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FOREWORD

ax Weber, the author of the work translated in the following pages, was a scholar

whose intellectual range was unusually wide, and whose personality made an
even deeper impression than his learning on those privileged to know him. He had been
trained as a jurist, and, in addition to teaching as a professor at Freiburg, Heidelberg, and
Munich, he wrote on subjects so various as ancient agrarian history, the conditions of the
rural population of Prussia, the methodology of the social sciences, and the sociology
of religion. Nor were his activities exclusively those of the teacher and the student. He
travelled widely, was keenly interested in contemporary political and social movements,
played a vigorous and disinterested part in the crisis which confronted Germany at the
close of the War, and accompanied the German delegation to Versailles in May 1919.
He died in Munich in the following year, at the age of fifty-six. Partly as a result of
prolonged ill-health, which compelled him for several years to lead the life of an invalid,
partly because of his premature death, partly, perhaps, because of the very grandeur of
the scale on which he worked, he was unable to give the final revision to many of his
writings. His collected works have been published posthumously. The last of them, based
on notes taken by his students from lectures given at Munich, has appeared in English
under the title of General Economic History.'

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism was published in the form of two
articles in the Archive fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik in 1904 and 1905. Together
with a subsequent article, which appeared in 1906, on The Protestant Sects and the Spirit
of Capitalism, they form the first of the studies contained in Weber’s Gesammelte Aufsitze
zur Religionssoziologie. On their first appearance they aroused an interest which extended
beyond the ranks of historical specialists, and which caused the numbers of the Archive
in which they were published to be sold out with a rapidity not very usual in the case of
learned publications. The discussion which they provoked has continued since then with
undiminished vigour. For the questions raised by Weber possess a universal significance,
and the method of his essay was as important as its conclusions. It not only threw a
brilliant light on the particular field which it explored, but suggested a new avenue of
approach to a range of problems of permanent interest, which concern, not merely the
historian and the economist, but all who reflect on the deeper issues of modern society.

1 Max Weber, General Economic History, trans. Frank H. Knight, Ph.D. (Gearge Allen & Unwin). A bibliography of Weber's
writings is printed at the end of the charming and instructive account of him by his widow, Max Weber, Ein Lebensbild, von
Marianna Weber (J. C. B. Mohr, Tiibingen, 1926). See also Economistes et Historiens: Max Weber, un homme, une uvre, par

Maurice Halbwachs, in Annales d'Histoire Economique et Sociale, No. 1, January, 1929

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
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The question which Weber attempts to answer is simple and fundamental. [t is
that of the psychological conditions which made possible the development of capitalist
civilization. Capitalism, in the sense of great individual undertakings, involving the
control of large financial resources, and yielding riches to their masters as a result of
speculation, money-lending, commercial enterprise, buccaneering and war, is as old as
history. Capitalism, as an economic system, resting on the organisation of legally free
wage-earners, for the purpose of pecuniary profit, by the owner of capital or his agents,
and setting its stamp on every aspect of society, is a modern phenomenon.

All revolutions are declared to be natural and inevitable, once they are successful, and
capitalism, as the type of economic system prevailing in Western Europe and America, is
clothed today with the unquestioned respectability of the triumphant fact. But in its youth
it was a pretender, and it was only after centuries of struggle that its title was established.
For it involved a code of economic conduct and a system of human relations which were
sharply at variance with venerable conventions, with the accepted scheme of social ethics,
and with the law, both of the church and of most European states. So questionable an
innovation demanded ot the pioneers who first experimented with it as much originality,
selt-confidence, and tenacity of purpose as is required today of those who would break
from the net that it has woven. What influence nerved them to defy tradition? From what
source did they derive the principles to replace it?

The conventional answer to these questions is to deny their premises. The rise of new
forms of' economic enterprise was the result, it is argued, of changes in the character of
the economic environment. It was due to the influx of the precious metals from America
in the sixteenth century, to the capital accumulated in extra-European commerce, to the
reaction of expanding markets on industrial organisation, to the growth of population,
to technological improvements made possible by the progress of natural science. Weber’s
reply, which is developed at greater length in his General Economic History than in the
present essay, is that such explanations confuse causes and occasions. Granted that the
economic conditions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were, in some respects,
though by no means in all, unusually favourable to an advance in economic technique,
such conditions had existed from time to time in the past without giving birth to the
development of capitalist industry. In many of the regions affected by them no such
development took place, nor were those which enjoyed the highest economic civilization
necessarily those in which the new order found its most congenial environment. The
France of Louis XIV commanded resources which, judged by the standards of the age,
were immense, but they were largely dissipated in luxury and war. The America of the
eighteenth century was economically primitive, but it is in the maxims of Franklin that
the spirit of bourgeous capitalism, which, rather than the grandiose schemes of mercantilist
statesmen, was to dominate the future, finds, Weber argues, its naivest and most lucid
expression.

To appeal, as an explanation, to the acquisitive instincts, is even less pertinent, for
there is little reason to suppose that they have been more powerful during the last few
centuries than in earlier ages. “The notion that our rationalistic and capitalistic age is

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
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characterised by a stronger economic interest than other periods is childish. The moving
spirits of modern capitalism are not possessed of a stronger economic impulse than, for
example, an Oriental trader. The unchaining of the economic interest, merely as such,
has produced only irrational results: such men as Cortes and Pizarro, who were, perhaps,
its strongest embodiment, were far from having an idea of a rationalistic economic life.”
The word “rationalism” is used by Weber as a term of art, to describe an economic system
based, not on custom or tradition, but on the deliberate and systematic adjustment of
economic means to the attainment of the objective of pecuniary profit. The question
is why this temper triumphed over the conventional attitude which had regarded the
appetitus drvitiarum infinitus — the unlimited lust for gain — as anti-social and immoral.
His answer is that it was the result of movements which had their source in the religious
revolution of the sixteenth century.

