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The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism
T he Prot e st ant Et hic and t he
S p irit of Cap it alism (German: )
is a book written by Max Weber,

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism



a German sociologist,
economist, and politician. Begun
as a series of essays, the
original German text was
composed in 1904 and 1905,
and was translated into English
f or the f irst time by American
sociologist Talcott Parsons in
1930. It is considered a f ounding
text in economic sociology and
sociology in general.
In the book, Weber wrote that
capitalism in Northern Europe
evolved when the Protestant
(particularly Calvinist) ethic
inf luenced large numbers of
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people to engage in work in the
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trade and the accumulation of
Co untry
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Lang uag e
German
wealth f or investment. In other
Economic sociology
words, the Protestant work ethic Ge nre
P ub lic atio n
was an important f orce behind
1905
d ate
the unplanned and
uncoordinated emergence of modern capitalism. In his book, apart f rom
Calvinists, Weber also discusses Lutherans (especially Pietists, but also
notes dif f erences between traditional Lutherans and Calvinists), Methodists,
Baptists, Quakers, and Moravians (specif ically ref erring to the Herrnhutbased community under Count von Zinzendorf 's spiritual lead).
In 1998, the International Sociological Association listed this work as the
f ourth most important sociological book of the 20th century. It is the 8th
most cited book in the social sciences published bef ore 1950.

S umma ry
B as ic c o nc e p t s
Although not a detailed study of Protestantism but rather an introduction to
Weber's later studies of interaction between various religious ideas and
economics (The Religion of China: Conf ucianism and Taoism, The Religion of
India: The Sociology of Hinduism and Buddhism, and Ancient Judaism), The

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism argues that Puritan ethics and
ideas inf luenced the development of capitalism. The 'spirit of capitalism'
does not ref er to the spirit in the metaphysical sense but rather a set of
values, the spirit of hard work and progress.
Religious devotion, Weber argues, is usually accompanied by a rejection of
worldly af f airs, including the pursuit of wealth and possessions. To illustrate
his theory, Weber quotes the ethical writings of Benjamin Franklin:

Remember, that time is money . He that can earn ten
shillings a day by his labor, 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. [...] Remember, that money is the prolific,
generating nature. Money can beget money, and its
offspring can beget more, and so on. Five shillings turned is
six, turned again is seven and threepence, and so on, till it
becomes a hundred 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 feline taint,
destroys all her offspring to the thousandth generation. He
that murders a crown, destroys all that it might have
produced, even scores of pounds.
Weber notes that this is not a philosophy of mere greed, but a statement
laden with moral language. Indeed, Franklin claims that God revealed the
usef ulness of virtue to him.
The Ref ormation prof oundly af f ected the view of work, dignif ying even the
most mundane prof essions as adding to the common good and thus
blessed by God, as much as any "sacred" calling (German: Ruf ). A common
illustration is that of a cobbler, hunched over his work, who devotes his entire
ef f ort to the praise of God.
To emphasize the work ethic in Protestantism relative to Catholics, he notes
a common problem that industrialists f ace when employing precapitalist
laborers: Agricultural entrepreneurs will try to encourage time spent
harvesting by of f ering a higher wage, with the expectation that laborers will

see time spent working as more valuable and so engage it longer. However,
in precapitalist societies this of ten results in laborers spending less time
harvesting. Laborers judge that they can earn the same, while spending less
time working and having more leisure. He also notes that societies having
more Protestants are those that have a more developed capitalist economy.
It is particularly advantageous in technical occupations f or workers to be
extremely devoted to their craf t. To view the craf t as an end in itself , or as a
"calling" would serve this need well. This attitude is well- noted in certain
classes which have endured religious education, especially of a Pietist
background.
He def ines spirit of capitalism as the ideas and esprit that f avour the
rational pursuit of economic gain: "We shall nevertheless provisionally use the
expression 'spirit of capitalism' f or that attitude which, in the pursuit of a
calling [beruf smäßig], strives systematically f or prof it f or its own sake in the
manner exemplif ied by Benjamin Franklin."
Weber points out that such a spirit is not limited to Western culture if one
considers it as the attitude of individuals, but that such individuals - heroic
entrepreneurs, as he calls them - could not by themselves establish a new
economic order (capitalism). He f urther noted that the spirit of capitalism
could be divorced f rom religion, and that those passionate capitalists of his
era were either passionate against the Church or at least indif f erent to it.
Desire f or prof it with minimum ef f ort and seeing work as a burden to be
avoided, and doing no more than what was enough f or modest lif e, were
common attitudes. As he wrote in his essays:

