	in	a	world	of	a	rapidly	expanding	number	of	“identities”	

eager	to	distinguish	themselves	from	each	other,	strategic	consumption	is	a	social	skill.		

	

The	second	modification	is	that	natural	science,	too,	must	be	viewed	in	as	a	commodity-

producing	activity.	This	goes	equally	for	science	education	as	for	the	various	marketable	

products	branded	as	“science”:	from	technological	consumer	products	and	works	of	

popular	science,	to	big	government	spending	on	prestigious	but	wasteful	projects,	like	

the	race	to	the	moon	or	to	the	smallest	particles.	One	part	of	the	picture	here	is,	of	

course,	that	a	drastic	change	has	happened	with	the	prestige	system	in	higher	education	

since	Veblen’s	time	of	writing,	which	makes	his	discussion	of	“useless	dead	languages”	

as	the	pinnacle	of	prestige	sound	particularly	quaint.	Constantly	under	threat	from	

diminishing	departmental	budgets,	the	classics	professor	today	is	unlikely	to	feel	they	

are	guarding	the	prestige	of	the	ruling	elites.	One	indicator	of	this	shift	is	the	sheer	

difference	in	monetary	value	and	hence	pecuniary	prestige	put	on	technical	educations	

and	humanities	disciplines.	On	average,	an	engineering	student	in	the	U.S.	can	expect	an	

almost	50%	higher	starting	salary	than	a	humanities	graduate.21	Given	Veblen’s	role	in	

																																																								
18	Cf.	Bourdieu,	“The	Forms	of	Capital.”	
19	See	e.g.	Thomas	Frank,	The	Conquest	of	Cool.	
20	For	one	example	of	socialization	into	an	“alternative”	religious	identity	(Satanism)	through	

consumption,	see	Asbjørn	Dyrendal,	“Devillish	Consumption.”	
21	According	to	Statista,	BAs	of	engineering	science	could	expect	a	starting	salary	of	$66	097	in	2017,	while	

a	freshly	minted	humanities	BA	could	expect	$48	733.	These	fields	also	represent	the	top	and	the	bottom	

of	the	scale.		
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inspiring	the	early	technocracy	movement,	which	wanted	to	overthrow	capitalism	by	

replacing	the	price	system	with	an	energy	based	system	of	value	and	install	engineers	

and	scientists	as	the	ruling	class,22	it	is	possible	that	he	would	have	viewed	the	current	

defunding	of	the	humanities	with	some	ambiguity.	While	he	would	have	welcomed	the	

higher	prestige	of	utilitarian	and	technical	educations,	he	would	no	doubt	have	been	

alarmed	to	find	that	it	is	still	the	same	predatory	“captains	of	industry”	who	call	the	

shots,	from	government	to	university	boards.	Productivity	may	have	become	more	

prestigious,	but	the	engineer	is	still	the	serf	of	the	capitalist.	

	

	

3	Science	as	a	Commodity:	Reenchantment	through	Consumer	Behavior	

	

Let	us	now	return	to	the	problem	at	hand:	How	might	this	view	of	science	as	a	

commodity	help	us	understand	the	role	that	science	continues	to	have	as	an	agent	not	of	

disenchantment	but	of	re-enchantment?	To	deal	with	this	question	in	a	systematic	way,	

we	might	attack	it	from	two	angles.	First,	how	should	we	understand	the	motivations	of	

those	producers	of	science	who	promote	discoveries	in	an	enchanted	mode;	Weber’s	

“big	children”?	Second,	what	are	the	effects	of	commodified	science	on	the	consumers	of	

science?	Together	these	let	us	ask,	what	are	the	strategic	drives	that	lead	to	a	selective	

consumption	of	scientific	products	in	the	service	of	creating	what	we	might	think	of	as	

enchanted	identities?		

	

If	we	start	with	the	motivations	of	the	big	children,	we	can	return	to	an	important	aspect	

of	Weber’s	lecture	–	namely,	the	conflict	that	it	sets	up	between	the	internal	demands	of	

proper	science	and	the	demands	of	the	scientist’s	audience.	Veblen’s	cynical	view	of	the	

consumers	of	higher	education	can	help	us	analyze	this	situation.	As	noted	already,	

Weber	is	repeatedly	addressing	“the	youth”	that	flock	to	lecture	rooms	with	what	he	

considers	to	be	inappropriate	and	unrealistic	expectations	of	what	the	docents	and	

professors	ought	to	provide.	The	youth	are	looking	for	experience,	authenticity,	

personality,	and	leadership.	They	are	looking	for	charisma,	and	they	are	looking	for	

meaning.	Moreover,	the	youth	are	unimpressed	with	the	mere	technical	and	practical	

																																																								
22	William	E.	Akin,	Technocracy	and	the	American	Dream.	
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benefits	that	science	has	to	offer;	they	want	something	less	tangible	and	more	deeply	

meaningful.	In	the	end,	Weber	elegantly	diverts	their	demand	for	meaning	by	offering	

them	self-clarity	and	the	ability	to	better	judge	for	themselves	what	is	meaningful	and	

what	is	not.	Meanwhile,	he	also	has	mocked	those	professors	who	would	give	in	to	the	

original	demand	of	the	youth,	and,	in	no	uncertain	terms,	dismissed	them	as	crowd-

pleasers	that,	unfortunately,	are	encouraged	to	violate	the	internal	conditions	of	the	

scientific	profession	due	to	its	rough	external	conditions.	

