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In fact, the summum bonum [greatest good] of this ethic, the earning of more and
more money, combined with the strict avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment of life, is
above all completely devoid of any eudaemonistic, not to say hedonistic, admixture. It is
thought of so purely as an end in itself, that from the point of view of the happiness of, or
utility to, the single individual, it appears entirely transcendental and absolutely irrational.
Man is dominated by the making of money, by acquisition as the ultimate purpose of his
life. Economic acquisition is no longer subordinated to man as the means for the
satisfaction of his material needs. This reversal of what we should call the natural
relationship, so irrational from a naive point of view, is evidently as definitely a leading
principle of capitalism as it is foreign to all peoples not under capitalistic influence.

The capitalistic economy of the present day is an immense cosmos into which the
individual is born, and which presents itself to him, at least as an individual, as an
unalterable order of things in which he must live. It forces the individual, in so far as he is
involved in the system of market relationships, to conform to capitalistic rules of action.
The manufacturer who in the long run acts counter to these norms, will just as inevitably
be eliminated from the economic scene as the worker who cannot or will not adapt
himself to them will be thrown into the streets without a job.
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One of the fundamental elements of the spirit of modern capitalism, and not only
of that but of all modern culture: rational conduct on the basis of the idea of the calling,
was born . . . from the spirit of Christian asceticism. . . . the essential elements of the
attitude which was there called the spirit of capitalism are the same as what we have just
shown to be the content of the Puritan worldly asceticism . . . . The Puritan wanted to
work in a 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 to-day
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.

Since asceticism undertook to remodel the world and to work out its ideals in the
world, material goods have gained an increasing and finally an inexorable power over the
lives of men as at no previous period in history. To-day the spirit of religious
asceticism—whether finally, who knows?—has escaped from the cage. But victorious
capitalism, since it rests on mechanical foundations, needs its support no longer. The rosy
blush of its laughing heir, the Enlightenment, seems also to be irretrievably fading, and



the idea of duty in one’s calling prowls about in our lives like the ghost of dead religious
beliefs. Where the fulfilment of the calling cannot directly be related to the highest
spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, it need not be felt simply as
economic compulsion, the individual generally abandons the attempt to justify it at all. In
the field of its highest development, in the United States, the pursuit of wealth, stripped
of its religious and ethical meaning, tends to become associated with purely mundane
passions, which often actually give it the character of sport.
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