In order that a manner of life well adapted to the
peculiarities of the capitalism... could come to dominate
others, it had to originate somewhere, and not in isolated
individuals alone, but as a way of life common to the whole
groups of man.
Af ter def ining the "spirit of capitalism," Weber argues that there are many
reasons to f ind its origins in the religious ideas of the Ref ormation. Many
others like William Petty, Montesquieu, Henry Thomas Buckle, John Keats
have noted the af f inity between Protestantism and the development of
commercialism.
Weber shows that certain branches of Protestantism had supported worldly
activities dedicated to economic gain, seeing them as endowed with moral

and spiritual signif icance. This recognition was not a goal in itself ; rather they
were a byproduct of other doctrines of f aith that encouraged planning, hard
work and self - denial in the pursuit of worldly riches.

O r ig ins o f t he P r o t e s t ant wo r k e t hic
Weber traced the origins of the Protestant ethic to the Ref ormation, though
he acknowledged some respect f or secular everyday labor as early as the
Middle Ages. The Roman Catholic Church assured salvation to individuals who
accepted the church's sacraments and submitted to the clerical authority.
However, the Ref ormation had ef f ectively removed such assurances. From a
psychological viewpoint, the average person had dif f iculty adjusting to this
new worldview, and only the most devout believers or "religious geniuses"
within Protestantism, such as Martin Luther, were able to make this
adjustment, according to Weber.
In the absence of such assurances f rom religious authority, Weber argued
that Protestants began to look f or other "signs" that they were saved. Calvin
and his f ollowers taught a doctrine of double predestination, in which f rom
the beginning God chose some people f or salvation and others f or
damnation. The inability to inf luence one's own salvation presented a very
dif f icult problem f or Calvin's f ollowers. It became an absolute duty to believe
that one was chosen f or salvation, and to dispel any doubt about that: lack
of self - conf idence was evidence of insuf f icient f aith and a sign of
damnation. So, self - conf idence took the place of priestly assurance of
God's grace.
Worldly success became one measure of that self - conf idence. Luther made
an early endorsement of Europe's emerging divisions. Weber identif ies the
applicability of Luther's conclusions, noting that a "vocation" f rom God was
no longer limited to the clergy or church, but applied to any occupation or
trade. Weber had always detested Lutheranism f or the servility it inspired
toward the bureaucratic state. When he discussed it in the Protestant Ethic,
he used Lutheranism as the chief example of the unio mystica that
contrasted sharply with the ascetic posture. Later he would associate
"Luther, the symbolic exponent of bureaucratic despotism, with the ascetic
hostility to Eros - - an example of Weber's sporadic tendency to link together
bureaucratic and ascetic modes of lif e and to oppose both f rom mystical
and aristocratic perspectives."
However, Weber saw the f ulf illment of the Protestant ethic not in
Lutheranism, which was too concerned with the reception of divine spirit in
the soul, but in Calvinistic f orms of Christianity. The trend was carried f urther
still in Pietism. The Baptists diluted the concept of the calling relative to

Calvinists, but other aspects made its congregants f ertile soil f or the
development of capitalism- - namely, a lack of paralyzing ascetism, the
ref usal to accept state of f ice and thereby develop unpolitically, and the
doctrine of control by conscience which caused rigorous honesty.
What Weber argued, in simple terms:
According to the new Protestant religions, an individual was religiously
compelled to f ollow a secular vocation (German: Beruf ) with as much
zeal as possible. A person living according to this world view was more
likely to accumulate money.
The new religions (in particular, Calvinism and other more austere
Protestant sects) ef f ectively f orbade wastef ully using hard earned
money and identif ied the purchase of luxuries as a sin. Donations to an
individual's church or congregation were limited due to the rejection by
certain Protestant sects of icons. Finally, donation of money to the
poor or to charity was generally f rowned on as it was seen as
f urthering beggary. This social condition was perceived as laziness,
burdening their f ellow man, and an af f ront to God; by not working, one
f ailed to glorif y God.
The manner in which this paradox was resolved, Weber argued, was the
investment of this money, which gave an extreme boost to nascent
capitalism.