	

We	might	note	that	in	this	respect,	Weber’s	attitude	is	every	bit	as	cynical	as	Veblen’s.	

But,	with	Veblen,	we	might	add	a	dimension	to	the	analysis	of	the	situation:	who	are	the	

youth	but	the	leisure	class	consumers	of	higher	education?	And	who	are	the	consumers	

but	the	market	for	lecturers	who,	at	least	in	the	German	system,	depend	on	lecture	room	

consumption	for	personal	financial	security?	The	youth	movements’	dissatisfaction	with	

the	purely	pragmatic	utility	of	science	belongs,	of	course,	to	the	broader	wave	of	anti-

modern	sentiments	of	the	era;	but	the	wave	of	anti-modernism	itself	rests	precisely	on	

the	sort	of	cultural	conservatism	and	contempt	for	industrial	productivity	that	Veblen	

associated	with	the	leisure	class.	On	this	view,	it	is	little	wonder	that	the	consumer	side	

of	science	demanded	“higher,”	more	“cultured”	and	more	“prestigious”	goods	than	mere	

facts	and	calculations.	

	

Weber	may	have	lamented	the	fact,	but	many	scientists	of	the	period	would	give	in	to	the	

leisure	class’s	cravings	for	more	“meaning”	in	science.	The	best	example	of	this	is	

perhaps	the	effort	to	rebrand	physics	as	philosophy	and	culture.	As	the	historian	of	

science	Paul	Forman	famously	argued,	the	inventors	of	quantum	mechanics	in	the	inter-

war	years	went	through	a	process	of	cultural	accommodation	by	which	they	created	

interpretations	of	microphysics	that	went	much	beyond	the	scientific	data	and	served	to	

harmonize	the	new	physics	with	the	anti-mechanistic,	anti-modern,	and	broadly	

romantic	attitudes	that	permeated	society	at	the	time.23		

	

Sometimes,	this	led	physicists	to	draw	on	the	storehouse	of	associations	evoked	by	

Western	esotericism.	References	to	“the	question	of	the	old	alchemists”	or	even	to	the	

																																																								
23	Forman,	“Weimar	Culture,	Causality,	and	Quantum	Theory.”	
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“cabbalists”	are	found	in	public	addresses	by	physicists	in	the	Weimar	years.24	Arnold	

Sommerfeld	attempted	to	make	the	impenetrable	mathematics	of	the	new	physics	more	

palatable	by	casting	it	as	a	species	of	“Pythagorean	number	mysticism”;25	Werner	

Heisenberg	could	frame	the	uncertainty	principle	as	a	flat-out	rejection	of	“causality”	

from	nature;26	Niels	Bohr	could	draw	on	Kierkegaard	to	explain	“complementary”	and,	

moreover,	extend	it	to	thoroughly	disconnected	areas	such	as	the	“problems	of	

consciousness”	and	the	irreducibility	of	life;27	while	Pascual	Jordan	and	eventually	

Wolfgang	Pauli	would	insist	on	the	relevance	of	quantum	mechanics	to	parapsychology	

and	paranormal	phenomena.28	The	effect	of	all	these	attempts	to	marry	physics	with	

philosophical	and	esoteric	concepts	was	the	birth	of	“quantum	mysticism,”	which	would	

be	rediscovered	by	the	counterculture	and	the	emerging	new	age	movement	in	the	post-

war	period	to	form	a	significant	impulse	of	science-oriented	reenchantment.29	From	the	

perspective	of	consumer	economy,	we	should	understand	this	phenomenon	as	a	

successful	branding	strategy	that	hit	a	nerve	in	the	growing	middle	class	reading	market	

and	catapulted	the	“mystical	physicist”	to	international	stardom.	

