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ABSTRACT

THE WEBER THESIS AS TESTED BY THE WRITINGS OF
JOHN CALVIN AND THE ENGLISH PURITANS OF THE

SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

by Robert M. Mitchell

The main purpose of this thesis is to present a
detailed study of certain aspects of the religious, social,
and economic teachings of John Calvin and the English
Puritans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as
a test of the theories of Max Weber. 1In making this study
both primary and secondary materials have been used; however,
the major portion of this work is based on the writings of
John Calvin and the English Puritan.

Since the sixteenth century and the rise of what
has been called a capitalistic type of economy, the issues
concerning economic activity, as they relate to individuals
and nations, have sometimes been vehemently criticized as
being wrong and unethical by some people and defended with
the same vigor and enthusiasm as being legitimate and morally
right by other people.

Max Weber has added considerable fuel to the heated

controversy over the rise of capitalism in the West as a
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Robert M. Mitchell

result of his well-known essay entitled The Protestant

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. The question that

Weber sought to answer in the above work is simply, "What
psychological conditions made possible the development of
our capitalistic civilization?" Weber maintained that the
Protestant Reformation in general and the intrinsic char-
acter of Calvinism in particular had a decisive influence
upon the creation of pre-conditions that fostered the
development of modern capitalism. To be more specific,
Weber argued that there was a connection between the so-
called "spirit of modern capitalism" and what he called the
"rational ethics of ascetic Protestantism." According

to Weber, it was the doctrine of predestination, which

was the most characteristic dogma of John Calvin and the

English Puritans, with its inhuman stress on election to
salvation, that forced men to pursue ascetic ideals within
a mundane occupation, or calling, in order to prove their
election.

Thus, beginning with the concept of the calling,
the doctrine of election, and worldly asceticism, Weber
believed that it was but a short step to the theoretical
fortifications of modern capitalism which to him is an
irrational, immoral, economic system that binds modern

society in an "iron cage."
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Robert M. Mitchell

It would seem that if Weber were correct, one should
be able to find what might be described as proto-capitalis-
tic ideas in the writings of John Calvin and the English
Puritans. It was the purpose of this study, then, to see
if such proto-capitalistic views could be found. The
results were negative. On the contrary, much ignorance on
the part of Weber concerning the views of Calvin and the
English Puritans, misrepresentation, and quoting out of

context were found.
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INTRODUCTION

The essay by Max Weber entitled Die protestant-

ische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus was first

published in the Archiv fir Sozialwissenschaft und

Sozialpolitik, Volumes XX and XXI, 1904-5. It was

revised and reprinted in 1920 in the Gesammelte Aufsatze

zur Religionssoziologie. 1In 1930 it was published in

Great Britain as The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of

Capitalism in a translation by Talcott Parsons, professor

of sociology at Harvard University. The above work,
together with a supplementary article, "Die protestant-
ische Sekten und der Geist des Kapitalismus," which
appeared in 1906, has formed the basis of an historical
controversy that is as much alive today as it was when
Max Weber first published his study shortly after the
turn of the century. The controversy revolves around
the question of the influence of religious beliefs on
the economic actions of men in the Western World. Did
the Protestant Reformation in general and the intrinsic
character of Calvinism in particular have a decisive
influence upon the development of modern capitalism or

a spirit of modern economic life? To be even more specific,
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is there a connection between the so-called "spirit"
of modern capitalism and what Weber calls the "rational
ethics of ascetic Protestantism"? He argues very force-
fully that a causal link most certainly existed. It was
Protestantism, according to Weber, that created the pre-
conditions for a "spirit of capitalism.”

The main purpose of this paper is to examine the
writings of John Calvin and a number of English Puritan
fathers to see how they fit into the pattern formulated

by Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of

Capitalism. It will be necessary to: first, set forth

Weber's thesis as succinctly and lucidly as is possible;
secondly, to review some of the controversy over the
thesis; thirdly, to look at the economic and social views
of John Calvin, the man whom Weber considers to be the
father of that branch of Protestantism responsible for
the development of capitalism. It will also be essen-
tial to glance quickly at certain aspects of Calvin's
theology. The final task will be to search the writings
of the English Puritans to see how well they substantiate

the contentions of Weber.
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CHAPTER I

MAX WEBER'S THESIS

According to R. H. Tawney, Max Weber's most
illustrious disciple, the question that Weber attempts
to answer is simply, what psychological conditions made
possible the development of our capitalistic civiliza-
tion? Mr. Tawney would contend that in its youth
capitalism was a pretender, and it was only after
centuries of struggle that its title was established.
The establishment of capitalism was a revolution
that 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. The new system was so
questionable that it demanded of the early pioneers
originality, self-confidence, and tenacity of purpose.
These, according to Tawney, are the very qualities
needed by those today who would break from the net
that it has woven. The questions that are raised are,

what influence nerved them to defy tradition, and from
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whence did they derive the principles to replace
it?d
In his introduction Weber sets forth the idea
that only in Western civilization has there appeared
certain cultural phenomena which lie in a line of
development having universal significance and value.
Having made the generalization, he then proceeds to
consider at some length specific examples to illus-
trate his point. He would argue that it is only in
the West that science exists at a stage of develop-
ment which we recognize today as valid. Christian-
ity, under the influence of Hellenism, must be
credited with development of a systematic theology,
while a structure such as canon law is known only
to the West.2 Even the state, " . . . in the sense
of a political association with a rational, written
constitution, rationally ordained law, and an admin-
istration bound to rational rules or laws, adminis-
tered by trained officials, is known, in this com-

bination of characteristics, only in the Occident,

1Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1958), pp. lb-lc. Hereafter cited as
Weber, The Protestant Ethic. This quotation is taken
from the "Foreword" to the Protestant Ethic which was
written by Tawney.

zIbido' ppo 13-160
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despite all other approaches to it."3

Weber, then,
asserts strenuously that " . . . the same is true of
the most fateful force in our modern life, capitalism."4
To Weber, capitalism is more than the impulse )
to acquisition or the making of money, which are
common to every generation and to all men. Capitalism
is the pursuit of ever renewed profits by means of
continuous, rational (book-keeping), capitalistic
enterprise.5 "Everything is done in terms of balance:
at the beginning of the enterprise an initial balance,
before every individual decision a calculation to as-
certain its probable profitableness, and at the end a
final balance to ascertain how much profit has been

6 Up to this point Weber would say that capital-

made."
ism has existed in all civilized countries of the earth.7
However, in modern time the West has developed,

in addition to the above kinds of practices, a form of

capitalism which has appeared nowhere else in the world.

