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Relationship between Religion and Capitalism
Max Weber’s “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism” present controversial arguments on the relationship between religion and capitalism. The core of Weber’s arguments on the two concepts is based on the acquisition of wealth, investment, saving, values about work, the power of ideas and the emergence of ascetic Protestantism which were all imperative to modern capitalism (Weber, 2016). Protestantism entirely redefined the concepts of working and saving. Thus, diligence was perceived to be noble and dignified whereas material acquisition signified salvation. This meant that giving away wealth indicated true religion. Consequently, individuals who adhered to protestant ways engaged in new behaviors that eventually contributed to the emergence of the industrial revolution which was crucial to economic development.
Weber suggests that most of the skilled workers and business leaders were Protestants other than Catholics. This is attributed to the protestant’s level of education as compared to the Catholics. Furthermore, the Protestants were more focused when it came to attaining wealth as compared to the Catholics. This means that their motivation came from the need for wealth creation other than making profits. An ethic that linked moral righteousness to the making of money also contributed to the emergence of modern capitalism (Weber, 2016). Weber adds that wealth creation not only increased productivity but also enhanced the effective use of resources.
In the attempt to explore the relationship that exists between religion and capitalism, Weber also studies the relationship between economics and non-Christian faiths. Hinduism is one of the non-Christian religions that Weber suggests would hinder capitalism since individuals practicing this religion did not have professional liberty. Moreover, this can be explained by the spiritual ethic of Hinduism that transcends the world which was in contrast to the Protestantism ethic of observing the religious morals but also living in the world entirely which enabled them to create wealth. This aspect gave protestant believers a tremendous economic advantage since their beliefs allowed to be holy through one’s work hence transforming the capitalism from solely being an economic organization to a way of life infused with God.
Even though Protestantism gives the concept of wealth creation a religious character, it does not provide a satisfactory explanation on how to pursue profit. However, Calvinism, which is part of Protestantism offers a detailed description of this. In Calvinism, the belief is that God determines who is saved. Their beliefs are what makes them value success as they perceive it to be God’s favor. Weber adds that other religious groups such as Methodism had similar beliefs to those of Calvinists but only to a small extent. These beliefs contributed to the emergence of modern capitalism which deemed the Protestant values in regards to capitalism unnecessary.
While it is evident that Protestantism as a religion influenced modern capitalism, Weber argues that it was merely a contributing factor. When analyzing the relationship between religion and capitalism, it is evident that religion shapes an individual's traits. These traits in one way or the other play a vital role in wealth creation. However, it is worth noting that a particular religion does not primarily influence these traits. Also, the correlation between religion and capitalism is not necessarily a cause and effect relationship since the economic development factors are dynamic hence they change over time.
From Weber’s arguments, we can deduce that indeed that there was a correlation between economic growth and Protestantism in the first half of the 20th century. With time, the influence of religion on capitalism gradually changed. However, the implications of some of Weber’s arguments presented in his book are perceived to influence economic developments in today’s society.
Implications of Weber’s Arguments in Economic Development in the 21st Century.
The arguments presented by Weber enables readers to understand the implication that religion may have on the economic development. In his book, he mentions that Protestantism influenced the industrial revolution which eventually contributed to economic development in the early 20th century. These concepts are still applicable till today as they affect economic growth in most countries. Notably, religious beliefs or religious participation still influence economic development in the 21st century. Weber’s arguments dictate that religious beliefs enhance an individual’s productivity by fostering traits such as work ethic and honesty. This is observed in many African countries. The religious beliefs in most of these countries contribute to the economic development as most individuals value religion. Also, some of the best-performing companies in these countries are faith-based organizations indicating that indeed religion is an essential aspect of economic development. Furthermore, Jong (2008) church attendance is a way of establishing social networks which is a way of building networks that could be used for economic activities.
Conversely, it may be argued that religious beliefs impact on the economic development of a country. This argument is based on the fact that religious beliefs increase church attendance which reduces the time that individuals would utilize to enhance economic growth. Religion may also influence financial regulations such as restrictions on insurance and credit. Therefore, spending too much time on religious activities affects the economic growth of a country. Countries such as Britain and Japan have religious beliefs, but they spend less time on the religious activities which are attributed to contributing to their economic growth.
Weber also suggests that the Protestants level of education also contributed to their leadership in business. Therefore, this is a clear indication that religious beliefs are compatible with an individual’s education. Furthermore, people with high level of education tend to be attracted to religious beliefs since they can neither be proved nor disapproved. It also goes without saying that education is a significant contributing factor to the economic development of a country.
Research indicates that religions such as Judaism tend to value education. This is based on the fact that the Jews are not permitted to own property hence they opt to invest in human capital. Lehrer, an economist whose research focuses on the relationship between religion and education, indicates that Jews tend to have high education levels than the Roman Catholics or the Conservative Protestants (Lehrer, 2004). For instance, in Israel where Judaism is prevalent, the economic growth can be attributed to the high levels of education as well as the religious beliefs of Judaism where they believe that human beings are meant to be work and be creative.
Weber’s arguments on the relationship between religion and capitalism have attracted a lot of attention of scholars. Most of the scholars believe that Protestant ethic should not be used to explain the cause of capitalism because it merely describes the correlation between the economic system and religion. However, since Weber’s publication on Protestantism and capitalism, the concepts have changed significantly. Today, the relationship seems to exist between Pentecostalism and economic development especially in countries in the African continent and Latin America (Berger, 2010).However, the fact remains that religious activities and beliefs influence the economic growth and development of a country.
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