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In 1978 Alan Macfarlane, at the time a lecturer in social anthropology in the University of Cambridge, published The Origins of English Individualism, a work which sought to overturn the generally-accepted story of the chronology of English capitalist development, and sharply differentiate the “English” story from that of Continental Europe.  Rather than capitalist development transforming English agrarian society in the course of the sixteenth century (as argued variously by Tawney, Marx and Weber), he proposed that, by any ordinary understanding of “capitalism”, “England was as ‘capitalist’ in 1250 as it was in 1550 or 1750.”
  Marx had stated in the “Foreword” to the first edition of Capital that the English model served as the “principal illustration of my theoretical account” since it was hitherto the classical site of the capitalist mode of production.
  Early studies of English economic history – Seebohm, Vinogradoff, Maitland, Ashley, Cunningham, Unwin, Tawney – all implicitly supported this perspective, however much they might have disagreed with the particulars of Marx’s analysis.  Macfarlane’s project thus offered not only a new chronology for England’s economic development, but a denial that this “English model” could serve as the foundation for a general understanding of capitalism, ancient or modern.

Macfarlane’s reviews were overwhelmingly critical and negative.
   He nonetheless remained undeterred, and has since then published several works that elaborate upon this early outline.
  However, nobody seems to have ever pointed out, least of all Moses Finley, at that time Professor of Ancient History in the University of Cambridge, that Macfarlane’s historiographical argument merely rehearsed the terms of an earlier debate - the Bücher-Meyer controversy of the 1890s.  Then Eduard Meyer had maintained that the ancient economy shared many of the basic features of a modern commercial economy,
 and in passing cited Max Weber’s criticism of Rodbertus’ generalisation of the oikos as a characterisation of all ancient economic history.
  And as Takebayashi demonstrates at length, Bücher’s efforts at systematising the economic development of Western Europe into a series of discrete stages were firmly linked to the work of Schmoller and Brentano, and played a significant role in the shaping of Sombart’s Moderne Kapitalismus.  Not only do we also know that Max Weber planned that the Grundriss der Sozialökonomik should open with an account by Bücher of the stages of economic development;
 his final lecture course in Munich during the Winter Semester 1919-1920 began with a systematic presentation of the theoretical foundations upon which economic history could be constructed.  Macfarlane’s discussion of Weber in Origins of English Individualism rested almost entirely on his reading of the General Economic History, with some reference to the Protestant Ethic and to Reinhard Bendix’s Intellectual Portrait.  But he was of course reading Frank Knight’s English translation of the Wirtschaftsgeschichte which entirely omitted this “Conceptual Preface”, and remained entirely unaware that the chronology he encountered had a well-developed theoretical foundation.
In the later 1970s and 1980s it was usual to think of Marx as the pre-eminent theorist of capitalism as a material process.  Weber was then, and is still today, widely considered to be the founding father of academic sociology who also happened to have had an interest in comparative history and the “rise of the West”.  The priority that Macfarlane gives to Marx’s account of capitalist development, and his reliance for Weber upon the relatively rudimentary principles he could find in the General Economic History, would from this perspective still seem unremarkable and apposite.  If the book had been published in 2006 instead of thirty-odd years ago it would probably draw very similar criticism – critical understanding of Marx has changed very little and Weber’s very familiarity has been a massive obstacle to the wider reception of new, historically-informed commentary.  As the essays gathered together here show, modern commentary on the writings and intellectual ambitions of Max Weber has moved far away from arguments over the chronology of capitalism’s development and the role that Protestantism might, or might not, have played in it.  This was always an extremely attenuated understanding of Max Weber’s approach to capitalism and modernity, and as Peter Ghosh suggests, treating the Protestant Ethic as a work most pertinently discussed in terms of theology, rather than capitalism, simply leads us yet further way from the point. Moreover, as Hinnerk Bruhns so clearly shows, Weber’s interest in economic history was both extensive and continued throughout his life – from his very first publication in 1889, to his last complete course of lectures in 1919-20.
The debate between Bücher and Meyer over the appropriate conceptualisation of the ancient world was closely connected with contemporary debate upon the nature and genesis of capitalism.  Weber was an important contributor to this debate, referring as early as his Römische Agrargeschichte  to “agrarian capitalism” and the “economic and social class interests” upon which it was based.
  The publication of Sombart’s Der moderne Kapitalismus in 1902 gave “modernity” the canonical text of its genesis and structure, and when in 1904 Sombart joined Weber as an editor of the new Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik
 they stated this as clearly as possible:
Our journal must today treat historical and theoretical knowledge of the general cultural significance of capitalist development as the scientific problem to which it is devoted.  And because it proceeds from an entirely specific viewpoint, and must so proceed - that of the economic conditionality (Bedingtheit) of cultural phenomena – it cannot evade close contact with the neighbouring disciplines of public law, legal philosophy, social ethics, with social-psychological investigations and those usually brought together under the name of sociology.

Later that year Weber published the first part of the Protestant Ethic in its pages, and it was here that his essays on the sociology of religion later appeared, as well as the essays on Russia, on the psychophysics of industrial labour, and most of the “methodological” essays.  There is no evidence that Weber lost interest in the “cultural problems of capitalism”, nor that the remit of the Archiv was modified in his lifetime.  We should therefore consider all these writings as so many contributions to “historical and theoretical knowledge of the general cultural significance of capitalist development”.  Extending our understanding of Max Weber’s conceptions of economics and of economic history will therefore help us deepen our appreciation of the contribution that he made to grasping “the history of our present.”
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