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Max Weber’s understanding on education for social division of Labor in
‘the Protestant Ethic’ and its historical significance:
The principle of reciprocity and ‘common good’ of society

Kunio KAWAHARA
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Max Weber’s understanding on education for social division of Labor
in ‘the Protestant Ethic’ and its historical significance :
The principle of reciprocity and ‘common good’ of society

Kunio KAWAHARA
Keywords : common good, selection, care of soul, reciprocity, social division of labor

Max Weber argued in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1920) that the old ascetic
Protestantism played a key role in creating the entrepreneurial spirit of modern Western capitalism (ie :
Weber thesis). In the last pages, Weber sketched the worker of today, ‘he subordinates himself as an
obedient administer, or even an acquisitive machine’. However at the same place he commented, “Will
there be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals?’.

Previous Studies (Volkert Lehnhart, Jun’ichi Umezu), which quested for an educational moment in
The Protestant Ethic, tried to follow up the Weber thesis by dealing with the same objects of research. In
this paper, focusing on how Weber paid much attention to education and its historical development in
The Protestant Ethic itself, I aimed to clarify his understanding on educational consciousness in ascetic
Protestantism and its historical significance. The approach adopted is to probe into his notion that ‘the
belief that they were God’s chosen people saw in them a great renaissance’, and to compare his
understanding with descriptions on education in sociology in his own time.

According to Weber the educational ideas of Calvinism were described as follows :

1) A single individual, having feelings of unprecedented inner isolation, can prove himself as not the
‘vessel’ of the holy spirit but the ‘tool” of the absolutely transcendental being(God).

2) For that purpose each individual must devote himself to inner-worldly vocational labor as the
fulfillment of worldly duties, in which he could realize the moral well-being in his whole life.

3) Each individual should pay regard not only to himself by rational self-control but also to others by
social division of labor, which is characterized as the ‘common good’ of society.

In order to probe into Weber’s understanding in The Protestant Ethic, 1 compared it with his
description of education in Ancient Judaism. Both had some similarities at the point of 1) teaching of
selection, 2) ideal of neighborly love and 3) care of soul .

From the viewpoint of these aspects the education in ascetic Protestantism are featured as follows :
1) Though the doctrine of predestination on individual ‘selection’ seemed to fatal, it produced a self-
education which was oriented to ‘pragmatic’ effort for the reason that their belief must function as
hypothesis for vocational life.

2) Reciprocal aid through division of labor had been explained as the realization of ‘common good’ of
society. Through abstraction, reciprocity could succeed in being valued universally as an ‘impersonal’
idea, and at the same time demanded acknowledgement of the passage regarding ‘“stubble” in
Deuteronomy(24 : 19) which teaches the poor how to keep interdependency by personal relationships.

3) Each person’s ascetic lifestyle was oriented not to endure suffering but to keep autonomous self-
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control which demands a formal legality of lifestyle and could attain spiritual aristocracy.

Weber’s understanding was an answer to the question of how each individual becomes a member of
society adding to the ‘common good’ by social division of labor. Comparing it with notions on education
in sociology in his own times (Troeltcsh, Durkheim, Gimmel), it was revealed that Weber traced out the
endeavor of appropriate coordination between qualities of each individual and divided vocational tasks in
the history of ascetic Protestantism. Weber, pointing out that the coordination, rather than an economic
policy, had been a cultural and political policy and that there is a limit to the of concept of economic
‘selection’ through survival of the fittest, suggested the importance of educational thought toward another

possibility of ‘selection” from the ethical and political viewpoint.



