
American Culture: The Protestant Work Ethic and the Decline of Worldly Asceticism -- Implications for Future Economic Growth.

This paper will discuss the Protestant work ethic as it relates to the American culture. Specifically, the work ethic will be defined, as will its philosophical underpinning of “Worldly Asceticism”. The relationship these two ideas have with each other and economic growth will be described, and the consequences of the decline of these ideas on future economic growth will be postulated.

The term “Protestant ethic” or “Protestant work ethic” was first used by Max Weber, a German sociologist and political economist. Weber insisted on scientific and scholarly objectivity when studying human motivations and because of this he profoundly influenced the development of the study of sociology. One of his interests was in the genesis of Capitalism. He theorized it arose a set of Calvinistic religious beliefs which, springing from Determinism (the belief that one’s salvation is pre-determined by God and is out of one’s control), gave rise to belief in hard work and frugal, simple living while being involved in worldly affairs.

Weber used the term “Protestant Ethic” to refer to an important factor in the economic success of Protestant groups in the early stages of European capitalism. The Protestant Ethic (specifically Calvinistic rather than Lutheran) was strenuously pursued because it was believed that worldly success was a sign of election (i.e., salvation through Christ). The hallmarks of this ethic are an antipathy to the worship of the flesh, an emphasis on the religious duty to make fruitful use of the God-given resources at each individual's disposal, and a systematic orderly lifestyle. All these were regarded by Weber as economically significant aspects of the ethic. America, with its deeply puritanical (and thus Protestant) roots, and its strong tendency toward capitalism, quickly adopted the Protestant (work) Ethic as its own. 

The Calvinistic definition of asceticism is important to this discussion. In general religious terms, asceticism refers to withdrawing from the world to lead a life contemplating life’s mysteries, especially God. In Catholic tradition, for example, this would involve joining a monastery or a nuns’ cloister. Put simply, this type of asceticism was to be neither in the world nor of it. But Calvinistic tradition was wholly different. Calvinism’s ideal was to be in the world and not of it. That is, to be unworldly while being in the world; instead of withdrawing, to participate in the heart of practical, everyday activity. Summarizing, to withdraw (into monasteries, for example) is an other-worldly asceticism; to participate in the world but to be different from the world is a this-worldly asceticism. Weber’s idea of Calvinistic asceticism, then, is a “this-worldly” asceticism which is active, participatory, practical, distinct and aggressive. To use another biblical phrase, “To be as wise as serpents, but as innocent as doves”; i.e., to know what the world is capable of (wisdom), but to not be guilty of those things oneself (innocence).

