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THE JOURNAL OF
POLITICAL ECONOMY

Volume 36 DECEMBER 1928 Number 6

“CAPITALISM” IN RECENT GERMAN LITERATURE:
SOMBART AND WEBER

NGLO-American economic thought, at least in its pre-
Adominant trend, is a child of the individualistic and ra-
tionalistic philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. One of the salient characteristics of this whole trend
of thought has been its rather abstract generality; its formulation
in terms implying, or at least not denying, universal applicability
wherever human economic life is lived. With the general atti-
tude thus assumed it has perforce tended to neglect the economic
problems connected with the growth and development of types
of economic society, and in particular with the working out of
the differences between, and the specific characteristics of, the
different cultural epochs.

There has been, however, another major strain in modern
thought, which has laid its main emphasis on this aspect of the
problems of society, and in particular of economic life. Its prin-
cipal, though by no means exclusive, field of influence has been
Germany, and its intellectual soil more than anything else the
romantic movement in its many different phases. It has been
pre-eminently occupied with the problems of history, and among
its most important accomplishments is the formulation of vari-
ous philosophies of history, in Germany notably those of Hegel
and Karl Marx. It forms the background of the theories which
this paper is to discuss.
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642 TALCOTT PARSONS

The more immediate background is formed by two main in-
fluences: first, the historical school in economics, with its attack
on orthodox theory, and, much more important, its emphasis on
the relativity of economic systems and epochs, and the necessity
of analyzing each on its own merits with a view to working out
its own particular characteristics rather than getting at general
economic laws. Secondly, Karl Marx and the discussion after
Marx in Germany of the problems of socialism.. And here two
main aspects are of importance: First, the economic interpreta-
tion of history, the problems connected with which play a major
part in the thought of Sombart and Weber. Secondly, Marx is
the special forerunner of the particular theory with which I am
here concerned: that of capitalism as a great epoch in social and
economic development.?

In both Sombart and Weber there are views of history which
are largely to be understood as answers to the questions raised
by the economic interpretation, and in each there is a further
development of the idea of capitalism as an epoch of history,
tinged with the views of Marx, but at the same time showing im-
portant divergences from him and from each other.

The purpose of this paper is not primarily to subject these
theories to a critical examination, but to put them before Ameri-
can readers in a more condensed and systematic form than that
in which they are available in German, and to project them onto
the background of their relations to the general development of
social thought. What there is of criticism will be largely inci-
dental to these main tasks.

In the works of Werner Sombart is to be found the first of
the two great theories of capitalism with which we have to deal.”

1This view of capitalism is, of course, to be sharply distinguished from the
“capitalistic” round-about process of Boehm-Bawerk. Boehm-Bawerk uses the
concept of capitalism entirely analytically and has, for the purposes of his
analysis, the theory of interest, no concern with the broader historical and cul-
tural problems with which Sombart and Weber deal.

*The first edition of Sambart’s great work, Der moderne Kapitalismus, ap-
peared in 19o2. It met much adverse criticism and in the years following he
undertook practically to rewrite the whole. Several special studies were pub-
lished from time to time (Der Bourgeios, 1913, Die Juden und das Wirtschafts-
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The aim of his work as he lays it down in the introduction to
the Modern Capitalism, is to present a systematic, genetic treat-
ment of the development of European and American economic
life as a whole. His view of economic science is, one may say,
historical, but at the same time theoretical. It is historical in
that he goes so far as to deny the existence of economic laws
transcending history, at any rate beyond what might be consid-
ered physical and technical conditions of economic activity (for
instance, physical diminishing returns). But aside from this
negative attitude to orthodox economic theory, which I do not
share, he sees the positive task of economic science in the his-
torical presentation and analysis of concrete economic systems
and modes of life.

In this sense he digs out and reduces to order an enormous
mass of historical material, filling for Modern Capitalism alone,
six large volumes. He is certainly not alone concerned or satis-
fied with working out an ideal type of capitalism which has for
him only abstract interest, but his theory is a means of illuminat-
ing and understanding the concrete historical development. But
he is not a “mere” historian. He is interested, not in working
out the particular circumstances of the economic history of any
single country for its own sake, but in presenting European
economic life as a whole, in its great common trend, and in get-
ting at the laws of its development, His aim is thus definitely
theoretical, and his work should be judged as a whole from that
point of view. The term “theory,” however, is here used in a dif-
ferent and more general sense than that common in economic
science, to mean, not merely a system of equilibrium, but any

leben, Krieg und Kapitalismus, Luxus und Kapitalismus) and in 1916-1% the
first two volumes of the new edition of the Kapitalismus appeared. They dealt
with the precapitalistic systems and the early capitalistic period, from the
breakdown of the Middle Ages to approximately the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. The third and last volume, dealing with “mature capitalism” (Hockkap-
italismus) down to the World War, appeared in two instalments, 1926-2%.
Other works of Sombart bearing on the problems of capitalism are Die deutsche
Volkswirtschaft im rgten Jahrhundert, Der proletarische Sozialismus (1924; 2
vols.), the article “Die prinzipielle Eigenart des modernen Kapitalismus,”
Grundriss der Sozialoekonomik, Vol. IV; and various articles in periodicals, espe-
cially the Archiv fuer Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik.
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consistent and unified system of concepts to be used in the analy-
sis of social phenomena.?