Ibid., pp. 16-17.
Ibid., p. 17.
Ibid.

Ibid., p. 18.

N 00 i o W

Ibid., p. 19.
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The new form of capitalism was based on the rational
capitalistic organization of (formally) free labor.
This gave rise to the proletariat class which had never
existed before. It is Weber's position that all of

the peculiarities of Western capitalism have derived
their significance from their association with the

8

capitalistic organization of labor. Thus, it is in

the Occident that capitalism reaches its apogee through
the utilization of free labor.
After a chapter that asserts that there are

more Protestants in business in Germany than Roman

9

Catholics,” and that this is more evident among the

10

Reformed than among the Lutherans, Weber turns to

"The Spirit of Capitalism" in chapter two.

81pid., pp. 21-22.

9Weber based his conclusions upon a study of
mixed religious faiths in certain German states. See
Martin Offenbacher, Konfession und social Schichtung.
Eine Studie {iber die wirtschoftliche Lage der Katholiken
und Protestanten in Baden (Tubingen und Leipzig, 1901),
Vol. IV, part. V, of the Volkswirtschaftliche Abhand-
lungen der badischen Hochschulen. Offenbacher contended
that the Protestant students, more commonly than Catho-
lics, pursued studies that prepared them to fill the
upper ranks of skilled labor and administrative positions.
Weber finds the reason for this in the mental and spiri-
tual peculiarities acquired in the religious atmosphere of
the home.

10I-Iere Weber argues that certain branches of
Protestantism have shown a special tendency to develop
what he calls "economic rationalism." The difference
be-tween these certain branches of Protestantism and
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In order to describe what is meant by the
spirit of capitalism, Weber begins by quoting Benjamin
Franklin:

"Remember, that time is money. . . . Remember,
that credit is money. . . . Remember, that
money is of the prolific, generating nature.
Money can beget money, and its offspring can
beget more, and so on. Remember this saying,
the good paymaster is lord of another man's
purse. . . . After industry and frugality,
nothing contributes more to the raising of a
young man in the world than punctuality and
justice in all his dealings; therefore never
keep borrowed money an hour beyond the time
you promised, lest a disappointment shut up
your friend's purse forever."

According to the author, there is no doubt that

Franklin is speaking in the characteristic fashion

of the spirit of capitalism.12

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 individual toward the increase
of his capital, which is assumed as an end in
itself. Truly, what is here preached is not

Lutheranism as well as Catholicism is found in the
permanent intrinsic character of their religious
beliefs. Perhaps the real difference between these
groups is the fact that some, the Calvinists, have
received special notice, and thus their differences
have been exaggerated. See Kurt Samuelsson, Religion
and Economic Action: A Critique of Max Weber, trans.
E. G. French (New York, 1961), pp. 121-150. Hereafter
cited as Samuelsson, Religion and Economic Action.

11

Ibido ’ ppo 48-490

121pi4., p. 51.
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simply a means of making one's way in the world,
but a peculiar ethic. . . . It is not mere busi-
ness astuteness, that sigt of thing is common
enough, it is an ethos.
It becomes a way of life. Man is not to acquire
money for the purpose of enjoyment, but the making

14 These

of money is the ultimate purpose of his life.

ideas and attitudes of Franklin are the result and the

expression of virtue and proficiency in his calling,

drummed into young Ben again and again by his strict

Calvinistic father. Weber admits, however, that Frank-

lin is not a Christian but "a colorless deist."15 It

would be more appropriate to consider Franklin and

his ideas as products of the Enlightenment which was a

secularized movement. It is this peculiar idea of

one's duty in a calling which is most characteristic

of the social ethic of capitalistic culture, and is

in a sense the fundamental basis of it.16
Weber stresses the idea that the spirit of

capitalism had to fight its way to the forefront

against a world that was full of hostile forces. He

131pia.

141pia., p. 53.

151pia., pp. 53-54.

161pid., p. 54.
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also argues that the desire for money without the
enjoyment of it is an unnatural child and that his-
torically man was interested only in providing for

his traditional needs.17

Consequently, the most
important opponent with which the spirit of capi-
talism has had to contend was that which Weber calls

18 Before such a strange and unnatural

traditionalism.
child as capitalism could become a way of life, the
influence of traditionalism had to be overcome. In
other words one must have men who have turned from

the old, leisurely and comfortable attitude of life

to a life of labor which becomes an absolute end in
itself. It is essential to have workers who will not
quit and go off to the tavern when they have earned
enough to make life comfortable and to satisfy their
traditional needs. There is an absolute need for men
who have a feeling of obligation to their job and
calling. They must be frugal, have an ascetic tendency,
but an asceticism directed to this world, not the

world to come, and must get no enjoyment out of their

wealth, except the irrational sense of having done

171pid., p. 60.

lsIbido, ppo 58-590
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10

their job well. Such attitudes can only be the product

of a long and arduous process of education.19
From this point Weber feels that it is his

task " . . . to find out whose intellectual child the

particular concrete form of rational thought was,

from which the idea of a calling and the devotion to

labour in the calling has grown, which is . . . so

irrational from the standpoint of purely eudaemonistic

self-interest, but which has been and still is one

of the most characteristic elements of our capitalis-

n20 With this statement he turns to

tic culture.
Luther's conception of the calling.

