1. Ritzer builds on Weber’s concept of “rationalization” in his theory.  Explain rationalization in your own words.

The overriding dynamic of the modern world is one of increasing rationalization of all spheres of life. All facets of life become infused with a bureaucratic, rationalized system: actions are systematic, predictable, and carefully calculated for efficiency; order is justified by legalistic rules rather than personal or traditional ties or modes of thinking. The depersonalization of rationalized bureaucracies allows for a great degree of stability and predictability, making it almost impossible to destroy.

2. Why has rationalization spread in the modern world?

Think: Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. American society was founded by Protestants and shaped by the Protestant work ethic: Protestants adopted hard work and money-making as an everyday “calling” to demonstrate they were among the “elect” (saved).  One can only be saved by grace (not works), but Protestants could demonstrate they were elect by working hard, making money, and managing their money with thrift. This ethic reinforced capitalism, an economic system that now has a self-perpetuating mind of its own.  Capitalism, which is based on the maximization of profit, necessitates systems, bureaucracies, and further rationalization (e.g., reliance on the “bottom line”). In order to maximize profit, businesses, the State, the military, etc. must continue to become more and more rationalized.

3. Describe the connection between enchantment and disenchantment in modern society.

We live in a consumer society filled with “cathedrals of con-sumption” (casinos, malls, warehouse stores, fast-food chains). They have an enchanting, almost religious quality (e.g., making a “pilgrimage” to Disney World). We expect to be enchanted, so we look for the newest consumer show (e.g., the WalMart Supercenter). The problem is that these cathedrals are highly rationalized and bureaucratized: to maximize profit, they have to implement systems and standardize products (e.g., Big Mac). The more crowds are drawn to them, the more rationalized and bureaucratized they become. Consumers get bored with the predictability and efficiency, but we’re caught in a cycle of looking for the new consumer attraction, which we quickly get bored with. Thus, the cycle continues and rationalization spreads…

McDonaldization of Society

“The process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as of the rest of the world”(Ritzer, 1993:1). 

1) Four dimensions:
1) Efficiency: using the means/process that will reach a specific end rapidly with the least amount of cost or effort. 

2)
Calculability: an emphasis on things calculated, counted, quantified. A tendency to emphasize quantity rather than quality.
3)
Predictability: the attempt to structure our environment and products so that surprise and difference don’t encroach upon our sensibilities.

1) 4) Control: replacement of human by nonhuman technology, making for greater predictability and putting humans under the control of technology.
2) 5) Do you like to shop at places like WalMart, Sam’s Club or Costco, and malls?  Do you eat at fast food restaurants, theme restaurants (Hard Rock Café, Rain Forest Café, etc.)?  Have you been on a cruise or to casinos in Las Vegas? How do you feel about these places? Do you think Ritzer’s theory is relevant?  Why/why not?