Weber wrote as a scholar, not as a propagandist, and there is no trace in his work of
the historical animosities which still warp discussions of the effects of the Reformation.
Professor Pirenne,” in an illuminating essay, has argued that social progress springs from
below, and that each new phase of economic development is the creation, not of strata
long in possession of wealth and power, but of classes which rise from humble origins to
build a new structure on obscure foundations. The thesis of Weber is somewhat similar.
The pioneers of the modern economic order were, he argues, parvenus, who elbowed their
way to success in the teeth of the established aristocracy of land and commerce. The tonic
that braced them for the conflict was a new conception of religion, which taught them
to regard the pursuit of wealth as, not merely an advantage, but a duty. This conception
welded into a disciplined force the still feeble bourgeoisie, heightened its energies, and cast
a halo of sanctification round its convenient vices. What is significant, in short, is not
the strength of the motive of economic self-interest, which is the commonplace of all
ages and demands no explanation. It is the change of moral standards which converted
a natural frailty into an ornament of the spirit, and canonized as the economic virtues
habits which in earlier ages had been denounced as vices. The force which produced it was
the creed associated with the name of Calvin. Capitalism was the social counterpart of
Calvinist theology.

The central idea to which Weber appeals in confirmation of his theory is expressed
in the characteristic phrase “a calling.” For Luther, as for most medieval theologians, it
had normally meant the state of life in which the individual had been set by Heaven, and
against which it was impious to rebel. To the Calvinist, Weber argues, the calling is not
a condition in which the individual is born, but a strenuous and exacting enterprise to
be chosen by himself, and to be pursued with a sense of religious responsibility. Baptized
in the bracing, if icy, waters of Calvinist theology, the life of business, once regarded as
perilous to the soul — summe periculosa est emplionis et venditionis negotiatio — acquires a
new sanctity. Labour is not merely an economic means: it is a spiritual end. Covetousness,

1 Weber, General Economic History, trans. Frank H. Knight, pp. 355-6

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
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it a danger to the soul, is a less formidable menace than sloth. So far from poverty being
meritorious, it is a duty to choose the more profitable occupation. So far from there
being an inevitable conflict between moneymaking and piety, they are natural allies,
for the virtues incumbent on the elect — diligence, thrift, sobriety, prudence — are the
most reliable passport to commercial prosperity. Thus the pursuit of riches, which once
had been feared as the enemy of religion, was now welcomed as its ally. The habits and
institutions in which that philosophy found expression survived long after the creed which
was their parent had expired, or had withdrawn from Europe to more congenial climes.
If capitalism begins as the practical idealism of the aspiring bourgeoisze, it ends, Weber
suggests in his concluding pages, as an orgy of materialism.

In England the great industry grew by gradual increments over a period of centuries,
and, since the English class system had long been based on differences of wealth, not
of juristic status, there was no violent contrast between the legal foundations of the
old order and the new. Hence in England the conception of capitalism as a distinct and
peculiar phase of' social development has not readily been accepted. It is still possible
for writers, who in their youth have borne with equanimity instruction on the meaning
of" feudalism, to dismiss capitalism as an abstraction of theorists or a catchword of
politicians.

The economic history of the Continent has moved by different stages from that
of England, and the categories employed by Continental thinkers have accordingly
been different. In France, where the site on which the modern economic system was
to be erected was levelled by a cataclysm, and in Germany, which passed in the fifty
years between 1850 and 1900 through a development that in England had occupied
two hundred, there has been little temptation to question that capitalist civilization is a
phenomenon differing, not merely in degree, but in kind, from the social order preceding
it. It is not surprising, therefore, that its causes and characteristics should have been
one of the central themes of historical study in both. The discussion began with the
epochmaking work of Marx, who was greater as a sociologist than as an economic
theorist, and continues unabated. Its most elaborate monument is Sombart’s Der Moderne
Kapitalismus.

The first edition of Sombart’s book appeared in 1902. Weber’s articles, of which the
first was published two years later, were a study of a single aspect of the same problem.
A whole literature has arisen on the subject discussed in them. How does Weber’s thesis

): P Rachtahl
A ] 1k it

(1911, Eng

trains. e Leica gind Niou wpitadisig, 1910), and Der Dowrgevis (19150 Ling. trans. The Quintessence of Modern Capitalism,

1915); G v. Schulze Gaevernitz, “Die Geistesgeschichtlichen Grundlagen der Anglo Amerikanischen Weltsuprematie.
8 5

III. Die Wirthschaftsethik des Kapitalismus™ (Archiv fiir Soztalwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, Bd. 61, Heft 2); H. Sée, “Dans

quelle mesure puritains et Juifs ont-ils contribu au Progrés du Capitalisme Moderne?” (Revue Historigue, t. CLV, 1927)

1 F 2 jue,

and Les Origines du Capitalisme Moderne (1926); M. Halbwachs, “Les Origines Puritains du Capitalisme Moderne” (Reuvue
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