According to the author of The Protestant

Ethic, Luther can be charged with only one contribution
to the spirit of modern capitalism. This contribution
was the development of the concept of\a calling as

it is seen in the German word §g£3£; f « « « the
valuation of the fulfillment of duty in worldly affairs
as the highest form which the moral activity of the
individual could assume. This it was which inevitably

gave everyday worldly activity a religious significance,

191pid., pp. 61-77.

201pid., p. 78.
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11

and which first created the conception of a calling

21 This was a repudiation of the

in this sense."

medieval ideal of living most acceptable to God in

monastic asceticism and a turning to the fulfillment

38f this world's obligations--this is the only way to

live acc%ptably to God. The fulfillment of worldly

duties alone is the will of God, and, consequently,

every legitimate calling has exactly the same worth

in the sight of God.22 "That this moral justification

of worldly activity was one of the most important

results of the Reformation, especially of Luther's

part in it, is beyond doubt, and may even be considered

a platitude.“23
However, Luther's capitalistic viewpoints,

Weber contends, were backward. This is especially true

with respect to the doctrine of the sterility of moneg.24

On the other hand his concept of the calling remained

traditionalistic. "His calling is something which man

has to accept as a divine ordinance, to which he must

adapt himself. This aspect outweighed the othet idea

2l1pi4., p. 80.

221pid., pp. 80-81.

231pid., p. 8l.

241pid., p. 83.
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12

which was also present, that work in the calling was

a, or rather the, task set by God."25

Consequently,
Luther cannot be given credit (or blamed) for the
development of the modern spirit of capitalism.

In chapter four entitled, "The Religious
Foundations of Worldly Asceticism," the origin of the
spirit of modern capitalism is found in Calvinism--
particularly as it is expressed in Anglo-American
Puritanism. The doctrine of predestination, which
was the most characteristic dogma of Calvinism,26
with its inhuman stress on election to salvation
placed man in a place of unprecedented inner loneli-
ness before God. No one could help him. No priest
or sacrament could bridge the gulf between God and
man. The individual was forced to follow his path
alone to meet a destiny that had been decreed for him
from eternity. Only God was to be the individual's
confidant, and the Calvinist's relationship with his
God was carried on in deep spiritual isolation.27

The problem was to know how a person could be

certain that he was one of the elect. This was no

251pid., p. 85.

261pid., p. 98.

271pid., pp. 103-107.
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13

problem for Calvin because he felt that he was a
selected agent of God, and he was certain of his own

28 "Accordingly, to the question of how

salvation.
the individual can be certain of his own election, he
has at bottom only the answer that we should be content
with the knowledge that God has chosen and depend
further only on that implicit trust in Christ which is

29 The elect are God's

the result of true faith."
invisible Church. This, however, was not sufficient
for less hardy souls. There were generally two

answers given to the above question by the English
Puritans. First, one should consider himself chosen
and to battle all doubts as temptations of the devil.
Secondly, one should achieve self-confidence by intense

30 The Calvinists felt that they

worldly activity.
could identify true faith by a type of Christian con-
duct which served to increase the glory of God, and

although good works were useless as a means of attaining

salvation, they were indispensable as a sign of election.31
281pia., p. 110.
291pia.
30

Ibid., pp. 110-112.

311pid., pp. 114-115.
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This active, ascetic self-control, Weber contends,
was already typical of Western religion in the monastic
movements of the middle ages, but this systematic

method of rational conduct was limited alone to the

32

monk . The difference between Calvinistic and

medieval asceticism was the transformation of asceti-
cism to activity within the world. Men were forced to

pursue their ascetic ideals within mundane occupations

in order to prove their faith in worldly activity.33

Weber also spends considerable time in an

attempt to show how German and English Pietism showed

signs of this same worldly asceticism.34

He concludes the chapter by saying,

Christian asceticism, at first fleeing from the
world into solitude, had already ruled the world
which it had renounced from the monastery and
through the Church. But it had, on the whole,
left the naturally spontaneous character of daily
life in the world untouched. Now it strode into
the market-place of life, slammed the door of

the monastery behind it, and undertook to penetrate
just that daily routine of life with its methodi-
calness, to fashion it into a life gn the world,
but neither of nor for this world.3

321pid., pp. 118-119.

33
34

Ibid., pp. 120-121.

Ibid., pp. 122-153.

351pid., p. 154.
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In the final chapter entitled, "Asceticism
and the Spirit of Capitalism”" the author traces what
he considered to be the results of the Puritan idea
of the calling in the business world--especially as
they are seen in the writings of Richard Baxter, one
of the most famous of the late English Puritan fathers.
Weber argues that while Baxter and the English Puritans
often spoke against money and wealth, and their great
danger and temptations, they did so only because their
enjoyment lead to idleness and the temptations of the
flesh. Rest and relaxation for the saints are to
come in the next world, consequently, while man is
on earth, he must "do the works of him who sent him,
as long as it is yet day" in order that one be certain
of his state of grace. Leisure and enjoyment are to
be condemned because only activity brings glory to
God, thus, thé deadliest of sins is the waste of time.36
The upshot of this was that everyone was enjoined to
work hard in his calling, but the most important
thing here is that " . . . labour came to be considered
in itself the end of life, ordained as such by God. . . .

Unwillingness to work is symptomatic of the lack of grace."37

361pid., pp. 156-157.

