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No one knows who will live in this cage in the
future, or whether at the end of this
tremendous development entirely new
prophets will arise, or there will be a great
rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither,
mechanized petrification, embellished with a
sort of convulsive self-importance. For of the
last stage of this cultural development, it
might well be truly said: “Specialists without
spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity
imagines that it has attained a level of
civilization never before achieved.” [Parsons
2001: 182]
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No one any longer knows who will live in this
casing and whether entirely new prophets or
a mighty rebirth of ancient ideas and ideals
will stand at the end of this prodigious
development, or, however, if neither, whether
a mechanized ossification, embellished with a
sort of rigidly compelled sense of self-
importance, will arise. Then, indeed, if
ossification appears, the saying might be true
for the “last humans” in this long civilizational

development:

narrow specialists without mind, pleasure-
seekers without heart; in its conceit, this
nothingness imagines it has climbed to a
level of humanity never before attained.
[Kalberg2011: 177-8]
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Mechanized Ossification of Modern Men:
Freeing Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic Article from the Interpretation of
“Mechanized Ossification of Capitalism”

MITOMA Toshiyulki'

Abstract : It is well known that “mechanisirte Versteinerung” appears at the end of Max Weber’s “The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.” While the term “mechanized petrification” has been used, it
has been positioned as the “mechanized petrification” of modern capitalism as it becomes an “iron cage”
and the degree of its oppression increases. In context, however, this does not show a situation of modern
capitalism, but a situation happening to human beings at the end of modern culture. So it should be
translated as “mechanical fossilization” of human beings. Weber’s Protestant Ethic article did not argue
about capitalism, but revealed that “Protestant asceticism” created a “rational conduct of life” in human
beings. When looking back on the history of Weber’s research in Japan, Tsutomu Kajiyama, the first
translator of the article, pointed this out, but Hisao Otsuka has claimed that the article contains a story
about the “mechanical fossilization of capitalism.” This paper attempts to liberate the Protestant Ethic
article from the interpretation of “mechanical petrification” by clarifying that Weber foresaw a situation of

“mechanical fossilization” of human beings.

Keywords : Weber, Protestant Ethic article, Protestantismus, the Spirit of Capitalism, Mechanisierte
Versteinerung (mechanical fossilization, mechanized petrification), Modern Capitalism, Modern

Culture
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