	

This	brings	us	to	another	important	aspect	of	the	commodification	of	science,	namely	

popularization.	In	Germany	there	has	historically	been	a	wider	chasm	between	the	

producers	of	science	and	its	popularizers	than	in	the	Anglo-American	context.30	Weber’s	

skepticism	against	crowd	pleasers	makes	sense	in	this	context,	but	less	so	in	the	context	

of	the	long	British	tradition	of	popular-scientific	lectures,	which	frequently	included	

questions	of	value	and	worldview	–	I	am	thinking	for	example	of	the	famous	“Lay	

																																																								
24	Citations	of	Richard	von	Mises’	introductory	lecture	at	the	Technische	Hochschule	in	Dreseden	in	1920,	

quoted	by	Forman,	“Weimar	Culture,	Causality,	and	Quantum	Theory,”	49.	
25	1925	address	to	the	Bavarian	Academy	of	Sciences;	see	Forman,	“Weimar	Culture,	Causality,	and	

Quantum	Theory,”	50.	
26	Heisenberg,	“The	Physical	Content	of	Quantum	Kinematics	and	Mechanics.”	
27	See	e.g.	Bohr,	Atomic	Physics	and	Human	Knowledge.	
28	E.g.	Jordan,	Die	Physik	und	das	Geheimnis	des	organischen	Lebens;	Pauli,	“Der	Einfluss	archetypischer	

Vorstellungen.”	
29	For	an	extensive	discussion,	see	Asprem,	The	Problem	of	Disenchantment,	141-9,	259-78.	See	also	

Hanegraaff,	New	Age	Religion	and	Western	Culture,	62-76.		
30	See	especially	Peter	J.	Bowler,	Science	for	All;	cf.	for	the	German	context	Andreas	W.	Daum,	

Wissenschaftspopularisierung	im	19.	Jahrhundert.	
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Sermons”	given	by	Victorian	scientists	such	as	John	Tyndall	or	Thomas	Henry	Huxley,	

preaching	the	wonders	of	science	along	with	anti-religious	sentiments	and	the	ethical	

implications	of	Darwinism.	The	first	decades	of	the	twentieth	century	saw	a	new	golden	

age	of	science	popularization.	Leading	scientists	were	now	writing	inexpensive	trade	

monographs	explaining	new	discoveries	in	physics	and	cosmology	in	plain	language.	It	is	

notable	that,	in	order	to	pique	the	interest	and	increase	the	general	value	for	the	

audience,	these	books	would	typically	veer	into	philosophy,	metaphysics,	and	

spirituality.	A	particularly	successful	example	of	such	consumer	goods	was	James	Jeans’	

The	Mysterious	Universe	(1930),	in	which	the	leading	astrophysicist	argued	that	the	

emerging	world	picture	implied	what	can	best	be	characterized	as	a	Pythagorean	and	

Platonic	universe	where	mathematics	is	eternal,	time	is	unreal,	and	ultimate	reality	a	

“world	of	pure	thought.”31	The	book	became	a	bestseller,	surpassing	all	science	titles	to	

date;	judging	from	its	reviews,	this	was	in	large	part	because	of	its	ability	to	present	

what	is	really	on	close	inspection	an	austere	form	of	physical	determinism	as	something	

beautiful	and	spiritually	significant.	

	

What	Jeans	and	other	scientists	deft	at	popularizing	understood	was	that	the	reading	

public	craves	something	more	than	cold	facts	and	explanations;	they	want	science	to	be	

mystery,	culture,	and	beauty.	So	the	scientists	provided.	Over	the	rest	of	the	century,	this	

led	to	a	veritable	industry	of	science	writing	in	an	enchanted	mode	–	sometimes	with	an	

explicit	re-enchantment	agenda,	while	other	times	more	opportunistically	ceasing	on	

tropes	that	sell.	For	an	example	of	the	latter:	the	Higgs	boson	was	labeled	The	God	

Particle	(1993)	only	on	the	recommendation	of	a	publisher’s	marketing	department.	As	

the	Nobel	Prize	winning	physicist	Leon	Lederman	and	his	co-author	Dick	Teresi	wrote:	

“The	publisher	wouldn’t	let	us	call	it	the	Goddamn	Particle,	though	that	might	be	a	more	

appropriate	title,	given	its	villainous	nature	and	the	expense	it	is	causing.”32		

	

This	case	leads	me	to	a	final	observation	regarding	the	effects	of	commodification	in	the	

form	of	popular	science.	In	order	to	successfully	communicate	with	a	lay	audience,	

scientists	and	science	writers	must	reduce	the	complexity	of	scientific	results	and	

translate	it	into	a	language	that	is	not	only	understood	by,	but	also	appealing	to,	the	
																																																								
31	Jeans,	The	Mysterious	Universe,	140.	
32	Lederman,	with	Teresi,	The	God	Particle,	22.	
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audience.	Frequently,	this	means	using	metaphors	and	allegories	that	transform	difficult	

to	process	material	into	graspable	categories	closer	to	everyday	life.	In	previous	work,	I	

looked	at	these	translation	processes	as	a	crucial	step	in	a	broader	epidemiology	of	

science-based	representations	based	on	insights	from	the	cognitive	science	of	religion.33		