In conformity with this general view of economics stands the
leading concept of his work, that of the economic system. He de-
fines it as follows: ‘“Under this term I understand a peculiarly
ordered form of economic activity, a particular organization of
economic life within which a particular mental attitude predom-
inates and a particular technique is applied.”* This economic
system is to be constructed in the purity of an “ideal type’” to be
used for the analysis of concrete reality, and will be found to
correspond more or less closely to the historical facts. The em-
pirical equivalent of the economic system is for Sombart the
economic epoch, a period of time in history within which a par-
ticular economic system or form of economic life has predom-
inated.

Every economic system has, he maintains, three aspects: a
form of organization, a technique, and a mental attitude or
spirit.” Of these three, the side which he most strongly empha-
sizes is that of the spirit. In Sombart’s own words: “It is a
fundamental contention of this work that at different times dif-
ferent attitudes toward economic life have prevailed, and that it
is the spirit which has created a suitable form for itself and has
thus created economic organization.””® Each spirit is for him a
thoroughly unique phenomenon, occurring only once in history.
There is no line of development leading from spirit to spirit, and
thus from system to system, and each is, therefore, to be con-
sidered by and for itself.

He uses the conception of the spirit as the means to bring
order and unity into the historical material. It is one of the most

2See E. Salin, Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, 1927. It will be impossible to

present here any large proportion of Sombart’s particular historical interpreta-
tions. But they should be included in any complete view of his work.

* Kapitalismus, 1, 21-22.

®See second half of this article, to be published in February, 1929, for a
fuller discussion of the “ideal type.”

"The two German terms which Sombart uses are Wirtschaftsgesinnung
and Wirtschaftsgeist. Both are difficult to translate. I shall in general use
“spirit” and hope its exact meaning will become clear in the course of the dis-
cussion.

8 Kapitalismus, 1, 25.
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striking features of Sombart’s work that he is able to interpret a
whole epoch of history in such an illuminating and convincing
way in terms of one great leading idea. It gives a unity to his
presentation which marks a great advance over the entirely dis-
connected studies of historical facts presented by the historical
school proper. It does not give the impression that he is “phi-
losophizing” independently of the facts. On the contrary, he is
able to achieve an amazing degree of concreteness in his picture.

The emphasis on the spirit as the moving force of economic
and social development is that part of the theories with which
this paper deals, which is most distinctively German, and which
brings out most clearly the relations they bear to the main cur-
rents of European thought. At bottom it goes back to German
idealism and the conception there developed of the “life of the
spirit.” It may be said that Kant’s great synthesis saved this
whole line of thought from the inundation which threatened to
submerge it by reconciling it with mechanistic science. The syn-
thesis, however, was not without its difficulties; and since Kant
there has been a pendulum-like movement in German thought,
tending to exaggerate first one and then the other of the two
great elements of the compromise. In Hegel the pendulum
swung far over to the “spiritual” side; then with Feuerbach and
some of the young Hegelians it swung just as far the other way.
At this point began the application to the analysis of capitalism,
starting at the left, so to speak, with the historical materialism
of Marx.® It was in terms of the Marxian view that the problem
was presented to Sombart, and in a sense he represents the ex-
treme of the swing back again toward Hegel. There is, however,
the important difference that while retaining in essentials the
matter-spirit alternative, Sombart has discarded the peculiar
evolutionary form, the dialectic, in which the doctrine appeared

® There has been considerable controversy in the literature on historical ma-
terialism as to just what Marx and Engels meant by it. Some interpreters (for
instance B. Croce, Historical Materialism and the Economics of Karl Marx)
maintain that it is to be considered, not a theory of the forces in social evolution,
but rather an heuristic principle. Whether that be the correct interpretation of
Marx or not, the sense in which I am taking him has certainly had the greatest

influence on Sombart (see Der proletarische Sozialismus) and also on that aspect
of Weber in which I am primarily interested.
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in both Hegel and Marx (though in different senses), and has
substituted his own type of ‘“cultural morphology.” This he de-
rived from conceptions long existing in various forms of his-
torical thought, especially its more romantic aspects.