371pid., p. 159.
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Even the wealthy should labor because everyone has a calling

prepared of God, and the rich as well as the poor should

38

labor in that calling. The point here is that while

unwillingness to work is an indication of the lack of
N
grace, a man's busy life in his calling is a proof of

39 -

his state of grace. "'God blesseth His trade' is a

stock remark about those good men who had successfully
followed the divine hints."4°

Weber stressed again and again the idea in this
chapter that English Puritan asceticism fought against
the spontaneous enjoyment of life and all it had to offer.
He suggested that this is probably best illustrated

in the struggle over the Book of Sports during the

reigns of James I and Charles I. Sport was accepted if
it served some rational purpose such as necessary re-
creation for physical efficiency, but if for the impul-
sive enjoyment of life, which leads away from work in
the calling, this was unacceptable. The same was

true with respect to the theatre. The rejection by the
English Puritans of all that appeared to be irrational

and superfluous is evident in their traditional uniformity

381pid., pp. 159-160.

391pid., p. 161.

40Ibid., p. 163.
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of dress, which Weber contended greatly aids the
capitalistic interest today in the standardization of
production.41
Under such a regime capital would have been
acquired, but the individual must not spend it unless
it brought glory to God. Man is only a trustee of the
goods and must give an account of every penny that is
entrusted to him. The idea of man's duty to his\\m‘
possessions was important because it promoted the
concept of thrift which was important for the accumu-
lation of capital. Not only was one to keep the wealt
undiminished for the glory of God, but there was the
need to increase it, in fact, the acquisition of goods

42 This fruit of labor in a

43

was directly willed by God.
calling was a sign of God's blessing. "And even more
important: the religious valuation of restless, con-
tinuous, 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

4l1pid., pp. 166-169.

421pid4., pp. 170-171.

431pid., p. 172.



iy for the
i ve have

In con
wept of the
Lition, and
Lishut as
 xdern capit
wnenie syster
& ."45

An att
8 Wt g
ieher tne,
Hdig study
* Tatings
: “uld Seen
Fedency ¢
capity
g are
it:é:xgt wlll
S spiy

i .‘~37.0Lm Cec

\

44
4s

< |-



18

lever for the expansion of that attitude toward life
which we have here called the spirit of capitalism."44
In conclusion, Weber, beginning with Luther's
concept of the calling, Calvin's doctrine of eternal
election, and Puritan worldly asceticism, felt that
it was but a short step to the theoretical bulwarking
of modern capitalism, which is an irrational, immoral,
economic system that binds modern society in an "iron
cage."45
An attempt has been made to sift Weber's
ideas until only the essence remains. Having reduced
the Weber thesis to its essentials, it is the purpose
of this study to investigate his theory in the light of
the writings of John Calvin and the English Puritans.
It would seem that if Weber is correct, one should see
a tendency to turn toward what might be described as
proto-capitalism. As the works of Calvin and the English
Puritans are studied in the following chapters, an
attempt will be made to find evidence that the so-

called spirit of capitalism is or is not becoming

a proncunced concept or attitude in their writings.

441pia.

451pid., p. 181.
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To be more specific, this writer will be looking for
evidence of the following:

l. Emphasis on thrift and admonitions to save
all that one can.

2. Teachings that foster the idea that acquisi-
tion of goods is willed of God.

3. Strictures for everyone to work as hard as
possible in his calling.

4. Evidence that unwillingness to work was
symptomatic of the lack of grace.

5. Concern over whether one was of the elect
or not.

6. Evidence that the English Puritans equated
election with success in their calling.

7. Stress on making money as the surest and
most evident proof of rebirth and genuine
faith,

8. Admonition not to spend money except for the
glory of God.

9. Commands to gain wealth for the glory of God.

10. Accent on the idea that the earning of money
was an expression of virtue.

11. Aspirations to make money as an end in itself
to which people are bound as a calling.

12. Indications that labor became an end in itself
among the English Puritans.

13. Great concern for one's duty to earn more and
more money without enjoyment of it. There is
only the irrational sense of having done the
job well.

14. Undue stress on asceticism and condemnation
of luxury.

Of all these probably numbers three, six, seven, eleven,

twelve, thirteen and fourteen are the most important.
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CHAPTER II
THE GREAT DEBATE

This is the reward I look for, that my labours
may but receive an allowance suspended until
such time as this description of mine be re-
proved by a better.

Sir Walter Raliegh,
History of the World (1614)

Once Weber had set forth his theories, scholars
were quick to respond in order to provide what they
considered a better description of the problem. 1In
1909 a German writer, Felix Rachfahl, directed a series
of critical articles at the Weber thesis by arguing
that the so-called spirit of capitalism was older than
the " . . . ascetic directions of the Reformation."1
He also contended that the rational character of the
Protestant ethic in its highest forms of Christian
asceticism, which is a vital factor in the development

of the spirit of capitalism and which is associated with

Calvinism by Weber, already existed during the Middle Ages.z

1Felix Rachfahl, "Kalvinismus und Kapitalismus,"
Internationale Wochenschrift fir Wissenschaft, Kunst
und Technik, III, No. 42 (Oktober, 1909), 1322.

2

Ibid., No. 40 (Oktober, 1909), 1262.

20
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"In principle this rational character was evident
in the Benedictine movement, much more with the
Cluniacs and Cistercians, and finally most decidedly
with the Jesuits.”3 At one point Rachfahl had serious
doubts as to the existence of any relationship be-
tween religious ideals and economic activity. The
factors that fostered the growth of capitalism were
completely separate from religious incentives. These
factors were derived from such motives " . . . as the
desire for honor, power, for service to one's neighbor,
for the unity of the nation and for the national wel-
fare."4 In spite of his criticism of Weber, Rachfahl
in the end maintained that " . . . there can be no
doubt that a close connection existed between Cal-
vinism and Capitalism."5 However, the breech was made,
and many took up the task of "reproving" Weber, and
Rachfahl's points of contention were to find their
way into the writings of other critics.

In 1911, two years after Rachfahl's first

article, Ernst Troeltsch published his monumental work,

3Ibid.

41bid., p. 1252.

>Ibid., p. 1265.
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Die Soziallehren der Christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen.

It appeared in an English translation in 1931 by Olive

Wyon as The Social Teachings of the Christian Churches.