	

According	to	this	model,	a	function	of	popular	science	is	to	select	a	small	segment	of	the	

total	pool	of	research	that	is	particularly	attention	grabbing,	and	to	transform	it	into	

“cognitively	optimal”	representations	(Fig.	1).	This,	then,	is	the	shape	in	which	most	

consumers	will	tend	to	encounter	scientific	representations,	and	which	they	will	then	

elaborate	upon	in	whatever	local	ideational	context	they	find	themselves.	The	problem,	

of	course,	is	that	the	translations	offered	by	popularizers	will	already	tend	to	use	

metaphorical	language	that,	in	fact,	invites	the	audience	to	engage	the	science	in	

question	with	intuitions	and	background	assumptions	that	lead	to	inferences	quite	at	

odds	with	the	original	scientific	concept.	If	we	think	about	the	distinction	between	

cognitively	costly	reflective	thought,	on	the	one	hand,	and	“fast	and	frugal”	intuitive	

inferences	based	on	evolved	systems	for	processing	(e.g.)	the	intentions	of	agents	or	the	

behavior	of	physical	objects,	on	the	other,	we	see	that	popularizers	typically	draw	on	a	

combination	of	agentive	language	and	naïve	physics	when	presenting	causally	complex	

subject	matters.	In	other	words,	authors	appeal	to	our	biases	and	heuristics,	leading	to	a	

skewed	processing	of	scientific	content.	

	

																																																								
33	Asprem,	“How	Schrödinger’s	Cat	became	a	Zombie.”	
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Fig.	1:	The	Mirror	Funnel	Model:	Attractor	spaces	for	science-based	representations	along	a	

processing	axis	(intuitive-reflective)	and	an	ecological	axis	(scientific	institutions	–	popular	science	–	

religious/spiritual	formations).34		

	

For	example,	Richard	Dawkins	popularized	the	gene-centered	view	of	evolution	in	the	

1970s,	which	is	a	complex	but	thoroughly	mechanistic	theory,	by	inventing	the	metaphor	

of	the	“selfish	gene”	–	that	is,	a	molecule	with	intentions	and	mental	states.35	This	invites	

readers	to	talk	about	evolution	in	psychologistic	and	teleological	terms	that	run	exactly	

opposite	to	the	core	idea	of	evolutionary	theory.	In	a	different	example,	when	Erwin	

Schrodinger	invented	the	famous	thought	experiment	of	a	cat	locked	inside	a	steel	box	

together	with	a	Geiger	counter,	some	unstable	radioactive	material,	and	a	hammer	that	

will	break	a	glass	tube	containing	prussic	acid	whenever	the	radioactive	material	decays,	

his	intention	was	to	show	the	absurdity	of	the	Copenhagen	school’s	interpretation	of	

indeterminacy.	The	dead-and-alive	cat	is	a	reductio	ad	absurdum:	it	is	designed	to	show	

that	the	premises	of	the	Copenhagen	interpretation	lead	to	a	contradiction.	Through	its	

popularization,	however,	the	complexity	of	this	argument	has	been	reduced	and	the	

thought	experiment	become	simply	a	description	of	a	cat	that	is	both	dead	and	alive	–	

																																																								
34	For	a	full	explanation,	see	Asprem,	“How	Schrödinger’s	Cat	became	a	Zombie,”	123-6.	
35	Dawkins,	The	Selfish	Gene.	
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indeed	a	“minimally	counterintuitive	concept,”	akin	to	zombies,	ghouls,	and	ghosts	–	and	

now	mostly	functions	as	an	emblem	of	the	mysterious	weirdness	of	quantum	physics.		

	

The	tragedy	of	even	the	most	sincere	science	popularizer	is	that	the	metaphorical	

translations	and	simplifications	that	are	their	most	useful	tool	also	leads	to	a	

fetishization	of	scientific	representations	that	hides	their	central	content	from	view	and	

invites	more	“enchanted”	interpretations.	Incidentally,	the	problem	is	exactly	the	same	

as	what	Pascal	Boyer	has	termed	“the	tragedy	of	the	theologian”	in	the	context	of	

religious	doctrines.36	

	

	

Technology	and	Commodity	Fetishism		

	

So	far	we	have	been	talking	about	ideational	commodities,	in	the	form	of	education,	

lectures,	and	literature.	But	we	should	also	consider	technological	commodities,	not	least	

because	they	occupied	central	roles	in	both	Weber	and	Veblen’s	theories	of	

rationalization.	As	I	let	on	earlier,	Weber	is	much	preferable	to	Veblen	on	this	topic.	