Sombart proceeds immediately to the application of his idea
of the spirit of economic life when he begins to lay the scene for
modern capitalism by sketching precapitalistic economy. He
distinguishes two precapitalistic systems in Europe: self-suf-
ficient economy (FEigenwirtschaft) and the handicraft system.
But for his purposes they are much the same and are treated as
such because in spirit they are almost identical. The principal
characteristic common to them is that economic life was regard-
ed purely as a means for the satisfaction of human needs. More-
over, these needs were neither unlimited nor fluctuating, but were
traditionally fixed for each person according to the social station
into which he was born. He was expected to receive the support
necessary for a given status (what Sombart calls the Bedarfs-
deckungsprinzip and sharply distinguishes from the principle of
unlimited acquisition or Erwerbsprinzip). With this traditional
character of precapitalistic economic life he contrasts the ration-
ality of capitalism.

Starting as he does from the postulate that economic systems
are separate and unique, Sombart is bound to make the most of
the differences between them and to minimize the elements of
continuity. It is thus the logical necessity of his whole viewpoint
which leads him to his well-known and highly controversial
thesis that medieval commerce was essentially a handicraft and
thus sharply distinguished from that of modern times.”® Eco-
nomic historians of liberal leanings would strongly disagree with
him, and there is a prima facie case for the accusation of at least
serious one-sidedness.™

Sombart’s most precise formulation of the essence of capital-
ism is as follows:

¥ Kapitalismus, 1, 279 ff.

' On Sombart’s own ground it seems somewhat incomprehensible that he
is able to speak of fwo precapitalistic systems, since the most characteristic

criterion of any system is the spirit, and in this case both are dominated by prac-
tically the same spirit.
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It is an economic system, as above defined, which is distinguished by
the following characteristics: (1) Form, organization. (a) It is a system
based upon private initiative and exchange; (b) there is a regular co-opera-
tion of two groups of the population, the owners of the means of production
and the propertyless workers, all of whom (¢) are brought into relation
through the market. (2) Spirit, mental attitude. It is dominated by the
principles of acquisition, of competition, and of economic rationality. (3)
The corresponding technique is the revolutionary technique of modern
times, emancipated from the limitations of the organic world.12

Each of these three aspects may now be dealt with in turn.
The basic units of the system are the capitalistic enterprises. In
function these are, in contrast to the medieval manor, almost
indefinitely varied, but in structure and manner of working they
show important similarities.

First of all there is division of labor within the enterprise,
especially as between the functions of ownership and manage-
ment on the one hand, and those of carryng out orders on the
other. This cleft forms the starting-point of the modern labor
movement and of modern socialism, phenomena which are pe-
culiar to the modern era and only to be understood in relation to
their capitalistic origin. Only in modern times has there been,
according to Sombart, an industrial proletariat as we know it,
although there have often been relatively propertyless classes.
Further in the course of development comes a more and more
complex subdivision of functions, particularly in the first set,
through progressive divorce of ownership from management.

Now the interconnection of all these independent units
through the market and the price mechanism has most important
consequences. All the qualitative differences of the most diverse
economic goods are reduced to a single common denominator,
money. This quantitative measure gives a means of comparison
of diverse goods on the one hand. On the other hand it gives an
objective purpose for all economic activity, which is primarily
the making of profit in terms of money, and only indirectly the
securing of the goods for which money can be exchanged. Thus
a wedge is driven between the “natural” end of economic action,
the satisfaction of needs, and the means to that satisfaction.

 “Prinzipielle Eigenart des mod. Kapitalismus,” Grundriss der Sozialoeko-
nomik, Vol. IV,
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Every capitalistic enterprise is forced by its very nature to pur-
sue a given end common to all enterprises, in the pursuit of which
there is no stopping-place.

From this viewpoint Sombart defines capital as “the sum of
exchange value which serves as the working basis of a capital-
istic enterprise.”** He thus gives it substantially the same mean-
ing which it has in accounting practice, and defines it in terms
of its function, and not as a category of goods. Secondly, he
makes it a historical concept which has no meaning apart from
the capitalistic system. It is Sombart’s solution of the difficulty
of bringing capital and capitalism into a satisfactory relation.
Its great merit is that it avoids the confusion which Weber brings
into his idea of capitalism as a historical epoch by basing his
concept on a general and abstract definition of capital.*® Thus it
appears that Sombart sees capitalism as an objective system the
end of which comes to be the acquisition of profit. It is the com-
pulsion on the individual business man to seek this end which
Sombart, following Marx, calls the “necessity of capital to repro-
duce itself” (Verwertungsstreben des Kapitals).

The existence of such an objective and acquisitive system is
the dominant fact which Sombart wishes to explain in terms of his
theory of the spirit of capitalism, in accordance with his general
position regarding the relation of spirit and form of organization.
This is not to be taken to mean that Sombart’s theory is depend-
ent upon any particular psychology. Both Sombart and Weber
would strongly repudiate that suggestion. In the first place they
are interested in the action of the individual as a¢ wkole and hold
that any further analysis of him lies beyond the province of
social science. The whole individual is the “atom” from which
they start. Secondly, they are interested in the differences be-
tween mental attitudes at different times and places, not in the

* Kapitalismus, 111, 129.

