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PREFACE

Max Weber is today perhaps the classic author in the cultural and social
sciences, recognized by scientists in many subject areas and on all conti-
nents. But his widely felt intellectual presence has not eliminated wide-
ranging discussions about his intentions and the foundations of his work.
Many use his œuvre only as a quarry for concepts and ideas, unaware that
only a coherent and systematic reading will penetrate to the foundations of
his thought, open up its possibilities, but also its inner tensions.

This is particularly true with regard to his essays on «The Economic
Ethics of World Religions» and to his much shorter writings on the laws
of these religions, for they appear to be based on an inner contradiction.
On the one hand, Weber insisted that only by specialization, by putting on
blinders, so to speak, the scientist can achieve something that will endure.
But, on the other hand, he wrote about religions and cultures and their le-
gal systems – in India, China, Buddhism, ancient Judaism –, and he com-
mented on other cultures - Islam, Orthodox Christianity, and occidental
Christianity - about which he certainly could not claim much specialized
knowledge. What characterizes his œuvre, however, is his approach: he
proposed a refined and coherent method of comparative social study with
a largely historical dimension which was intended to contribute to the un-
derstanding of the characteristics of Western culture even when he wrote
about Asian cultures. At the same time he asked which attitude towards
the world remains for Western man, and what kind of conduct and which
price and sacrifices it requires.

Weber's questions are not self-evident for sinologists, indologists, semi-
tists or historians of Christianity, and they are also new for scholars and
students of comparative religions and of the comparative history of law.
For Westerners they provide a wider than usual perspective. At the same
time, Weber did not want to teach the people of Asia anything about how
their cultures should develop. His approach allows people of all cultures to
turn the mirror around and, while adapting Weber's approach to their per-
spective, to look at their own roots. May this book contribute to the dis-
semination of Weber's comparative macrosociological analysis and of his
understanding of the peculiarities of Occidental rationalism.
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