Veblen	appears	to	suggest	that	technology	rationalizes	by	contagion.	Weber,	in	contrast,	

noticed	that	the	effect	of	the	technologization	of	society	on	the	users	of	technology	is	

generally	not	a	better,	clearer	understanding	of	the	conditions	of	one’s	daily	life,	but	

rather	the	opposite.	As	he	wrote	in	1913,	we	have	

	
the	generally	established	belief	that	the	conditions	of	civilized	everyday	life,	be	they	streetcar	

or	lift	or	money	or	court	of	law	or	military	or	medicine,	are	in	principle	rational,	that	is,	are	

human	artifacts	accessible	to	rational	knowledge,	creation,	and	control”.37	

	

But	even	so,	there	is	a	basic	socio-cognitive	alienation	to	this	rationalization	process	

which,	as	Weber	continued,		

	

means	a	wholesale	widening	separation	of	those	practically	affected	by	rational	

techniques	and	rules	from	the	rational	foundation	of	those	rules,	which,	on	the	whole,	is	

																																																								
36	Boyer,	Religion	Explained,	285.	
37	Weber,	“Categories	of	Interpretive	Sociology,”	179.	
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likely	to	be	more	mysterious	to	those	affected	than	the	meaning	of	the	sorcerer's	magical	

procedures	is	to	the	“primitive.”38		

	

The	rationalization	of	society	in	general	(including	through	bureaucratization)	produces	

the	conditions	for	a	sort	of	re-enchantment	of	the	everyday	life	of	modern	citizens.	All	it	

takes	is	to	forget,	reject,	or	ignore	the	very	artificiality	of	the	institutions	and	

technological	objects	that	populate	the	modern	ecological	niche,	and	treat	them	as	

irreducible,	essential	things.		

	

That,	taking	a	cue	from	Marx,	is	precisely	what	commodity	fetishism	achieves:	labor	is	

transformed	into	“transcendent,”	“social	things”.39	With	today’s	technological	consumer	

products	fetishization	occurs	along	three	pathways,	which	reflect	three	types	of	

alienation:	The	basic	Marxian	commodity	fetishism	(alienation	of	labor	from	its	fruits),	

the	socio-cognitive	alienation	that	Weber	described	(users	do	not	have	access	to	the	

rational	principles	underlying	the	products),	and	finally	the	deliberate	fetishization	of	

technology	through	product	design	and	marketing	that	plays	strategically	on	

psychological	and	affective	biases.	Today,	there	is	probably	no	better	example	of	the	

fetishization	of	consumer	technology	in	all	three	aspects	than	Apple	products.	Through	

carefully	designed	user	interfaces,	few	removable	parts,	and	the	cultivation	of	an	image	

that	“it	just	works,”	these	devices	aspire	to	present	themselves	as	magical	artifacts	that	

have	fallen	from	the	skies	–	hiding,	in	the	process,	their	vast	supply	and	production	

chains	that	rely	on	environmental	destruction	through	mineral	extraction	and	severely	

exploitative	labor	practices	in	Chinese	factories.	An	Apple	product	is	“designed	in	

California,”	not	simply	“made	in	China.”		

	

I	mention	this	to	make	two	related	points.	First,	that	there	is	(as	Marx	already	noted)	a	

continuity	between	the	sort	of	“fetishism”	that	early	anthropologists	like	E.	B.	Tylor	

were	talking	about,	in	which	artificial	objects	are	invested	with	animation	or	spiritual	

power,	and	simple	commodity	fetishism	by	which	a	product	presents	itself	to	the	

consumer	as	sui	generis.	When	commodities	are	designed	and	marketed,	as	they	are	

today,	with	the	help	of	psychologists’	and	cognitive	scientists’	knowledge	about	how	

																																																								
38	Ibid.	
39	Marx,	Capital,	vol.	1,	43-58,	45.	
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best	to	arrest	the	consumer’s	attention,	coopt	their	affective	responses,	and	exploit	

biases	in	social	cognition,	the	fetishizing	effect	can	be	made	very	convincing	indeed	and	

the	product	present	itself	to	us	as	a	social	creature	that	inspires	touch,	talk,	and	care.	It	

may	even	produce	the	illusion	of	consciousness,	as	was	the	case	with	the	“conscious	

iPod”	mytheme	of	the	late	2000s	(the	iPods	apparently	“chose”	songs	in	shuffle	mode	

with	uncanny	appropriateness).	In	these	latter	cases,	we	have	arrived	at	a	full-blown	

“technofetishism,”	where	commodity	fetishism	has	developed	into	old-school	Tylorian	

animated	artifacts.	