®See below, with reference to Weber. That Sombart’s way of looking at
capital is not necessarily to be considered as inconsistent with a general analytical
system of economic theory is attested by the case of Schumpeter (Theorie der
wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung, 2d ed., Munich, 1926), whose view in this regard
is very similar to that of Sombart. Yet Schumpeter is one of the staunchest
supporters of those claims of economic theory which Sombart denies.
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universal elements which form the subject matter of psychology.
That is the essence of the historical nature of their work. In this
respect there is an important difference between them and the
American “institutional” economists. The results of psychology,
say Sombart and Weber, may be useful to supplement the econo-
mist’s knowledge, but psychology is no part of the proper study
of economics or sociology, and its relevance to their problems is
on essentially the same plane as that of the other non-social
sciences which supply data to economics.

The spirit of the entrepreneur or the capitalistic spirit is in
Sombart’s view made up of two main components: the bour-
geois'® spirit and the spirit of enterprise. The spirit of enterprise
is a general phenomenon, by no means peculiar to capitalism, but
common to most phases of the social world which came into be-
ing with the Renaissance. It is the same spirit that created the
modern state, the new religion, science and technique. It is a
spirit of worldly character, restless, roving, and adventurous. It
finds an especially favorable field of action in capitalistic ac-
quisition. The endlessness of competitive activity in a race with-
out a fixed goal is well suited to its striving toward infinite aims
(Unendlichkeitsstreben). Capital is used as an instrument of
conquest and domination.

The principles of the spirit of enterprise are two: that of
acquisition and that of competition. In the pursuit of gain all the
many motives of the many different types of men are objectified,
are made to express themselves-in one set of terms, the pecuniary
success of the enterprise, quite oblivious whether the original
motive might be desire for power, mere venality, the love of ac-
tivity for its own sake, or what not. The making of profit be-
comes an end which dominates the whole system.

The acquisitive principle is strengthened in its effect by that
of competition. This it is which makes gain a measure of suc-
cess, and because of it acquisition comes to be without limit. It
occurs in two ways: negatively, in that acquisition loses all rela-

% Sombart himself uses the French word bourgeois to designate the whole
capitalistic man, not one aspect of him. For the single rational aspect he uses the

German Biirger. It seems best, however, since there is no proper English equiva-
lent of the latter, to translate Biirger by bourgeois, ignoring Sombart’s distinction.
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tion to the personal needs of the entrepreneur; positively, in that
not acquisition alone is the aim but acquisition in competition
with others. Therein lies the dynamic force of capitalism in in-
creasing the intensity of economic life. As a result acquisition
finally becomes generalized so that the whole world is seen from
the point of view of business interests; nature and other men are
looked upon as means of production. Economic activity, which
is originally purely a means to an end, becomes an absolute end
in itself, the expression of a religion."”

Organically bound up with the spirit of enterprise is the
other main component of the capitalistic spirit, the bourgeois
spirit. Its leading principle is that of rationality. Its task is to
make life systematic, disciplined, secure; to subject the plans of
the entrepreneur to careful scrutiny and meticulous calculations
of profit and loss. It appears largely in the form of a business
ethics whose typical virtues are reliability, temperance, fru-
gality, industry, thrift.

It can easily be seen in what relation the two components of
the capitalistic spirit stand to each other. The creative impulse
is without question to be attributed to the spirit of enterprise. It
is responsible for the destruction of the old order and for the
creation of the new. On the other hand, the bourgeois spirit has
created the framework within which the spirit of enterprise has
been able to develop itself. Rationality is a necessary condition
of the development of modern large-scale industry.

There is, however, for Sombart a process of development
within the capitalistic spirit. The earlier period is one of the pre-
dominance of the spirit of enterprise, with on the whole a de-
fective development of rationality. Later, on the other hand, the
bourgeois spirit gains the upper hand, and the spirit of enter-
prise, while it does not disappear, is so to speak tamed and
brought into the service of the rational pursuit of purely capital-
istic aims. Thus the spirit of enterprise becomes objectified and
harnessed to the capitalistic system; it becomes divorced from

“For this viewpoint see T. N. Carver, The Religion Worth Having. For

Sombart’s explanation, “Die prinzipielle Eigenart, etc.,” Grundriss der Sozialoeko-
nomik.
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the pursuit of personal aims and comes to serve an entirely ab-
stract one.

