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o The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
MAX WEBER

Why did capitalism (and industrialization) emerge in Western Europe rather than
in ancient China, Egypt, or India? All had sufficient knowledge and resources. What
made the difference? In this classic study, Max Weber (1864-1920) presents his
famous thesis about the connection between early Protestant beliefs and the emer-
gence of industrial capitalism. His view of the fate of the Protestant ethic is, to many
people, prophetic for the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A contemporary of
Emile Durkheim, Weber began writing soon after the death of Karl Marx. Weber is
one of sociology’s founders.

'n the title of this study is used the somewhat pretentious phrase, the spirit
of capitalism. What is to be understood by it? The attempt to give anything
like a definition of it brings out certain difficulties which are in the very nature
of this type of investigation.

If any object can be found to which this term can be applied with any under-
standable meaning, it can only be an historical individual, i.e. a complex of
elements associated in historical reality which we unite into a conceptual
whole from the standpoint of their cultural significance.”

ek K

“Remember, that time is money. He that can earn ten shillings a day by his
labour, and goes abroad, or sits idle, one half of that day, though he spends
but sixpence during his diversion or idleness, ought not to reckon that the only
expense; he has really spent, or rather thrown away, five shillings besides.

ok Kk

“Remember, that money is of the prolific, generating nature. Money can
beget money, and its offspring can beget more, and so on. Five shillings turned
is six, turned again it is seven and threepence, and so on, till it becomes a hun-
dred pounds. The more there is of it, the more it produces every turning, so
that the profits rise quicker and quicker. He that kills a breeding-sow, destroys

*['This is what Weber calls an “ideal type"” concept that has become a commonly used feature
of twentieth-century sociology.]
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all her offspring to the thousandth generation. He that murders a crown,
destroys all that it might have produced, even scores of pounds.

L3R 28 4

“For six pounds a year you may have the use of one hundred pounds, pro-
vided you are a man of known prudence and honesty.

“He that spends a groat a day idly, spends idly above six pounds a year,
which is the price for the use of one hundred pounds.

“He that wastes idly a groat’s worth of his time per day, one day with
another, wastes the privilege of using one hundred pounds each day.

“He that idly loses five shillings’ worth of time, loses five shillings, and might
as prudently throw five shillings into the sea.

“He that loses five shillings, not only loses that sum, but all the advantage
that might be made by turning it in dealing, which by the time that a young
man becomes old, will amount to a considerable sum of money.”

It is Benjamin Franklin who preaches to us in these [preceding paragraphs].

* % Kk

That it is the spirit of capitalism which here speaks in characteristic fash-
ion, no one will doubt, however little we may wish to claim that everything
which could be understood as pertaining to that spirit is contained in it. Let
us pause a2 moment to consider this passage, the philosophy of which Kiirn-
berger sums up in the words, “They make tallow out of cattle and money out
of men.” The peculiarity of this philosophy of avarice appears to be the ideal of
the honest man of recognized credit, and above all the idea of a duty of the indi-
vidual toward the increase of his capital, which is assumed as an end in itself.
Truly what is here preached is not simply a means of making one’s way in the
world, but a peculiar ethic. The infraction of its rules is treated not as foolish-
ness but as forgetfulness of duty. That is the essence of the matter. It is not
mere business astuteness, that sort of thing is common enough, it is an ethos.
This is the quality which interests us.

* k k

And in truth this peculiar idea, so familiar to us to-day, but in reality so lit-
tle a matter of course, of one's duty in a calling, is what is most characteristic
of the social ethic of capitalistic culture, and is in a sense the fundamental basis
of it. It is an obligation which the individual is supposed to feel and does feel
towards the content of his professional activity, no matter in what it consists,
in particular no matter whether it appears on the surface as a utilization of
his personal powers, or only of his material possessions (as capital).

