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Jacob Viner on Religious Thought and Economic Society: The Role of
Providence in the Social Order, Critique of Weber’s Thesis
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(Abstract)

Before his death, Jacob Viner (1892-1970) a distinguished economist in international
economics and the history of economic thought, left two unfinished works on his desk.
These works, which discuss the relationship between capitalist society and Christianity from
the perspective of economic thought, were entitled “The Role of Providence in the Social
Order: An Essay in Intellectual History” (1972), and “Religious Thought and Economic
Society: Four chapters of an unfinished work by Jacob Viner” (1978). Weber's thesis on the
ascetic ethics of Protestantism, which has strongly influenced the economic development of
modern capitalism, is adopted and accepted by numerous scholars with qualifications and
reservations of varying degrees of significance. Viner stated that although "social history"
deviates from the scope of his research, he attempted to break new ground in the research
area of economic thought on capitalism and Christianity. Meanwhile, he partially supported
Weber's thesis using the "ideal type", based on the following aspects. First, Max Weber had
numerous predecessors who drew close historical associations between Protestantism and
the rise of capitalism. Second, Weber's originality lies in his excellent "explanation" of the
association between capitalism'’s spirit and Protestantism. Third, Viner, unlike Weber's thesis,
argued that Christianity had successfully adjusted to the development of capitalism. This
study aims to clarify the economic thought of Viner, who discussed the relationship between
religion and economy. In doing so, it investigates his views on (i) the role of providence in
the social order, (ii) international trade and providence, (iii) invisible hand and providence,
(iv) social inequality and providence, and (v) Weber's thesis.
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