Finally, however, the same fate befalls the bourgeois spirit
also. While capitalism takes on more and more bourgeois char-
acteristics, the entrepreneurs as such need not do so. On the con-
trary, the bourgeois virtues are transferred from the person of
the entrepreneur to the enterprise. It becomes industrious and
thrifty; it possesses the necessary solidity to enjoy good credit,
quite independently of the possession of such qualities by the in-
dividual entrepreneur. Even saving tends to become divorced
from the will of the individual and to be carried on by the enter-
prise. This is what he calls the process of “objectification” of the
capitalistic spirit. A

Thus Sombart sees at the end of capitalistic development the
creation of a “monster,” the capitalistic enterprise, possessed of
a purpose, an understanding, and a set of virtues all its own,
going its own way independently of human will. Not that it is
independent of human‘activity in itself. That is just where it is
most objectionable to Sombart. It calls for more intensive intel-
lectual activity and absorbs a greater proportion of human en-
ergy than any other form of economic organization. But this
intellectual activity has come to be in the service of abstract non-
human ends. It is no longer free, but is forced to follow paths
marked out in advance by the “system.” It forms a treadmill in
which everyone is caught, unable to escape.

The spirit of capitalism is the leading concept of Sombart’s
work. In terms of this everything else is to be understood. Its
origins in the history of thought lie in the “conservative’*® wing
of the romantic movement. From that point of view capitalism
appears chiefly as a destructive force tearing down the social
ties of an older and more “organic” civilization. Here is the
origin of Sombart’s adverse ethical judgment of capitalism. It is
interesting to note that, in common with almost all social think-
ers who for so many centuries have been radically opposed to
the existing order, he invokes a “state of nature,” namely, the

*In the sense of identification with an “organic” view of society and more
or less feudal ideals, not of defense of the status quo.
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precapitalistic era, by which to measure the shortcomings of
capitalism. But while the state of nature of the radical philoso-
phies of the eighteenth century was a state of extreme individual
freedom, i.e., freedom from social ties, Sombart takes to a large
extent the very society which they were fighting against as his
natural state. With it goes an interpretation of the institutions
of those times as natural “growths,” which is the opposite pole
from that of a Voltaire or a Godwin.

Sombart’s work in general shows large traces of polemical
emphasis, and he shares the common polemical tendency to over-
statement. Hence in order to understand him it will be useful to
contrast his views with those against which he was struggling.
The emphasis on the spirit grows, of course, out of the conflict
with historical materialism, giving perhaps an equally one-sided
view, but one growing directly out of the alternatives presented
by Marx. Most of the other fundamental views he holds are to
be explained as a reaction to the optimistic social philosophy of
the enlightenment and its heirs. To the contention that there is
one single line of progressive cultural evolution, starting in bar-
barism and ending with the age of modern science and machine
technique, Sombart replies that there is no such thing as prog-
ress, but only a succession of mutually independent cultures,
which are born, grow to maturity, and die. He holds the position
so radically as to include all of social life within these closed
systems. In so doing he certainly goes too far and substitutes
another equally metaphysical entity, the “spirit,” for that of
progress. Where such a spirit of economic life should come from
and why it should produce a given economic system at a given
time and place remains as much a mystery as why we should be
so obviously progressing toward a millenium. It may be pos-
sible purely empirically to prove the presence of such systems
of economic organization, but not to explain them in terms of
their spirit. And surely there is some continuity in social evolu-
tion, even though it is not so plain as has been thought, and even
though its ethical interpretation in terms of progress is unwar-
ranted. It may very well be that both Sombart and the disciples
of progress are mistaking the part for the whole, that there is
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room for both interpretations applying to different aspects of
social life.

The discontinuity of economic systems, which is such a
prominent feature of Sombart’s work, is not, however, meant to
be a concrete historical discontinuity, but only to apply “in
principle.” The systems shade off into each other almost im-
perceptibly in actual historical fact; there is no sharp break in
the line of development. This shading off he works out in great
detail in his presentation of the transition from precapitalistic
economy to capitalism. None the less, Sombart’s method is
radically opposed to the hypothesis of continuous evolution as
held by most Western sociologists.

Another salient characteristic of Sombart’s thought, his em-
phasis on the unity of a culture, may well be thought of as a pro-
test against the overoptimistic view that, in order to cure all
social ills, it is only necessary to tinker here and there, and thus
change some parts independently of others. Up to a certain point
he is undoubtedly right. Our social fabric does hang together,
but again—like Marx in the opposite sense—he overshoots the
mark and attributes an undue rigidity to the system. There
seems to be little reason to believe that it is not possible on the
basis which we now have to build by a continuous process some-
thing more nearly approaching an ideal society. In any case the
process of social change is certainly neither so radically discon-
tinuous nor so radically determined by any ‘“principles” as Som-
bart would have us believe. In the transition from capitalism to
a different social system surely many elements of the present
would be built into the new order. This is precisely what social-
ism wishes to do, retaining all the technical progress of capital-
ism for its utopia. But, Sombart replies, it is just the trouble
with socialism that, being a child of capitalism, it could not but
share its cultural shortcomings. In this sense he is much more
radically opposed to capitalism than any socialist.