* % %

Thus the capitalism of to-day, which has come to dominate economic life, edu-
cates and selects the economic subjects which it needs through a process of eco-
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nomic survival of the fittest. But here one can easily see the limits of the con-
cept of selection as a means of historical explanation. In order that a manner of
life so well adapted to the peculiarities of capitalism could be selected at all, i.e.
should come to dominate others, it had to originate somewhere, and not in iso-
lated individuals alone, but as a way of life common to whole groups of men. This
origin is what really needs explanation. Concerning the doctrine of the more
naive historical materialism, that such ideas originate as a reflection or super-
structure of economic situations.” * * * At this point it will suffice for our purpose
to call attention to the fact that without doubt, in the country of Benjamin
Franklin's birth (Massachusetts), the spirit of capitalism (in the sense we have
attached to it) was present before the capitalistic order. There were complaints
of a peculiarly calculating sort of profit-seeking in New England, as distin-
guished from other parts of America, as early as 1632. It is further undoubted
that capitalism remained far less developed in some of the neighbouring
colonies, the later Southern States of the United States of America, in spite of
the fact that these latter were founded by large capitalists for business motives.

* k%

To be sure the capitalistic form of an enterprise and the spirit in which it is
run generally stand in some sort of adequate relationship to each other, but
not in one of necessary interdependence. Nevertheless, we provisionally use
the expression spirit of (modern) capitalism to describe that attitude which
seeks profit rationally and systematically in the manner which we have illus-
trated by the example of Benjamin Franklin. This, however, is justified by the
historical fact that that attitude of mind has on the one hand found its most
suitable expression in capitalistic enterprise, while on the other the enterprise
has derived its most suitable motive force from the spirit of capitalism.

* ok ok

It will be our task to find out whose intellectual child the particular concrete
form of rational thought was, from which the idea of a calling and the devo-
tion to labour in the calling has grown, which is, as we have seen, so irrational
from the standpoint of pure * * * self-interest, but which has been and still is
one of the most characteristic elements of our capitalistic culture. We are here
particularly interested in the origin of precisely the irrational element which
lies in this, as in every conception of a calling.

LUTHER'S CONCEPTION OF THE CALLING

* k Kk

Now it is unmistakable that even in the German word Beruf, and perhaps
still more clearly in the English calling, a religious conception, that of a task set

"[Weber is critiquing Marx’s idea of historical materialism.]
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by God, is at least suggested. * * * And if we trace the history of the word
through the civilized languages, it appears that neither the predominantly
Catholic peoples nor those of classical antiquity have possessed any expres-
sion of similar connotation for what we know as a calling (in the sense of a
life-task, a definite field in which to work), while one has existed for all pre-
dominantly Protestant peoples.

* % *

Like the meaning of the word, the idea is new, a product of the Reforma-
tion. * * * It is true that certain suggestions of the positive valuation of rou-
tine activity in the world, which is contained in this conception of the calling,
had already existed in the Middle Ages, and even in late Hellenistic antiquity.
We shall speak of that later. But at least one thing was unquestionably new:
the valuation of the fulfilment of duty in worldly affairs as the highest form
which the moral activity of the individual could assume. This it was which
inevitably gave every-day worldly activity a religious significance, and which
first created the conception of a calling in this sense. The conception of the
calling thus brings out that central dogma of all Protestant denominations.
* * * The only way of living acceptably to God was not to surpass worldly
morality in monastic asceticism, but solely through the fulfilment of the
obligations imposed upon the individual by his position in the world. That
was his calling.

Luther developed the conception in the course of the first decade of his
activity as a reformer.

* * %

[L]abour in a calling appears to him as the outward expression of broth-
erly love. This he proves by the observation that the division of labour forces
every individual to work for others. * * * [Tlhe fulfilment of worldly duties is
under all circumstances the only way to live acceptably to God. It and it alone
is the will of God, and hence every legitimate calling has exactly the same
worth in the sight of God.