	

The	second	point	I	want	to	make	is	that	this	fetishization	of	technology	makes	possible	a	

more	explicit	form	of	enchantment.	From	Kirlian	photography	to	Scientology	E-meters,	

quite	ordinary	technology	is	customarily	embedded	in	enchanted	worldviews	that	are	

enacted	through	ritualization.	They	become	what	historian	of	religion	Olav	Hammer	

calls	“technological	ritual	objects.”40	Thus	in	Scientology,	electrical	circuits	measuring	

galvanic	skin	response	become	potent	“E-Meters,”	capable	of	measuring	“mental	mass”	

and	providing	technological	backup	for	“auditing”	one’s	way	to	salvation.	To	the	

engineer,	however,	it	is	simply	a	galvanometer	with	fancy	design	and	sky-blue	coating.	

Similarly,	in	Kirlian	photography,	the	use	of	a	charged	photographic	plate	–	the	same	

technology	used	in	office	copy	machines	–	reveals	the	texture	of	the	soul.	Moreover,	

devices	for	“technologized”	and	“scientized”	healing	practices	abound	in	alternative	and	

complimentary	medicine.	The	“quantum	healing”	SCIO	machine,	for	example,	is	said	to	

“harmonize”	mysterious	“bio-energetic”	forces	to	create	optimal	wellness,	blending	

“ancient	healing”	with	“modern	technology.”41	When	our	skeptical	engineer	wrenches	

the	box	open,	however,	she	finds	an	ordinary	biofeedback	device,	capable	of	measuring	

heart	beats	and	muscle	contractions.42	In	all	these	cases,	ritualization	and	displacement	

of	goals	from	the	material	to	the	soteriological	make	the	technological	commodity	

present	itself	as	invested	with	meanings	and	powers	that	are	nowhere	to	be	found	in	its	

internal	circuitry.		

	

	

																																																								
40	Hammer,	Claiming	Knowledge,	241-2.		
41	See	anon.,	SCIO:	Ancient	Healing	meets	Modern	Technology.		
42	See	Stephen	Barrett,	“Some	Notes	on	the	Quantum	Xrroid	(QXCI)	and	William	C.	Nelson.”	
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Conclusion:	Science	and	Enchantment	in	the	Consumer	Economy	

	

The	technological	ritual	objects	of	new	religious	movements	achieve	two	things.	They	

are	deployed	as	fetishes,	or	“charismatic	objects”43	with	special	powers,	but	they	also	

become	tokens	of	scientificity,	signaling	a	certain	kind	of	prestige	to	other	potential	

consumers.	This	brings	me	to	my	final	considerations.		

	

The	idea	of	“science”	now	enjoys	high	prestige,	and	the	conspicuous	consumption	of	

science	–	whether	through	products	that	are	read	as	indexical	of	scientific	literacy	

(books,	university	degrees),	or	through	the	display	of	apparently	advanced	technology	–

	has	similar	effects	to	other	adorning	possessions	that	elevate	their	owners’	status.	In	

the	field	of	alternative	spiritualities,	the	conspicuous	consumption	of	science	is	

everywhere.	Some	of	the	most	successful	authors	of	new	age	material	are	those	who	can	

display	PhD	titles	from	prestigious	academic	institutions	on	the	dust	jacket	–	people	like	

Fritjof	Capra,	with	his	PhD	from	the	University	of	Vienna	and	former	research	position	at	

Berkeley,	to	Rupert	Sheldrake,	with	his	doctorate	from	Cambridge.	When	the	“Near	

Death	Experience”	discourse	resurfaced	to	popularity	a	few	years	back,	it	was	due	to	the	

writings	of	neurosurgeon	Eben	Alexander,	whose	argument	puts	the	external	trappings	

of	“science”	front	and	center	to	argue	that	the	brain	does	not	produce	“consciousness”.44	

In	all	these	cases,	the	educational	commodity	of	the	PhD	is	integral	to	the	structuration	

of	prestige	hierarchies		in	the	supposedly	“flat”	scene	of	alternative	spirituality.			

	

This	contemporary	situation	already	existed	in	embryo	in	Weber	and	Veblen’s	days,	and	

came	of	age	in	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	We	have	seen	this	in	the	shape	of	

physicists	rebranding	their	science	as	philosophy	and	mysticism,	in	the	

parapsychological	vogue	of	the	1920s-1930s,	in	the	new	natural	theology	embodied	by	

institutions	such	as	the	Gifford	Lectures,	as	well	as	in	the	polemics	against	such	blends	

of	science	and	worldview	by	intellectuals	like	Weber.	What	characterized	the	religionist	

scientists	of	the	early	twentieth	century	was	precisely	a	rejection	of	the	idea	that	science	

																																																								
43	Taves,	“Non-Ordinary	Powers.”		
44	Alexander,	Proof	of	Heaven.	Incidentally,	the	“Near	Death	Experience”	discourse	is	itself	heavily	

indebted	to	the	technologization	of	medicine	and	the	social	ramifications	of	the	displacement	of	death	and	

dying	from	the	home	to	the	hospital	that	it	caused.	See	Schlieter,	What	Is	It	Like	to	Be	Dead?		
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must	entail	a	disenchantment	of	the	world:	instead,	they	professed	science	in	an	

enchanted	mode,	and	often	argued	in	defense	of	the	scientific	method	while	doing	so.	