Finally, as a part of the general philosophy of progress, we
hear a great deal about the conquest of nature. Many have gone
so far as to call that the greatest achievement of modern civiliza-
tion. Sombart does not deny this; on the contrary, he makes a
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great deal of capitalistic emancipation from the rhythm of nat-
ural processes. But he would deny that it meant any increase of
true freedom. Quite the contrary, man in emancipating himself
from slavery to nature has subordinated himself to a system of
his own making whose tyranny over his life is worse. Again, one
may point out that Sombart’s belief in the beneficence of his
“state of nature” is naive romanticism. But it does seem that the
apostles of progress and freedom have been somewhat overhasty
in their optimism, and it is by no means certain that'the conquest
of nature is alone sufficient cause to boast of the glory of our
civilization. None the less, something it is, and to deny all value
to it, as Sombart very nearly does, is going too far. Yet he is per-
fectly right in maintaining that our tendency to glorify it is evi-
dence of a lack of a proper sense of cultural balance.

Taken all in all, making allowances for polemical overstate-
ment, it does seem that Sombart has presented a view of capital-
istic society which is a formidable alternative to the orthodox
liberal one. It is seldom that such extremes are either wholly
true or wholly false. As Hegel said, important new ideas tend to
be presented as extreme antitheses to prevailing ones. When the
higher synthesis is achieved, is it not probable that Sombart’s
train of thought will be incorporated into it?

One of the most typical of Sombart’s applications of the
spirit of capitalism is the case of technique, the third principal
aspect of the capitalistic system. He starts by denying that the
explanation of the great inventive activity of capitalistic times is
to be found either in a general “instinct of contrivance” or in a
special inventive genius of any race, the English or Yankees, for
instance. On the contrary, it is a distinctly historical phenome-
non, an integral part of capitalism.

The precapitalistic era was, he says, very poor in inventions,
because the spirit of the times was against it, not merely because
the process of evolution had not yet proceeded far enough. Pre-
capitalistic technique, he says, is not an earlier stage in a direct
line of development leading to modern technique, but is some-
thing quite different in principle. The big men of the time dis-
dained any interest in economic matters; the thinkers were
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mainly theologians, while the mass of the people were tightly
bound by tradition. And modern science had not yet come into
being. Thus medieval technique was on the one hand traditional,
as received from a master and handed down; on the other hand
it was empirical, relying upon experience for instruction and not
on objective scientific reasoning.

In the early capitalistic era a considerable change took place.
Where technique had been held down by tradition, those bonds
were broken and a great wave of inventive activity swept Europe,
a part of the spirit of enterprise which characterized the new
times. The traditional principle gave way to the rational, that of
casting about for the most suitable means to reach the ends in
question. But with the exception of a few men like Leonardo da
Vinci, there was no scientific technique. While the same age saw
the birth of modern science, the two streams did not converge
until later.

It is just that which characterizes modern technique: it is
scientific. Science and technique are so closely related as to rep-
resent the theoretical and practical sides of the same movement.
Discoveries and inventions go hand in hand and in some cases
(organic dyes) are identical. The same fundamental conception,
that of a mechanistic system of relations, underlies both. “To
the elimination of God from the conception of nature corre-
sponds an elimination of man from technique.” “While natural
science thinks of the world as a mechanism or “chemism,” mod-
ern technique artificially creates a world which runs according to
the formulae set up by natural science.”*® Thus modern tech-
nique is both rational and scientific.

The practical consequences of this attitude are most impor-
tant. (1) All technical knowledge is objectified. It is no longer
handed down personally from master to apprentice, but may be
learned from books, accessible to all who have the necessary men-
tal equipment. (2) Technical methods are made to follow, not
the empirical “rules” learned from the master, but scientific
“laws’ which are known. (A rule applies only to the particular
cases actually experienced; a law applies generally.) (3) All

* Kapitalismus, 111, 81.
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processes are, so far as possible, mechanized, reduced to routine
operations and made to a very large extent automatic. And the
circumstances have been especially favorable to invention under
capitalism.

Could anything bring out more strikingly the peculiarities of
Sombart’s line of thought? At just the point where the hypoth-
esis of unilinear evolution has been thought to be most secure,
and where the results of progress can be most easily measured,
he denies them both completely. Once more it seems evident that
he overstates his case; but again, can we say there is nothing
in it?®°

At several points it has been evident that Sombart deals
with capitalism, not as a static thing, but as a process. And in
this process there are two main stages: that of early capitalism,
and that of “mature” capitalism (Hochkapitalismus). This
process is given a conspicuous place not only in his treatment of
the capitalistic spirit, and in that of technique, but also in the
relation of the state to the economic world, and finally in the na-
ture of the economic thought of the two periods, of which he
takes the mercantilists and the classical school as types.*

The question would naturally arise whether two such fun-
damentally different things could reasonably be considered as
successive stages of the same economic system. Sombart does re-
gard them so. The differences he ascribes to the continued pres-
ence of precapitalistic elements in the early capitalistic society,
and the development he sees from one side as a process of pro-
gressive elimination of those elements. Hence there is in his
view no third system in between, which is entitled to considera-
tion on its own merits. And it may be said that although Sombart
devotes two-thirds of his great work to the precapitalistic and
early capitalistic stages, he is primarily interested in the phe-
nomenon of “mature” capitalism and consistently focuses at-
tention on it. The most important theoretical content of his
work, the objectivation of acquisition, the compulsion of the in-

® See Kapitalismus, Vol. I, chaps. xxix, xxx; Vol. III, chaps. vii-ix.