Troeltsch devotes a relatively small portion of his
two-volume study to the economic ethics of Calvinism
and its relation to capitalism--only some nine pages.
This is a somewhat striking feature about the work
since it assumes that Calvinism had such a great
impact on the growth of capitalism. It is evident
from this study that Troeltsch endorsed Weber's
hypothesis that there was a relationship between the
development of capitalism and Protestantism. This
sympathy for Weber is well illustrated by the following
statement about Calvinist doctrines:

The exhortation to continual industry in labour,
combined with the limitation of consumption and

of luxury, produced a tendency to pile up capital,
which for its part--in the necessity of its fur-
ther utilization in work and not in enjoyment--
necessitated an ever-increasing turnover. The
duty of labour, coupled with the ban on luxury,
worked out "economically as the impulse to save",
and the impulse to save had the effect of building
up capital. To what extent these developments
took place everywhere is a separate question.

Upon the whole, however, this result belonged to
the very nature of the case, and it is the general
opinion that this is what actually took place6
among the most important Calvinistic peoples.

6Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the
Christian Churches, trans. Olive Wyon (2 vols.;
New York, 1931), II, 644-645.
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Later, he states:

The Protestant ethic of the "calling", with its
Calvinistic assimilation of the Capitalist system,
with its severity and its control of the labour
rendered as a sign of the assurance of election,
made service in one's "calling", the systematic
exercise of one's energies, into a service both
necessary in itself and appointed by God, in
which profit is regarded as the sign of the
Divine approval. This conception of the "calling"
and of labour, with its taboo on idleness of
every kind, with its utilization of every chance
of gain, and its confidence in the blessing of
God, now, however, to a great extent approached
the commercial professions and the business of
making money. It laid the foundation of a world
of specialized labour, which taught men to work
for work's sake, and in so doing it produced our
present-day bourgeois way of life, the fundamental
psychological principles which gave it birth,
which, however, it was not bound to perpetuate
once this way of life had_become the constitu-
tion of the modern world.’

In spite of the support that Troeltsch's writings

gave to the author of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit

of Capitalism, the Weber thesis was to receive another
blow from an unexpected source. In a book entitled

Die Juden und das Wirtschaftsleben, published in 1911,

and translated into English as The Jews and Modern

Capitalism, Werner Sombart asserted that the growth of

capitalistic point of view in both the outer structure

of the economic life of our day and the principles

71bid., pp. 645-646.
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urnderlying the economic life or the spirit of modern
capitalism can be traced to Jewish origins.8 This
point of emphasis is later restated even more strongly
in the following way:
The Jewish outlook was the "modern" outlook;
the Jew was actuated in his economic activities
in the same way as the modern man. Look through
the catalogue of "sins" laid at the door of the
Jews in the 17th and 18th centuries, and you will
find nothing in it that the trader of today does
not regard as right and proper, nothing that is
not taken as a matter of course in every business.
S ombart found the source of the modern capitalistic
Outlook of the Jews in their religious teachings. "I
Tt hink that the Jewish religion has the same leading
i deas as Capitalism. I see the same spirit in the one
Qs in the other.":Lo
Although Weber reacted strongly to the above
WwWork, Sombart published in 1913 another book, Der

Bourgeois, that again took up the problem of the spirit

Of Capitalism. This study was translated into English in

1915 as The Quintessence of Capitalism. In The Quint-

©ssence of Capitalism, as in his second edition of

8Werner Sombart, The Jews and Modern Capitalism,
trxrans. M. Epstein (Glencoe, I11., 1951), p. 115.

9

Ibid., p. 153.

10:1pi4., p. 205.
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De X Moderne Kapitalismus (published in 1916), Sombart

axgued that the development of modern capitalism had
begun earlier than he had previously believed.ll The
spirit of capitalism first manifested itself in Italy.
** From the 13th century onward it extended over all
the trading republics of Lombardy; by the 14th century
i t was fully developed there; and throughout the Middle

Ages its intensive growth in Italy was unparalleled

nl2

in Europe. Of course, this lent support to Rach-

Fahl's attack on the ideas of Weber. Sombart agreed
wwith Weber with respect to the role of religion on
+the evolution of capitalism; however, he found the

e arliest Christian influence in the Roman Catholic
Church and not in Protestantism or Calvinism in
PParticular. In speaking about capitalism in the Middle
A ges, he stated: "There is no doubt that the popes and
their financial policies contributed much to the estab-
1 i shment of capitalism, and thus to the expansion of

the capitalist spirit."l3 He went further and asserted

l]'Werner: Sombart, The Quintessence of Capitalism:
A Study of the History and Psychology of the Modern
Business Man, trans. M. Epstein (London, 1915), p. 1ll.
Also see Sombart's article, "Capitalism" in the Encyclo-
paedia of the Social Sciences (15 vols.; New York, 1930-
) , 111, 195-208.

121pi4., p. 132.

131pia., p. 237.
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that, "What is of far greater significance . . . is

the influence exercised by the Catholic Church on the

capitalistic spirit by reason of its doctrines."14
Another of the earliest writers and most critical

o £ the Weber thesis was Lujo Brentano. 1In his rela-

+t i vely short book, Die anange des modernen Kapitalis-

mus, Brentano argued that capitalism existed in the
X talian towns long before the Reformation. To illus-
trxrate this point, he used considerable space consi-
Adering the importance of trade between the Italian
towns and North Africa during and after the Crusades.15
e found that the Fourth Crusade in particular dis-
— losed a veritable orgy of modern capitalism. When
< onsidering the problem of Puritanism and Capitalism,
B3 xentano concluded that, "The spirit of capitalism
axose with trade, whose essence is striving toward
the largest possible profit. Its [the spirit of
capitalism] expansion went hand in hand with the

development of trade."l6 Brentano did not find the

41pia., pp. 237-238.