T he P r o t e s t ant wo r k e t hic in W e b e r ' s t ime
By the time Weber wrote his essay, he believed that the religious
underpinnings of the Protestant ethic had largely gone f rom society. He
cited the writings of Benjamin Franklin, which emphasized f rugality, hard work
and thrif t, but were mostly f ree of spiritual content. Weber also attributed
the success of mass production partly to the Protestant ethic. Only af ter
expensive luxuries were disdained could individuals accept the unif orm
products, such as clothes and f urniture, that industrialization of f ered.
In his remarkably prescient conclusion to the book, Weber lamented that the
loss of religious underpinning to capitalism's spirit has led to a kind of
involuntary servitude to mechanized industry.

The Puritan wanted to work in 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 cosmos of the

modern economic order. This order is now bound to the
technical and economic conditions of machine production
which today 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. (Page 181, 1953 Scribner's edition.)
Weber maintained that while Puritan religious ideas had signif icantly
impacted the development of economic system in Europe and United
States, there were other f actors in play, as well. They included a closer
relationship between mathematics and observation, the enhanced value of
scholarship, rational systematization of government administration, and an
increase in entrepreneurship ventures. In the end, the study of Protestant
ethic, according to Weber, investigated a part of the detachment f rom
magic, that disenchantment of the world that could be seen as a unique
characteristic of Western culture.

Co nc lus io ns
In the f inal endnotes Weber states that he abandoned research into
Protestantism because his colleague Ernst Troeltsch, a prof essional
theologian, had begun work on The Social Teachings of the Christian
Churches and Sects. Another reason f or Weber's decision was that
Troeltsch's work already achieved what he desired in that area, which is laying
groundwork f or comparative analysis of religion and society. Weber moved
beyond Protestantism with his research but would continue research into
sociology of religion within his later works (the study of Judaism and the
religions of China and India).
This book is also Weber's f irst brush with the concept of rationalization. His
idea of modern capitalism as growing out of the religious pursuit of wealth
meant a change to a rational means of existence, wealth. That is to say, at
some point the Calvinist rationale inf orming the "spirit" of capitalism became
unreliant on the underlying religious movement behind it, leaving only rational
capitalism. In essence then, Weber's "Spirit of Capitalism" is ef f ectively and

more broadly a Spirit of Rationalization.

R ec ept i o n
The essay can also be interpreted as one of Weber's criticisms of Karl Marx
and his theories. While Marx's historical materialism held that all human
institutions - including religion - were based on economic f oundations, many
have seen The Protestant Ethic as turning this theory on its head by implying
that a religious movement f ostered capitalism, not the other way around.
Other scholars have taken a more nuanced view of Weber's argument. Weber
states in the closing of this essay, "it is, of course, not my aim to substitute
f or a one- sided materialistic an equally one- sided spiritualistic causal
interpretation of culture and history. Each is equally possible, but each if it
does not serve as the preparation, but as the conclusion of an investigation,
accomplishes equally little in the interest of historical truth." Weber's
argument can be understood as an attempt to deepen the understanding of
the cultural origins of capitalism, which does not exclude the historical
materialist origins described by Marx: modern capitalism emerged f rom an
elective af f inity of 'material; and 'ideal' f actors.
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Cri t i c i s ms
E c o no mic c r it ic is m
The economist and historian Henryk Grossman criticises Weber's analysis on
two f ronts, f irstly with ref erence to Marx's extensive work which showed that
the stringent legal measures taken against poverty and vagabondage was a
reaction to the massive population shif ts caused by the enclosure of the
commons in England. And, secondly, in Grossman's own work showing how
this "bloody legislation" against those who had been put of f their land was
ef f ected across Europe and especially in France. For Grossman this
legislation, the outlawing of idleness and the poorhouses they instituted
physically f orced people f rom serf dom into wage- labor. For him, this general
f act was not related to Protestantism and so capitalism came largely by
f orce and not by any vocational training regarding an inner- worldliness of
Protestantism. However, it is possible that the Protestant "work ethic"
reinf orced or legitimized these legal measures within a larger cultural
context.
In a paper published on 10 November 2009, Harvard economist Davide
Cantoni tested Weber's Protestant hypothesis using population and
economic growth in second- millennium Germany as the data set, with
negative results. Cantoni writes:

Using population figures in a dataset comprising 276 cities

in the years 1300-1900, I find no effects of Protestantism
on economic growth. The finding is robust to the inclusion
of a variety of controls, and does not appear to depend on
data selection or small sample size. In addition,
Protestantism has no effect when interacted with other
likely determinants of economic development. I also
analyze the endogeneity of religious choice; instrumental
variables estimates of the effects of Protestantism are
similar to the OLS results.
However, Cantoni uses city size, and not relative real wage growth, which was
the Weber thesis, as his "main dependent variable" (Cantoni, 2).
Other recent scholarship continues to f ind valid Protestant Ethic ef f ects
both in historical and contemporary development patterns.
Dudley and Blum write:

Evidence of falling wages in Catholic cities and rising
wages in Protestant cities between 1500 and 1750, during
the spread of literacy in the vernacular, is inconsistent with
most theoretical models of economic growth. In The
Protestant Ethic, Weber suggested an alternative
explanation based on culture. Here, a theoretical model
confirms that a small change in the subjective cost of
cooperating with strangers can generate a profound
transformation in trading networks. In explaining urban
growth in early-modern Europe, specifications compatible
with human-capital versions of the neoclassical model and
endogenous-growth theory are rejected in favor of a
"small-world" formulation based on the Weber thesis.

R e vis io nis t c r it ic is m
H. M. Robertson, in his book Aspects of Economic Individualism, argued
against the historical and religious claims of Weber. Robertson points out
that capitalism began to f lourish not in Britain, but in 14 th century Italy, a
decidedly dif f erent epoch. Since this is true, then the rise of capitalism

cannot be attributed to Adam Smith, the Protestant Ref ormation, etc. In
f act, Robertson goes f urther, and states that what happened in Britain was
rather a retrogression f rom what was achieved in Italy centuries earlier.
Looking at the history of the development of economic thought, Robertson
shows that Adam Smith and David Ricardo did not f ound economic science
de novo . In f act, liberal economic theory was developed by French and Italian
Catholics, who were inf luenced by the Scholastics. The British economic
thought was rather a step backwards since it espoused the Labor Theory of
Value, which had already been proved incorrect by the School of Salamanca.

O t he r c r it ic is m
It has recently been suggested that Protestantism has indeed inf luenced
positively the capitalist development of respective social systems not so
much through the "Protestant ethics" but rather through the promotion of
literacy.
Becker and Wossmann at the University of Munich, as well as Andrey
Korotayev and Daria Khaltourina at the Russian Academy of Sciences,
showed that literacy levels dif f ering in religious areas can suf f iciently explain
the economic gaps cited by Weber. The results were supported even under
a concentric dif f usion model of Protestantism using distance f rom
Wittenberg as a model.

S uppo rt
In 1958, American sociologist Gerhard Lenski conducted an empirical inquiry
into "religion's impact on politics, economics, and f amily lif e" in the Detroit,
Mich., area. It revealed, among other insights, that there were signif icant
dif f erences between Catholics on the one hand and (white) Protestants and
Jews on the other hand with respect to economics and the sciences.
Lenski's data supported basic hypotheses of Weber's work The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. According to Lenski, "the contribution of
Protestantism to material progress have been largely unintended byproducts of certain distinctive Protestant traits. This was a central point in
Weber's theory." Lenski noted that more than a hundred years prior to Weber,
John Wesley, one of the f ounders of the Methodist church, had observed
that "diligence and f rugality" made Methodists wealthy. "In an early era,
Protestant asceticism and dedication to work, as noted both by Wesley and
Weber, seem to have been important patterns of action contributing to
economic progress. Both f acilitated the accumulation of capital, so critically
important to the economic growth and development of nations."

German theologian Friedrich Wilhelm Graf notes: "Sociologists of religion like
Peter L. Berger and David Martin have interpreted the Protestant revolution in
Latin America as implicit support of basic elements of Weber's thesis. [...] At
any rate, many pious persons there interpret their transition f rom the Roman
Catholic church to Protestant Pentecostal congregations in terms of a moral
idea that promises long- term economic gains through strong innerworldly
asceticism. The strict ascetic self - discipline that has been successf ully
institutionalized in the Pentecostal congregations, the readiness to work
more and with greater ef f ort and to take less leisurely attitudes lead many
Pentecostal Christians to believe that their new f aith in God is supported by
their economic successes."
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