The	scientific	method,	and	even	naturalism	itself,	was,	on	this	view,	an	open-ended	

endeavor	with	the	potential	to	unveil	not	only	cold	mechanisms	at	work	in	nature,	but	

irreducible	mystery	and	magic	as	well.	They	did	so	in	a	period	when	most	people,	and	

even	many	scientists,	were	feeling	increasingly	alienated	from	the	results	as	well	as	the	

procedures	of	natural	science,	as	well	as	the	technologized	social	world	that	was	

increasingly	associated	with	it.	It	was	increasingly	difficult	to	imagine	what	the	new	

scientific	world	picture	really	entailed,	beyond	the	advanced	equations	and	

mathematical	matrixes	designed	to	describe	it;	meanwhile,	the	sense	that	its	tangible	

products	in	the	form	of	mechanized	production,	urbanization,	and,	not	least,	

industrialized	warfare	of	the	type	unleashed	during	the	Great	War	entailed	a	

fundamental	alienation	of	humanity	from	nature	was	unmistakable.	To	preserve	one’s	

fascination	with	science	in	this	climate	it	became	necessary	to	imagine	science	as	

opening	up	new	meaningful	possibilities.		

	

Since	then,	both	the	prestige	and	the	alienation	of	the	natural	sciences	have	increased,	

setting	the	right	conditions	for	renegade	interpretations	of	science	as	a	legitimizing	

factor	for	new	spiritual	frameworks.	One	significant	change	has	been	the	emergence	of	

so-called	“Big	Science”:	Big	in	the	triple	sense	that	it	is	conducted	by	big	organizations,	

uses	big	machines,	and	is	involved	in	big	politics.45	In	the	1920s,	the	frontier	was	still	

dominated	by	individual	scientists	or	small	teams	of	researchers,	but	as	the	objects	of	

scientific	enquiry	became	at	the	same	time	impossibly	small	(microphysics)	and	

impossibly	vast	(cosmology),	research	has	come	to	depend	entirely	on	huge	and	

expensive	instruments	that	require	vast	funding	from	nation	states	and	the	

collaboration	of	sometimes	thousands	of	researchers	and	technicians.	The	2015	paper	

that	confirmed	the	discovery	of	the	Higgs	boson	had	5154	co-authors.46	From	Hubble	to	

CERN,	no	single	individual	has	the	full	picture	anymore.		

	

	

																																																								
45	See	e.g.	Olof	Hallonsten,	Big	Science	Transformed.	
46	George	Aad	et	al.,	“Combined	Measurement	of	the	Higgs	Boson	Mass	in	pp	Collisions	at	s√=7	and	8	TeV	
with	the	ATLAS	and	CMS	Experiments.”	
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The	rise	of	big	science	was	largely	a	result	of	the	government	funded	military-industrial	

projects	of	WWII,	like	the	Manhattan	Project,	and	it	continued	to	grow	as	the	ideological	

blocks	of	the	Cold	War	were	locked	in	a	struggle	for	scientific	prestige	as	well	as	

technological	supremacy.	This	international	science-political	context	helps	explain	how	

enchanted	science	came	to	be	a	central	ingredient	of	the	alternative	spiritualities	

produced	by	the	so-called	counterculture	that	took	shape	in	the	1960s.47	One	obvious	

factor	is	that	the	very	same	“problem	of	disenchantment”	that	emerged	at	the	beginning	

of	the	century	was	at	the	forefront	of	the	counterculture’s	criticisms	of	mainstream,	

establishment	society,	now	with	added	ingredients	like	environmental	and	anti-nuclear	

activism.	In	this	milieu,	the	writings	and	lectures	of	an	earlier	generation	of	intellectuals	

dreaming	of	a	reenchanted	science	aligned	with	mysticism	and	the	esoteric	fell	on	fertile	

soil.	But	more	importantly	still,	a	new	generation	of	young	scientists	grew	impatient	

with	the	bureaucratic,	super-specialized,	and	inherently	authoritarian	structures	of	Big	

Science,	and	created	new	forums	outside	of	the	usual	institutions	for	discussing	“big	

picture”	ideas.	As	the	historian	of	science	David	Kaiser	showed	in	his	book,	How	the	

Hippies	Saved	Physics	(2011),	colorful	and	talented	groups	like	the	Berkeley-based	

Fundamental	Fysiks	Group	succeeded	in	connecting	physics	to	topics	as	diverse	as	

information	theory,	psychedelics,	and	parapsychological	abilities,	and	make	inroads	to	

the	Esalen	Institute	and	the	wider	“human	potential	movement,”	as	well	as	to	the	CIA	

and	the	Pentagon.48	The	counterculture	in	short	gave	birth	to	a	new	era	of	renegade	

physics	that	has	remained	particularly	influential	in	the	alternative	spiritual	scene,	but	

also	in	the	public	imagination.		