15Lujo Brentano, Die Anfange des modernen
Kapi talismus (Munchen, 1916), p. 33.

16

Ibid., p. 154.
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impetus for the revival of trade in the teachings of
+he Catholic Church as Sombart, but in the develop-
ment and spread of Roman law, which had its inception
i n the stoic philosophy. He stressed the idea that
+the teachings of the Stoics and the activities of the
commercial world were contrary to the doctrines of
+the Church and consequently individuals were forced,
or at least willing to accept, the laws of men rather
than the laws of God.l7

By the time that R. H. Tawney published his

monumental work, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism

in 1926, it was apparent that the Weber controversy
had become somewhat of a free-for-all among scholars.
As the debate deepened and widened it seems there was
a host of sociologists, historians, theologians, and
economists who felt compelled for a variety of reasons
to defend or denounce the Weber thesis. Tawney became
a part of the host, and as a well-known economist
he would tend to present the point of view of the
econonmic historian.

Although Tawney accepted Weber's ideas with
respect to a causal relationship between the Reformation

and the development of capitalism, he rejected Weber's

171pida., pp. 154-157.
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w i evw that the teachings of Calvin and the Puritans
pl ayed a unique role in fostering the so-called spirit
o £ capitalism. This is apparent from his statement
that, "'The capitalist spirit' is as old as history,
and was not, as has sometimes been said, the offspring
of Puritanism."l8 In a preceding chapter he states:
If capitalism means the direction of industry
by the owners of capital for their own pecuniary
gain, and the social relationship which estab-
lished themselves between them and the wage-
earning proletariate whom they control, then
capitalism had existed on a grand scale both in
mediaeval Italy and in mediaeval Flanders. 1If
by the capitalist spirit is meant the temper
which is prepared to sacrifice all moral scruples
to the pursuit of profit, it had been only too
familigr to the saints and sages of the Middle
Ages.
"T"awney does stress the idea, however, that Puritanism
Aacted as a tonic for the capitalistic spirit that already
Ihad a vigorous temper, and that Calvinism became the
Adeciding factor in its development.20 Tawney dwells
at length on the doctrine of the "calling" as one of

the most, if not the most, important ingredients, that

18R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capital-
ism s A Historical Study (London, 1926), p. 226.

19

Ibid.' p. 84‘

201p34., p. 227.
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nurxtured the growth of modern capitalism.21 In
spite of the fact that he makes a striking comparison
o £ Luther as the arch conservative and Calvin as the
p rogressive who accepted the main institutions of a
commercial civilization,22 Tawney finds the birth
o £ modern capitalism in the economic revolution of

23

+the late Middle Ages and in the general political

and social conditions of the 16th and 17th centuries24
as well as in the Reformation as a whole.25

Not everyone was satisfied with Tawney's work.
XIn 1933 H. M. Robertson, Senior Lecturer in Economics
at the University of Cape Town, presented to the

wworld his criticism of Max Weber in a study entitled,

Aspects of the Rise of Economic Individualism. It

might be well to point out that Robertson's work
tended to complement Tawney's although he disagreed
in his conclusions.

Robertson introduced his remarks by stating

that it is not hard to understand why Weber's theories

2l1pid., p. 240.

221pid., p. 94.

231pid., pp. 66-79.

241pid., pp. 7-10.

251bid., pp. 278-280.
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we xe so widely adopted. Weber made the type of gener-
al ization that would have a popular appeal. Such
theories can also be made to form a convenient weapon
in religious controversy and in many cases have been

useful to the pro;:»agandist.26

"Many writers have taken
advantage of an unpopularity of capitalism in the
twentieth century to employ them in attacks on Cal-

< inism, or on other branches of religion."27

The
author approached the problem from a historical rather
than from a psychological or sociological perspective,
and it is obvious that he wished to show that the
s pirit of capitalism had arisen " . . . rather from the
material conditions of civilization than from some
xeligious impulse."28
In the first chapter Robertson struck at the
werxy heart of the controversy by attacking Weber's

and Tawney's concept of the "calling." He contended

that "Weber's case for asserting on philological

26H. M. Robertson, Aspects of the Rise of

Economic Individualism (New York, 1959), p. xi.
Hereafter cited as Robertson, Economic Individualism.

27

Ibid.

28Ibid., p. Xvi.
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gxounds, that Luther had introduced a novel
conception of the 'calling', bringing with it a new
i deal of worldly asceticism, is not established."29
'‘The doctrine of Work is as old as the Christian Church.
'This is evident from St. Paul's statement--"we command
you, that if any would not work, neither should he
eat." Robertson argued that the concept of a connec-
tion between daily, worldly service and service to
God was found throughout the teachings of the Roman

30

Catholic Church during the Middle Ages and in the

writings of the Jansenists and Jesuits in early modern
]3urope.3l He leveled additional criticism at Weber by
maintaining that all of the characteristics of the
capitalistic system and the "spirit of capitalism,"”

as defined by Weber, were present in Medieval Europe

1 ong before the Reformation.32 This is particularly
33

trxrue in Italy and Flanders. Robertson further
291pid., p. 4.
301piaq.
31

Ibid., pp. 28-30.

321pid., p. 35.

