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The paper: 

This paper introduces and discusses the nineteenth-century legal scholar and social theorist 

Lorenz Stein’s idea of a ‘science of society’. Rooted in the German academic tradition of 

Staatswissenschaft (state science) and the wider legacy of Cameralist politics, Stein envisaged the 

science of society as a uniquely German, state-led solution to social tensions and inequality. 

Rejecting both revolutions and democratic constitutional change, Stein proposed a gradual 

implementation of measures for social mobility and equality through the state’s administrative 

structures. First articulated in the early 1840s (in a landmark work that inspired the first serious 

debate about the potential of socialism in the German Confederation), Stein’s ideas further 

developed in reaction to the 1848 revolutions, an experience that led to widespread 

disillusionment with democracy and popular sovereignty. In the 1860s, Stein’s thinking came 

together in the seven-volume work Verwaltungslehre (Administrative Science) that described a 

comprehensive social and political system, imbued throughout with a ‘social spirit’. Despite 

being marginalised since the late nineteenth century, and branded as reactionary by Marxist 

historians of socialist thought, Stein’s vision was in fact widely influential during his lifetime. It 

invites a rethinking of the meaning of what a ‘socialist state’ might look like, and highlights the 

broader significance of a non-republican tradition to modern European politics.  