# Kapitalismus, Vol. II, chap. lv.
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dividual to conform to the system, the process of rationalization,
all pertain to it. It is the center of gravity of the whole work.

None the less, there is serious reason to question this posi-
tion. The general cultural differences between the seventeenth
and the nineteenth centuries are certainly enormous, as much in
the economic field as any other. And Sombart’s attempt to pre-
sent them both as parts of the same great system leads him into
some serious difficulties—in dealing, for instance, with the role
of the state in modern capitalism. As regards the early capital-
istic era, he greatly emphasizes the positive functions of the state
in developing capitalistic enterprise through mercantilist policies.
But at the height of capitalism in the nineteenth century he finds
a totally different situation, the function of the state having be-
come wholly negative, limited to external defense, the mainte-
nance of internal order, and the enforcement of contracts. The
real center of gravity lies in the competitive activities of private
enterprises.

But at the end of the period he finds again a decided change.
The rise of imperialism in external policy and various tendencies
to modify competition within have greatly complicated the rela-
tion of the state to industry. This cannot be accounted for wholly
as due to the growth of non-capitalistic elements within capital-
ism, and Sombart’s explanation is that the modern state is gov-
erned by two ultimately irreconcilable principles: that of power
and that of liberty, or sovereignty and individualism. In general
he says that the former is characteristic of external relations, the
latter of internal, but that free trade represented an “episodic”
attempt to apply the latter to both spheres, an attempt which has
broken down in a return to the “normal course” of capitalism.
This, however, contradicts his earlier sharp distinction between
a mercantilist and a liberal state. The confusion seems to be due
to the attempt to fit a very complicated set of facts into an all-
too-simple general scheme of thought.

In general he seems to waver between the unity of capitalism,
and the differences which he has emphasized between early and
mature capitalism, finally deciding in favor of the former view-
point. But would it not be equally possible to construct a scheme
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in which there were two economic systems in Europe since the
Middle Ages instead of one? There seems to be danger that in
using a method like Sombart’s the unit which is to be called a
“culture” may be arbitrarily selected, without sufficient regard
for the facts. That all who use the same method do not choose
the same units is attested by Spengler’s theory,** which follows
a third possibility, taking his unit of “Western civilization” to in-
clude the Middle Ages, i.e., everything since the decline of the
Roman empire. It is even possible that the same unit could not
be applied to all phases of a culture, and still more likely that
there are some aspects in regard to which the conception is of
little value.

The most important forerunner of Sombart in the theory of
capitalism was Karl Marx. It is worth while in closing to say a
few words about their relation. It has changed radically in the
course of Sombart’s scientific development, but I am concerned
here only with its final form. The main thing is that Sombart has
been influenced by a side of Marxian thought which has received
relatively little attention in the West, that in which he is a
true representative of Historismus, not his abstract economic
theory.*

The really important elements common to Marx and Sombart
are the views of capitalism as unique in historical development,