331pid., pp. 36-56.
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contended that if there was a change in attitude
towvward economic activity after the Reformation, it
Aid not occur until the end of the seventeenth

century, and the attitude spread among both the

P rotestants and Catholics.34 "It would appear that

+this is in itself enough to prove that the problem
has been viewed through the wrong end of the tele-
s cope--to show that the chief relation between the
xrise of the capitalistic spirit and the Protestant
Ethic is the reverse of what Weber has indicated."35
‘The ideals of the Protestants changed as the result
of the influence of a rising capitalistically-minded
middle class. This change reflected the changing
spirit of the age and took place among the Catholics
as well.36

Robertson explained away Weber's argument that
capitalism first appeared and developed more rapidly

in Protestant countries by emphasizing the influence

o f the geographical discoveries. The shift of the

341pi4., p. 31.
351pid., pp. 31-32.
36

Ibid.' p. 32.
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centers of world trade from the Mediterranean to

the North Atlantic, as a result of the work of the
early explorers, was a more potent cause of the
national economic inequalities than religious differ-
ences. The Catholic Iberian peninsula was by-passed
because of the trade-killing policy of the Spanish
crown which completely barred Spain and Portugal

37 Robertson de-

from any effective competition.
fended the view that it was the expansion of trade
in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans that was a prime
cause of the growth of economic individualism in
Western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. The emergence of economic individualism,
which made the spirit of capitalism a respectable
basis for the organization of economic effort,
rested upon the severely practical grounds of the
existence of forms of social organization favorable

38

to it. Thus, he concluded that, " . . . the spirit

of capitalism is not the creator but the creation of

the class of business men."39

371bida., pp. 168-169.

381pid., p. 177.

3971pia.
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Robertson's view that the Jesuits had a
strong impact upon economic theory elicited a strong,
almost furious, rebuttal from James Brodrick, a
Jesuit. Brodrick argued that Robertson's writings
presented a completely false view of the teachings
of the Jesuits, and that in spite of the fact that
Robertson set out to prove that the Jesuits fostered
the commercial spirit, there is first-hand evidence
that they were actually persecuted and threatened
with prison for their opposition to the spirit of
commerce.40 It was inconceivable in Brodrick's eyes
that the doctrines of the Jesuits could be mis-
construed in such a way as to be the prime mover in
capitalistic affairs in the Weber sense of the word.
He ends his rather heated criticism of Robertson on
the following note:

It is hard for a Catholic not to smile when he
finds Dr. Robertson (Aspects, p. 171) arguing
zealously against "any belief that Catholicism
spells stagnation" in matters of trade, or that
Holland's commercial greatness, either now or
of old, can "be ascribed to a rigid Calvinism,"

without giving Catholicism any share of the
credit. . . . As everybody knows, until quite

40,4, Brodrick, The Economic Morals of the
Jesuits: An Answer to Dr. H. M. Robertson (London,
1934), p. 1l4l.
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recently it used to be a favourite Protestant
objection against the Catholic Church that the
countries under her influence had the poorest
trade returns. But, of course, Laissez faire
and capitalism were in hoRYur then, whereas now
their glory has departed.

Amintore Fanfani, an Italian economist and
politician, produced a learned and lucid study in 1933

under the title, Cattolicismo e protestantismo

nella formazione storica del capitalismo. This was

translated in 1935 into English as, Catholicism,

Protestantism, and Capitalism. In Fanfani's view

Catholic social ethics are always antithetical to
those of capitalism.42 On the whole the moral teach-
ings of Protestantism also maintain a constantly
critical attitude toward capitalism.43 He does not
agree with Weber that Protestantism promoted the
evolution of capitalism by introducing into the world
the idea of vocation, by which each individual is
bound to devote all of his energies to a particular

field of work as an exercise of ascetic virtue.

411pid., pp. 152-153.
42Amintore Fanfani, Catholicism, Protestantism,
and Capitalism (New York, 1955), p. 151.

43

Ibid., p. 196.
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Furthermore, the Weber thesis is unacceptable in

that it does not admit that the capitalist spirit

existed before the Protestant Reformation.44 Fan-

fani supported Robertson's contention that the geo-

graphical discoveries were of great significance in

45

the advancement of capitalism. Fanfani approached

the problem from a somewhat different perspective than
earlier writers when he contended that, "The absolute
state encouraged the early expansion of capitalism."46
While Brodrick and Fanfani felt that Robertson
had misinterpreted and misconstrued the teaching of
the Catholic Church, Winthrop Hudson, Professor of
Church History at the Colgate-Rochester Divinity
School, considered Weber's characterization of Cal-

47

vinism as over-simplified and Tawney's over-all

impression of the nature and character of the Puritan

48

movement misleading. Hudson also regarded Tawney's

4415id4., pp. 200-201. See also p. 160.

451pid., p. 172.

461pid., p. 105.

47Winthrop Hudson, "Puritanism and the Spirit of
Capitalism," Church History, XVIII (March, 1949), 3.
Hereafter cited as Hudson, "Spirit of Capitalism." See
also W. Hudson, "The Weber Thesis Reexamined," Church
History, XXX (March, 1961), 88-99.

48

Hudson, "Spirit of Capitalism," p. 3.
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interpretation of Puritan writings as distorted.49

The misleading impressions and distorted views of
Tawney are more dangerous than the ideas of Weber
because they are very subtle, and his well-known

50 Hudson was

work on the whole is quite sound.

particularly troubled over the way in which Tawney

used the writings of Puritans to underpin his suppo-

sitions. To illustrate this point Mr. Hudson argued

that Weber and Tawney were able to use effectively

only one statement from the writings of Baxter to

support their thesis that Puritanism sanctified the

pursuit of riches, and this led to the obliteration

of ethical values in economic life. Even in that one

statement the concept of the calling is distorted

because it is isolated from its context. Tawney even

ignored the qualifications within the quotation itself.Sl
Hudson's precursory criticism of Weber's thesis

because of its oversimplification was complemented by

Henri Sée, a French economic historian. He states it

thus:

Here now is another kind of objection which has
been developed with much skill by R. Tawney in

491pid., p. 11.

301pig., p. 3.