* *

ASCETICISM AND THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM

{I}f that God, whose hand the Puritan sees in all the occurrences of life, shows
one of His elect a chance of profit, he must do it with a purpose. Hence the
faithful Christian must follow the call by taking advantage of the opportunity.
“If God show you a way in which you may lawfully get more than in another
way (without wrong to your soul or to any other), if you refuse this, and
choose the less gainful way, you cross one of the ends of your calling, and
you refuse to be God’s steward, and to accept His gifts and use them for Him
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when He requireth it: you may labour to be rich for God, though not for the
flesh and sin.”* * * * .

Wealth is thus bad ethically only in so far as it is a temptation to idleness
and sinful enjoyment of life, and its acquisition is bad only when it is with the
purpose of later living merrily and without care. But as a performance of duty
in a calling it is not only morally permissible, but actually enjoined. The para-
ble of the servant who was rejected because he did not increase the talent
which was entrusted to him seemed to say so directly. To wish to be poor was,
it was often argued, the same as wishing to be unhealthy; it is objectionable
as a glorification of works and derogatory to the glory of God. Especially beg-
ging, on the part of one able to work, is not only the sin of slothfulness, but a
violation of the duty of brotherly love according to the Apostle’s own word.

The emphasis on the ascetic importance of a fixed calling provided an eth-
ical justification of the modern specialized division of labour. In a similar way
the providential interpretation of profit-making justified the activities of the
business man. * * * But, on the other hand, it has the highest ethical appre-
ciation of the sober, middle-class, self-made man. “God blesseth His trade”
is a stock remark about those good men who had successfully followed the
divine hints.

x &

Let us now try to clarify the points in which the Puritan idea of the calling
and the premium it placed upon ascetic conduct was bound directly to influ-
ence the development of a capitalistic way of life. As we have seen, this asceti-
cism turned with all its force against one thing: the spontaneous enjoyment
of life and all it had to offer.

* % %

As against this the Puritans upheld their decisive characteristic, the prin-
ciple of ascetic conduct. For otherwise the Puritan aversion to sport, even for
the Quakers, was by no means simply one of principle. Sport was accepted if
it served a rational purpose, that of recreation necessary for physieal effi-
ciency. But as a means for the spontaneous expression of undisciplined
impulses, it was under suspicion; and in so far as it became purely a means of
enjoyment, or awakened pride, raw instincts or the irrational gambling
instinet, it was of course strictly condemned. Impulsive enjoyment of life,
which leads away both from work in a calling and from religion, was as such
the enemy.

* k%

Man is only a trustee of the goods which have come to him through God’s
grace. He must, like the servant in the parable, give an account of every penny

*[Richard Baxter, Nonconformist (Puritan) scholar, 1615-1691.}
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entrusted to him, and it is at least hazardous to spend any of it for a purpose
which does not serve the glory of God but only one’s own enjoyment. What
person, who keeps his eyes open, has not met representatives of this view-
point even in the present? The idea of a man’s duty to his possessions, to which
he subordinates himself as an obedient steward, or even as an acquisitive
machine, bears with chilling weight on his life. The greater the possessions the
heavier, if the ascetic attitude toward life stands the test, the feeling of respon-
sibility for them, for holding them undiminished for the glory of God and
increasing them by restless effort. The origin of this type of life also extends
in certain roots, like so many aspects of the spirit of capitalism, back into the
Middle Ages. But it was in the ethic of ascetic Protestantism that it first found
a consistent ethical foundation. Its significance for the development of capi-
talism is obvious.

This worldly Protestant asceticism, as we may recapitulate up to this point,
acted powerfully against the spontaneous enjoyment of possessions; it
restricted consumption, especially of luxuries. On the other hand, it had the
psychological effect of freeing the acquisition of goods from the inhibitions of
traditionalistic ethics. It broke the bonds of the impulse of acquisition in that it
not only legalized it, but (in the sense discussed) looked upon it as directly
willed by God. The campaign against the temptations of the flesh, and the
dependence on external things, was, as besides the Puritans the great Quaker
apologist Barclay expressly says, not a struggle against the rational acquisi-
tion, but against the irrational use of wealth.