22 Oswald Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes (Munich, 1920).

2 As in so many cases of the interpretation of Marx, there is difference of
opinion as to whether he ever intended to develop a “general” economic theory.
That he did is evidently the view of Schumpeter (“Dogmengeschichte der Volks-
wirtschaftslehre,” Grundriss der Sozialoekonomik, Vol. 1), who treats him as a
member of the classical school. The criticism of Boehm-Bawerk (Gesammelte
Schriften, Vol, II) is based on the same interpretation. There is, however, an-
other interpretation, first suggested by Sombart himself (Jahrbuch fuer soziale
Gesetzgebung, 1894) and developed by Sorel and notably Croce (Historical Ma-
terialism and the Economics of Karl Marx) according to which the Marxian
theory of value is meant to be an “ideal type” of a hypothetical capitalist so-
ciety to be used for purposes of comparison with the real capitalistic and
other economic systems. The latter view is much the more favorable to Marx
and the unity of his system, and brings him into much closer relations with
Sombart and the general currents of thought dealt with in this paper. Of course
this interpretation would admit that the content of Marx’s theory was largely
taken over from Ricardo, but would maintain that the logical use to which it was
put was quite different.
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and as a system embracing the whole of social life. It was one of
Marx’s most important contributions to socialist thought that
the fault of capitalistic exploitation lay, not with the capitalist as
an individual, but with the system to which he as well as everyone
else was forced to conform. Thus abuses could only be remedied
by changes in the fundamental basis of class interests within the
system. This was a great advance on the utopian socialist view,
that the remedy was rational persuasion of the leaders of society.
Thus both greatly emphasize the objective system and both sum
up its peculiarities as due to the “necessity of capital to repro-
duce itself.” But in the interpretation of that phrase an essential
difference comes to light. Marx understands it, in terms of the
economic interpretation of history, as an internal necessity im-
posed by the conditions of production. Moreover, this philos-
ophy of history is applied, not only to capitalism, but to the
whole of history, in which, as the direct opposite of Hegel, Marx
attributes the causal effect to an immanent law of the material
conditions of production. But Marx further differs from Som-
bart in that he attempts a complete theory of social evolution as
a single unitary movement. He does it, however, in such a way
as to preserve unimpaired the conception of the “economic sys-
tem” as a unique historical epoch. By means of the dialectic he
uses these systems as units in the process according to the for-
mula: Thesis (Feudalism)—Antithesis (Capitalism)—Syn-
thesis (Communism). Such is the essential difference between
Hegelian evolution and the Western conception of continuous
unilinear evolution.

Now Sombart takes over the system as a historical epoch,
but discards the dialectic evolutionary connection between sys-
tems, leaving them in principle quite discrete. In doing this Som-
bart follows a well-marked tradition of the more romantic ele-
ments of German thought. On the other hand, he denies the
economic interpretation of history. If a spirit of capitalism could
exist at all for Marx, it would be in the nature of a “‘superstruc-
ture” dependent in the last analysis on the economic conditions
underlying it. Sombart takes the precisely opposite view that
the economic conditions are themselves the creation of a spirit
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which, having once appeared, develops according to its own or-
ganic law, but is itself ultimate, having nothing further to explain
it. His view results in fully as rigid a determinism as that of
Marx. All that the individual can do is to “express” this spirit
in his thoughts and actions. He is powerless to change it.

This peculiar determinism makes possible another highly in-
teresting point of agreement. In spite of his definite rejection of
the economic interpretation as a general philosophy of history,
Sombart does not entirely forget it. On the contrary, he main-
tains it as a characteristic of capitalism. ‘“The period of the
predominance of capitalism is thus a period of culture which is
characterized by the predominance of economic factors; but not
because this is in general the primary factor in cultural life, as a
one-sided and false philosophy of history maintains, but because
it is the destiny of our time, that in it—and perhaps for all eter-
nity only in it—there is a predominance of the economic.”*
That is why capitalism is its most suitable designation. Not only
is the modern economic system different from any other, but our
whole culture is characterized by the predominance of its eco-
nomic over all its other aspects. In this sense Sombart thinks
modern life lacks “proportion,” a view which would be quite for-
eign to Marx.

The general divergence of their views leads also to an inter-
esting difference in their ethical judgment of capitalism. To
Marx it is the mother destined to give birth to the future ideal
society which is developing within her. And since this future
communism is the final end of all social development and the
most perfect conceivable form of society, Marx may be called in
Sombart’s words a cultural optimist, thus showing perhaps a
remnant of the heritage of the eighteenth century. But more
especially he accepts capitalism because of its possibilities. Som-
bart, while in general neither optimist nor pessimist, leaves no
doubt of his attitude with respect to capitalism. “We can no
longer believe in the creative power of capitalism as Marx did.
. . . . We know that in spite of all the noise nothing of any cul-

* Kapitalismus, 111, 317.



“CAPITALISM” IN RECENT GERMAN LITERATURE 661

tural importance has come of it, and nothing ever will. . . . .
Salvation can only be sought in turning away from it.”**

A further great difference between them is of course that a
large part of the economic theory of Marx has been dropped by
Sombart (if, to be sure, it can be said at all that Marx had any
general economic theory). Sombart substitutes some theory of
his own, a good deal of which is unsatisfactory. In general it may
be said that it is a decided weakness of Sombart’s work that he
fails to appreciate and make use of the many important develop-
ments in economic theory since Marx’s day on lines totally dif-
ferent from his own. His failure in this regard is not, however, a
valid reason for minimizing or losing sight of the value of his
own unique contribution.

Sombart freely acknowledges his debt to Marx. He says:
“This work is meant to be nothing other than a continuation and
in a certain sense a completion of that of Marx.” Thus on Som-
bart’s authority Marx may be called the originator of this whole
theory of capitalism. I have only failed to deal with him sepa-
rately because the most important elements of this aspect of
Marx’s thought have been taken up by Sombart and incorpo-
rated into his work.

TALCOTT PARSONS
CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

[To be continued]

* Kapitalismus, 111, xxi.



