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Certainly the conference seemed quite crowded, with twenty-five scheduled papers. 

But there were still some important gaps in the program which somewhat diminished the 

general success of the conference. It was for instance a pity that the "Bielefeld school" of 

German social historians was so underrepresented. Had Wehler, Kocka, or some other 

member of this "school" participated, the proceedings might have been even more 

interesting and the debates even more lively. Also, the overemphasis on social historical 

specialization sometimes led to strange results. Thus local developments in places like 

Kulmbach received more attention than central political issues such as tax reform or the 

Agadir crisis in Imperial Germany, the debate on Germany's war guilt in the Weimar 

period, and the impact of economic disaster after 1929, all of which had profound 

influences on elections and mass politics at the time. Under such circumstances, an all too 

radical separation of social history from other areas of modern historiography, 

particularly political history, remains problematical. The conference in Toronto was 

sometimes a good example of that. 

But this is not meant to diminish the achievements of the conference, which provided 

an excellent picture of the latest trends in research on Germany's social history. 

 

Stig Förster. 

 

 

 

C. Max Weber's "The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism" Reconsidered. 

Washington, May 3–5, 1990. Conveners: Guenther Roth and Hartmut Lehmann. 

 

In the past decades, research on Max Weber's famous essay, The Protestant Ethic and 

the Spirit of Capitalism, has developed in three distinct directions. Historians of 17th 

century history, and especially those involved in the history of countries in which 

Calvinism had taken root, used Weber's thesis in order to clarify whether, and if so how, 

ascetic Protestantism had indeed initiated and advanced the growth of capitalism. While 

some of them found proof which supported Weber's thesis, others claimed that they could 

refute it. At the same time, Weber's essay, published in 1904/05, was taken as a milestone 

in Weber's intellectual development which seemed to reveal how he had gained a new 

level of scholarly competence while recovering from the illness which had forced him to 

give up lecturing at the University of Heidelberg before the turn of the century. 

Moreover, for biographers of Weber, his essay served to exemplify his theoretical 

remarks on the use of ideal types in writing 
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history and on the significance of religious versus economic factors in history. 

Sociologists of religion, finally, used Weber's thesis on the relationship of ascetic 

Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism in order to gain arguments for constructing 

universally applicable laws of development which in turn could be used to strengthen the 

work ethic, and thus capitalism, in developing countries. 

While the members of these three groups used the same text as a point of departure, 

in the past decades the way they interpreted the text, and some of their conclusions, 

drifted further and further apart. Moreover, for American scholars as compared to 

European students of Weber, as a result of the different history of Weber scholarship 

since 1920, his essay played a different role when they discussed its meaning and 

importance. Considering this, it seemed appropriate to assemble those Weber scholars 

who had occupied themselves particularly with the Protestant Ethic in recent years, in 

order to confront conflicting interpretations and probe the possibility of gaining common 

ground. With the generous financial assistance of the Fritz Thyssen Foundation, and with 

Guenther Roth (from Columbia University) and Hartmut Lehmann acting as conveners, a 

group of historians, sociologists, and historians of religion assembled in Washington 

from May 3–5,1990. 

The five papers of session I were devoted to an exploration of the "intellectual and 

cultural setting": Friedrich Wilhelm Graf (Augsburg) was able to show that many of the 

sources Weber had used, were not from the period 1880–1900 but from the 1830s–1850s; 

Hubert Treiber (Hannover) compared Nietzsche's notion of a monastery of the 

intellectual elite with Weber's ideal type of a sect; Thomas Nipperdey (Munich) analyzed 

Weber's place in the tradition of Kulturprotestantismus; Harvey S. Goldman (Columbia) 

explained relations between Weber's concept of the Protestant Ethic and 

Bildungsbürgertum; while Harry Liebersohn (Claremont) elaborated Weber's 

observations on national identity and national character. 

After a public lecture in which Hans Rollmann described various aspects of 

Troeltsch's and Weber's trip to America in 1904, the three papers of session II threw light 

on the differences between, and the development from, the First to the Second version of 

the Protestant Ethic. Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer (Munich) explored the role of Weber's 

thesis in his studies on the economic ethics of world religions; Klaus Lichtblau (Kassel) 

interpreted Weber's concept of a "new ethic"; while Hartmut Lehmann compared Weber's 

view on the rise of capitalism with those of Sombart. 

In session III, Philip Benedict (Brown) and James Henretta (Maryland) examined the 

role Weber's views had played in recent scholarship on European and colonial American 

Calvinism respectively, while Paul 
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Munch (Essen) discussed the way confessional prejudice had shaped research on the 

connection between Protestantism and economic progress. 

In session IV, the most outspoken of Weber's current critics, Malcolm MacKinnon 

(Toronto) defended his views in a discussion with Kaspar von Greyerz (Kiel), Guy Oakes 

(Monmouth), and David Zaret (Indiana). In session V, finally, Guenther Roth (Columbia) 

and Gianfranco Poggi (Stanford) explained how differently Weber's thesis had influenced 

German and American sociology and historiography. 

Of the various results of this scholarly enterprise, several deserve to be noted. Most 

speakers agreed that Weber's insights, his conceptualization of the historical meaning of 

the influence of the "Protestant Ethic" as well as his terminology were very much 

determined by the level of scholarship of his own time. In this sense, Weber's thesis is 

clearly "dated" and two generations after his death only of relative importance. At the 

same time many participants of the conference pointed out that Weber had articulated his 

thesis in a way which had stimulated research on the rise of capitalism in a most 

remarkable way and continued to do so, and that no one since him had had an influence 

on research which equalled his. While the conclusions drawn by historians and 

sociologists from reading this text of Weber may be different, the conference served to 

underline the lasting importance of his work. 

 

Hartmut Lehmann. 

 

 

D. "German Influences on Education in the United States to 1917". Madison, 

Wisconsin, September 12–15, 1990. Conveners: Jürgen Heideking and Jürgen Herbst. 

 

Throughout the last three decades, the history of education has undergone a 

renaissance that has placed it at the center of some of the most active scholarship in social 

and intellectual history. As particularly the late Lawrence Cremin has shown so 

magnificently in his massive three volume opus on American Education, the history of 

education is no longer restricted to the history of the school. On both sides of the 

Atlantic, educational historians have come to claim large areas such as childhood and 

adolescence, family and gender, science and popular entertainment as legitimate targets 

of exploration, and their studies have enriched the body of the existing historical 

literature.  

  


