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ABSTRACT

In this paper I want to revisit Weber’s views on the relationship
between capitalism, freedom, democracy and the nation in order to
examine the question of the continuing validity, or otherwise, of his anal-
ysis for contemporary conditions. While we may still learn a lot from the
way Weber tackled the complexities of these relations, have the framing
institutional conditions changed so much that his substantive claims are
no longer valid or useful? Whereas we can locate Weber in a long line of
liberal justifications of the market—of capitalism—on the grounds that
the latter both creates wealth and fosters democracy, he represents a
point of transition in which those arguments get translated into the lan-
guage of contemporary social science. This may account for his more
contingent, pragmatic and provisional affirmation of the link between
capitalism and democracy, which led David Beetham to characterize
Weber as a “liberal without liberal values”. It is this relocation of argu-
ments for capitalism and democracy in contingent social conditions that
makes the issue of the institutional framing relevant. If these conditions
no longer hold, then Weber’s arguments fall with them. Before we exam-
ine this question in a contemporary context, we need to reconstruct the
original arguments.
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