Discussion Prompts for 
THE PROTESTANT ETHIC and THE SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM
&
Accompanying Materials from the Recent News
● One often hears the phrase “the Protestant Ethic” bandied about in everyday conversation. 
-  To what extent do you think/feel that the “Protestant Ethic” still operates in American 
    society?

-  What form or shape does it have, i.e., how is it articulated, presented …? 

-  In what ways do you encounter or experience it as you anticipate entering the labor market 
   fulltime?
● Your instructor has observed that Weber introduces several ironies in his discussion of the    
   Protestant Ethic:

-  One of these is that the pursuit of this-worldly rational capitalism has been 
   shaped by other-worldly religious belief (or beliefs); 
-  Another is that the original anchoring of this-worldly rational capitalism in those religious 
    beliefs seems to have diminished or disappeared altogether; 
-  A third, and perhaps most curious irony, is that the success of rational capitalism in 
   producing a plethora of worldly, material goods and the desire and demand to consume them 
   contributes to the waning and eventual demise of the Protestant Ethic   
   which gave rise to it.

● But Here’s the Key Question: 

Thinking about Weber and the Protestant Ethic, his description of the rise of a society increasingly founded on rationality in all its manifestations, the most recent opinions about the changing world of work and the new demands for education and expertise that you just read: 

what are you thinking about  - how are you using your sociological imagination in regard to the unique intersection between your “biography and history within society?”  
This last irony may require some elucidation: 


One of the comments that one often hears (however incorrect it may be) is that today’s youth no longer have much of a work ethic; having grown up in a context of ready access to material goods that they understandably take for granted they enter the world of work with extravagant demands and unrealistic expectations. Their material goods have been provided them by previous generations who did heed the voice of the Protestant Ethic and in doing so created a world of material wealth that those generations, quite understand-ably, provided to their children – and yet by doing so, those previous generations also unwittingly undermined the very ethic which guided their own productive behavior….  [An expression of this is found in the quip from “Portlandia” that Portland is the place that young people go to retire – and become baristas.”]











