
Author: Alessandro Jesi

Affiliaton: Università degli Studi di Torino, Italy

Title: The Myth of Community and Pastoral Power: Weber, Foucault, and Canetti

Mail: alessandro.jesi@edu.unito.it

Abstract

This paper reconsiders the modern myth of community through a comparative analysis of three 

theoretical perspectives that, despite their different intellectual contexts, converge on the problem of 

how social bonds are produced and governed: Max Weber's reflections on the Protestant sects of 

North America, Michel Foucault's concept of pastoral power, and Elias Canetti's theory of the 

crowd.

In his analysis of the North American sects, Weber argues that religious membership is not merely 

an expression of shared belief but a mechanism of moral certification, social selection, and mutual 

discipline. Belonging to the community functions as a guarantee of trustworthiness and economic 

credibility, transforming religious affiliation into a device for regulating individual conduct.

Proceeding on the same  type of reasoning, Foucault's notion of pastoral power allows this 

configuration to be understood beyond its confessional origins. Rather than relying primarily on 

coercion, pastoral power governs through individualized care while simultaneously embracing the 

collective. It operates by knowing, guiding, and directing individuals, making the community 

appear less as a spontaneous form of solidarity than as the outcome of a political rationality that 

produces governable subjects through practices of care, surveillance, and continuous moral 

guidance.

On the other hand, Canetti's account of the crowd introduces a critical counterpoint. Whereas the 

pastoral community promises order, continuity, and belonging, the crowd described in Crowds and 

Power temporarily suspends hierarchy and dissolves social distance, revealing an alternative mode 

of collective existence. Precisely because of this disruptive potential, pastoral power seeks to 

channel the energies of the crowd into stable forms of communal organization, neutralizing their 

unpredictable and excessive character.

The paper argues that the contemporary appeal to community should not be understood merely as a 

response to social fragmentation but as a political tool that legitimizes specific forms of 

government. The myth of community conceals the administrative logic of pastoral power by 

presenting as natural and voluntary what is in fact the outcome of practices of selection, inclusion, 

care, and control. By bringing Weber, Foucault, and Canetti into dialogue, the paper shows that 

community is not simply an alternative to power but one of its most effective historical 



configurations, in which the administration of conduct appears under the benign language of trust, 

belonging, and mutual care.
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