Weber, capitalism, and the protestant ethic…. 

Prior to the Reformation, in order to be saved (as a Catholic) one had to justify one's faith by "good works," that is, by giving away one's possessions, preferably to the Church. Sins could only be absolved via the hierarchy of the Church. Followers who did things were promised salvation, so there was some connection between means and ends, although the mechanism was rather enchanted. God transformed works into salvation, and the process of absolution was quite mysterious.   

The Reformation marked the beginning of protestantism, and a major break in the theological dogma of Christianity. Associated with the reformation in an increasing rationalization of Christian religions, typified by Calvinism, which was an early brand of Protestantism (practiced by the Puritans). The reformation consisted of two key points: 

a. salvation springs from faith alone, rather than from good works; and 

b. followers may have direct contact with God, without the intervention of the Church hierarchy. 

 

Both of these changes had profound implications for the way adherents organized and lived their lives. After the reformation, religions like Calvinism emerged which looked quite different from traditional Catholicism. Perhaps most important, God was considered transcendent, that is, God can't be influenced by human action. It is already written who is saved, and since God cannot make a mistake (save an unjust person), people can't change their future. In fact, even imagining that God might be wrong would be considered blasphemous. People who were confident that they were saved were probably not, since it was egotistical to think you could know the will of God. 

Given a religious system like this, followers were confronted with the problem of what means to employ to get saved. Since the Calvinists looked out at a world where they couldn't know if they were saved, and in which they couldn't influence God, the only thing left to them was to act as if they were saved. The Calvinist solution was twofold. First, they rejected all pleasures of the world, like singing, dancing, drinking, social relations, etc. In fact, they tried to eliminate the entire social world to the extent possible, so there was only the individual in relationship with God. Second, they worked to contribute to God's glory on earth, by producing useful things. For Calvinists, the mark of salvation was the extent to which you could produce values. They believed that a just God would send them a sign, in the form of additional glory for contributing to the earth's surplus. Significantly, the Calvinists rejected consumption, and reinvested all their profits. In this way, Calvinists acted as capitalists, and it is no accident that capitalism developed in countries where the reformation took root (Northern Europe), and has been slower to develop in countries where the reformation did not influence religious belief (France, Italy). 

Calvinism is one of the most rationalized religions, because there 1) is no room for enchantment; 2) are no priests; 3) are no rituals; and 4) are no intermediate goods which make possible salvation. Calvinists try to prove that they are saved acting in the world. Thus Calvinism is a this-worldly, salvation religion, and as such was instrumental in the rise of a new, rationalized economic system. 

what else did these religious ideas offer to the growth of capitalism? 1.) Protection against accusations of greed and self-interest---the profit motive is no longer associated with self-interest but rather with a moral and ethical act. 2.) A supply of diligent and committed workers---that is, they too wanted to show that they could be successful through hard work. 3.) A justification of the system of stratification---since not all could be chosen by god, it followed that there would inevitably be people at the bottom of the economic and social ladder.

Also, Weber uses this explanation to distance his theory from that of Marx. Marx claimed that only the proper material conditions were necessary in order for capitalism to emerge, but Weber argued that there were other times in history that similar conditions existed. Therefore he asked: Why in the west? Why did it occur when it did? He says that material conditions, while necessary, are not sufficient to explain this emergence. Ideas and religion play a key role in the progress of history. 


Spirit of capitalism:

Time is money

Credit is money

The good paymaster is lord of another man’s purse

He that loses 5 shillings, not only loses that sum, but all the advantage that might be made by it in dealing, which by the time a young man becomes old, will amount to a comfortable bag of money. 

The sound of your hammer at five in the morning, or eight at night, heard by a creditor, makes him easy six months longer…

I. last week W took on marx’s big ideas on class, breaking it into small pieces (status, party, as well as class). This week, he goes after the big prize: capitalism and materialism

II. [weber also introduces us to his theory of rationalization of the modern world]

III. what is capitalism?

a. Not just profit motive – that has always existed – adventure capitalism – to make money to enjoy it (“work to live”)

b. Economic rationalism – rational effort to produce and reproduce profit – to accumulate in order to make more profit (“live to work”)

IV. when capitalism emerged?

a. Material conditions present at many times in history, but capitalism did not emerge until the late middle ages

V. Where capitalism emerged?

a. Western Europe, most intensively in Northern parts (i.e., protestant countries)

VI. Who emerged as capitalists?

a. Protestants not catholics

WHY?

VII. what difference between P and C?

a. salvation

i. C: salvation through good works

ii. P: faith alone

b. relationship with G.d

i. C: mediated through church & church hierarchy

ii. P: direct contact with G.d

VIII. Effects on organization of life

a. G.d transcendent – could not be influenced by human action

b. predetermination

IX. but there is a problem: anxiety about who is saved..

a. reject the “pleasures of the world” (the social world) – singing, dancing, drinking, etc. – anything that stood in the way of the direct relationship with g.d

b. worked to contribute to g.d’s glory on earth by producing useful things – the mark of salvation was the extent one could produce values – a just g.d would send them a sign of salvation

X. but what happens when these 2 sets of practices interact? If you can’t consume, you reinvest…

XI. this is not to say that Calvinism caused capitalism, but rather that they were carriers for an idea that eventually 

XII. contradictions – what happens when too much wealth is produced? Religion and wealth accumulation conflict…

TODAY:

1) conflict between (some) wealth and religious faith

2) sprit of capitalism lives on “freed” from its religious birth

3) “iron cage of rationality” – “specialists without spirit, pleasure-seekers without heart.” – there used to be a ‘greater cause’ but now this is all there is… (ends supplanted by the means)