	

Given	the	radical	roots	of	the	contemporary	“science	and	spirituality”	discourse	it	may	

seem	out	of	place	to	insist	that	commodification	and	consumerism	are	key	factors	in	

explaining	this	phenomenon.	The	truth	is	that,	like	so	much	else	originating	in	the	

radical	counterculture,	“quantum	talk”	and	other	signs	of	renegade	physics	are	now	part	

and	parcel	of	what	Thomas	Frank	has	called	“hip	consumerism,”	used	as	marketing	

ploys	in	science	popularization,	spiritual	self-help	literature,	and	alternative	medicine.49	

I	suggest	that	we	can	deepen	the	standard	history	of	religion	perspective	on	references	

																																																								
47	On	the	birth	of	“New	Age	science”	from	the	1960s	counterculture,	see	Hanegraaff,	New	Age	Religion.		
48	Kaiser,	How	the	Hippies	Saved	Physics.	
49	Frank,	The	Conquest	of	Cool.	
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to	“science”	as	a	legitimation	strategy50	by	approaching	it	as	a	form	of	conspicuous	

consumption,	which	prestige	value	is	intimately	tied	up	with	the	history	of	

countercultural	renegade	science	sketched	above.	One	advantage	of	this	view	is	that	we	

have	an	easier	time	explaining	the	accumulation	of	adorning	possessions	from	a	wider	

range	of	fields:	the	sciency	books	and	paratechnological	objects	share	the	new	age	

treasure	chamber	with	religious	statues,	wisdom	literature,	radiant	crystals,	and	works	

of	art	and	music,	collected	by	people	who	follow	specific	“lifestyles”	that	include	

consumer	preferences	in	diet,	clothing,	and	vacation	destinations.	Sciency	commodities	

are	in	this	way	a	part	of	the	general	material	culture	of	alternative	spiritualities;	

possessing	them	signals	prestige	and	potential	authority	within	spiritual	milieus,	and	

aligns	the	consumer	with	particular	traditions	in	the	milieu.		

	

Looking	at	how	science	ends	up	in	these	contexts	through	the	lens	of	commodification	

also	brings	attention	to	why	and	in	what	way	people	who	have	at	some	point	been	active	

in	the	sciences	participate	in	the	commodification	process	and	prop	up	the	conspicuous	

consumption	of	science	in	spiritual	milieus.	I	have	suggested	a	range	of	related	reasons,	

but	they	all	boil	down	to	the	relationship	between	producers	(scientists,	technologists,	

and	science	writers)	and	the	real	or	imagined	demands	of	consumers.	The	need	to	

identify	consumer	needs	and	interests	and	tailor	the	product	of	one’s	intellectual	labor	

to	satisfy	it	arises	simply	because	it	is	often	expected	of	successful	scientists	that	they	

have	“outreach,”	“impact,”	and	a	social	media	strategy.	The	pressure	on	a	budding	

scientist	to	do	so	in	order	to	increase	one’s	career	prospects	and	income	potential	is	

probably	a	lot	larger	today	than	it	was	in	the	1920s.	When	catering	to	the	demands	of	

the	market,	then,	it	is	not	unusual	to	encase	the	product	with	a	veneer	of	the	spiritual	

and	the	enchanted,	whether	this	is	done	playfully	or	in	earnest.		

	

Finally,	the	commodification	perspective	also	invites	us	to	look	at	the	role	of	the	

commercial	actors	that	frame	and	market	commodified	science,	most	notably	the	

publishers.	As	in	the	case	of	“the	god(damn)	particle,”	the	fetishization	and	enchantment	

of	scientific	content	is	often	the	work	of	a	publisher’s	marketing	department	rather	than	

the	scientist-authors	themselves.	Either	way,	the	fact	that	science	in	a	consumer	

																																																								
50	E.g.	Hammer,	Claiming	Knowledge,	206.	
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economy	is	so	intimately	tied	up	and	networked	with	commercial	interests	goes	a	long	

way	toward	explaining	why	we	see	such	a	wide	array	of	meanings	attached	to	“science”	

in	the	broader	culture	that	conflict	with	the	internal	ethos	of	communities	of	scientists.	

Under	the	socioeconomic	and	cultural	conditions	of	consumerism	the	fetishization	of	

science	and	its	use	as	adorning	possession	is	exactly	what	we	should	expect.		
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