Slipid., p. 11.
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his recent and very interesting work, Religion
and the Rise of Capitalism (London, 1926). The
objection 1s that Max Weber too often considered
the Puritan movement as a wholesale; although,
it is very complex and does not cease to modify
itself in the course of time,>2

The Puritans, Sée maintained, had a following in all
classes of society including the small masters, who
were still very numerous in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, and for whom the organization of
work did not differ from that of the Middle Ages.
Sée argued that the Puritans also recruited many
followers among the country yeomen who formed the
great part of Cromwell's armies. In the left wing of
the Puritan movement in the seventeenth century, during
the Revolution, were the radical democrats, the Levellers,
who vigorously protested against the exploitation of
the people.53 Weber not only oversimplified his charact-
erization of Puritanism, but this is also true with
regard to his concept of the spirit of capitalism as

54

well as the capitalistic system as a whole. Sée

opposed Weber's ideas, but he seemed to be greatly

5ZHenri Sée, "Dans quelle mesure puritans et
juifs ont-ils contributé aux progrés du capitalisme
moderne?," Revue Historique, CLV (May-Aofit, 1927), 62.

53

Ibid., p. 62.

>41bid., p. 63.
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impressed by Tawney's conclusions. This is parti-
cularly true with regard to Tawney's argument that
the spirit of capitalism was not a product of Puri-

35 "The

tanism, but that it had served as a tonic.
most fruitful sources of modern capitalism,™ according
to Sée, "without doubt, have been the great maritime
discoveries which began with the expeditions of the
Portuguese into the Indian Ocean."56
One of the most persistent and outspoken
critics of Weber and his followers is Albert Hyma,
a Reformation specialist, formerly of the University
of Michigan. In a number of articles and books Hyma

has vigorously assaulted the major contentions of the

author of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of

Capitalism mainly for historical reasons. In consider-

ing the economic ideas of John Calvin, Hyma introduced
his remarks by the following statement:

John Calvin, as is well known, differed from Luther
in that he was of Latin stock, belonged to the upper
class, spent much of his life in large and pros-
perous cities, and was twenty-six years younger.
This difference in heredity and environment is
commonly utilized as a well-nigh infallible

331pbid., p. 64.

56Henri Séa, Les origines du capitalisme moderne
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criterion for establishing a definite line of
demarcation between the two reformers. Luther
the "peasant" could not help but be reactionary
and opposed to capitalism, while Calvin the 57
Bourgeois was friendly to the modern spirit.

After presenting key passages from the economic
writings of Calvin, Hyma arrived at the conclusion
that Calvin made no remarks which did not remind him
forcibly of Luther's pronouncements. Hyma advocated
the idea that if all of the Bible commentaries of
Calvin had come down to us without the name of the
author having been attached to them, and if we had
not been informed repeatedly by so-called theology
and economic experts that Calvin made great strides
in advance of Luther, it would have seemed natural
to guess that Luther had much to do with their author-

58 Hyma would argue that Luther's pronouncements

ship.
on economic matters were very similar to Calvin's, and
that the German monk was much more interested in

economic questions than the leader of the Genevans.

He illustrated this by referring to Luther's address

to the magistrates of Danzig in 1525 and to his commentary

59

on the gospel of Matthew. This is not to say that

57Albert Hyma, Renaissance to Reformation

58

Ibid., p. 451.

>91bid., pp. 451-452.
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Luther was more favorable to the spirit of modern
capitalism than Calvin, but that Calvin was more
conservative in his economic ideas than is generally
considered. Hyma further contended that " . . . capi-
talism is the enemy of Calvinism, for Calvin and his
devoted followers were aware of the tenor of Christ's
urgent exhortation to concentrate their chief atten-

60

tion upon the things of the spirit." In an article

in The Journal of Modern History Hyma accused Weber

of having misunderstood Calvin's doctrine of predes-
tination and of using naive reasoning with respect to

61 He further main-

several theological questions.
tained that the Church of the Middle Ages was respon-
sible for a number of theories and practices which,
according to many Protestants of our day, were developed
by the Protestants, " . . . such as the emphasis upon
doing one's daily tasks with scrupulous care, [which

was supposed to have come from Calvin's doctrine of

predestination] the dignity and worth of commerce

60Albert Hyma, Christianity, Capitalism and
Communism (Ann Arbor, 1936), p. 84.

61Albert Hyma, "Calvinism and Capitalism In
The Netherlands," The Journal of Modern History,
X (Sept., 1938), 323,
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and industry, as well as the necessity of acquiring a
comfortable income."62

It is of considerable interest, as one reads,
to note and speculate upon the influence of Weber's
thesis upon the work of scholars. An excellent example
of this influence can be detected in the writings of

Archdeacon W. Cunningham of England. In his book,

An Essay On Western Civilization in Its Economic

Aspects, published in 1900, four years before Weber's
well-known work, Cunningham fostered the idea that
the conditions for what he called the "intervention
of capitalism" were increasing secularization and

63 These conditions

the rise of the nation state.
were established in the fourteenth, fifteenth, and
sixteenth centuries. The influence of Calvinism is
not even considered. The point is that the develop-
ment of capitalism took place apart from the influence
of the Reformation.

In 1914 Cunningham published another book,

Christianity and Economic Science, in which he

621pid., pp. 336-337.

63W. Cunningham, An Essay On Western Civilization
in Its Economic Aspects (London, 1900), pp. 138-164.
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reconsidered the reasons for the rise of capitalism.

By this time he had come under the influence of Max
Weber and his disciples. In his work of 1900 Arch-
deacon Cunningham stressed the idea that the disrup-
tion of Christianity was well underway long before

the Reformation and that the hostile forces of secu-
larism and nationalism had undermined clerical authority

64 In 1914 it was the Reformation that

in Christendom.
had caused Europeans to throw off papal allegiance

and had caused them to reject the authority by which
Christian morals had been enforced at active centers

of economic life. It was Luther and Calvin that paved
the way for a thorough-going individualism in both
Church and state, which was a prime factor in the
evolution of the spirit of capitalism.65 It was
Calvinism in particular that permitted free play to

the commercial spirit. "The attitude of Calvinism to
commercial life was ultimately due to the deliberate
acceptance of the 0ld Testament as the rule for conduct

in a Christian society; but the connection was strengthened

by the conditions of the community in which Calvinism was
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