* %k ¥

On the side of the production of private wealth, asceticism condemned both
dishonesty and impulsive avarice. What was condemned as covetousness,
Mammonism, etc., was the pursuit of riches for their own sake. For wealth in
itself was a temptation. But here asceticism was the power “which ever seeks
the good but ever creates evil”; what was evil in its sense was possession and
its temptations. For, in conformity with the Old Testament and in analogy to
the ethical valuation of good works, asceticism looked upon the pursuit of
wealth as an end in itself as highly reprehensible; but the attainment of it as a
fruit of labour in a calling was a sign of God’s blessing. And even more impor-
tant: the religious valuation of restless, continuous, systematic work in a
worldly calling, as the highest means to asceticism, and at the same time the
surest and most evident proof of rebirth and genuine faith, must have been the
most powerful conceivable lever for the expansion of that attitude toward life
which we have here called the spirit of capitalism.

When the limitation of consumption is combined with this release of acquis-
itive activity, the inevitable practical result is obvious: accumulation of capi-
tal through ascetic compulsion to save. The restraints which were imposed
upon the consumption of wealth naturally served to increase it by making pos-
sible the productive investment of capital.
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* * k

As far as the influence of the Puritan outlook extended, under all circum-
stances—and this is, of course, much more important than the mere encour-
agement of capital accumulation—it favoured the development of a rational
bourgeois economic life; it was the most important, and above all the only
consistent influence in the development of that life. It stood at the cradle of the
modern economic man.

THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM TODAY

At present under our individualistic political, legal, and economic institutions,
with the forms of organization and general structure which are peculiar to our
economic order, this spirit of capitalism might be understandable, as has been
said, purely as a result of adaptation. The capitalistic system so needs this
devotion to the calling of making money, it is an attitude toward material
goods which is so well suited to that system, so intimately bound up with the
conditions of survival in the economic struggle for existence, that there can to-
day no longer be any question of a necessary connection of that acquisitive
manner of life with any single Weltanschauung. In fact, it no longer needs the
support of any religious forces, and feels the attempts of religion to influence
economic life, in so far as they can still be felt at all, to be as much an unjusti-
fied interference as its regulation by the State. In such circumstances men’s
commercial and social interests do tend to determine their opinions and atti-
tudes. Whoever does not adapt his manner of life to the conditions of capital-
istic success must go under, or at least cannot rise. But these are phenomena
of a time in which modern capitalism has become dominant and has become
emancipated from its old supports.

* k ¥

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when
asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to
dominate worldly morality, it did its part in building the tremendous ¢osmos
of the modern economic order. This order is now bound to the technical and
economic conditions of machine production which to-day determine the lives
of all the individuals who are born into this mechanism, not only those directly
concerned with economic acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhaps it will
so determine them until the last ton of fossilized coal is burnt. In Baxter’s view
the care for external goods should only lie on the shoulders of the “saint like a
light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment.” But fate decreed that
the cloak should become an iron cage.

Since asceticism undertook to remodel the world and to work out its
ideals in the world, material goods have gained an increasing and finally an
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inexorable power over the lives of men as at no previous period in history.
To-day the spirit of religious asceticism—whether finally, who knows?—has
escaped from the cage. But victorious capitalism, since it rests on mechanical
foundations, needs its {asceticism’s] support no longer. The rosy blush of its
laughing heir, the Enlightenment, seems also to be irretrievably fading, and
the idea of duty in one’s calling prowls about in our lives like the ghost of dead
religious beliefs. Where the fulfilment of the calling cannot directly be related
to the highest spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, it need
not be felt simply as economic compulsion, the individual generally abandons
the attempt to justify it at all. In the field of its highest development, in the
United States, the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and ethical mean-
ing, tends to become associated with purely mundane passions, which often
actually give it the character of sport.

No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end
of this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will
be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrifica-
tion, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. For of the last
stage of this cultural development, it might well be truly said: “Specialists
without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that it has
attained a level of civilization never before achieved.”




