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the Moon is ingrained not only in gy bio]
s i our culture, Boyle traces it influence
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hy the tise of private companies l(mking tO ransack for
csomtves o claim a chunk as their territory, Boyle raises
concerns about this possible future: “Who gets to decide
e way 10 use & precious thing, a limited, special, Spectral,
wiriteal thing, that we all share? ... No one Person, no sin.
gle culture, can speak for everyone who shares the sky”
T i 1 were to make one complaint about this book, 14
sy the prose may be a bit too lyrical, It i technically jm-
pressive, excellently crafted, literature with a capital L that
requires brain power and engagement from its reader, That
iboth a blessing and a curse, This is a science book for the
nitiated, offering abundant richness in the form of a beau-
titul complex tapestry of human history, modern science,
i tales and even personal stories. But readers looking to
eare the basics about our natural satellite might consider
picking up other, more introductory books first, e

The business of faith

The Divine Economy: How Religions Compete
for Wealth, Power and People
[Princeton University Press)
by Paul Seabright

Reviewed by Jonathan Rée

Not long ago, religion seemed to be in terminal decline.
But, as Paul Seabright points out in his impressive new
book, it is now going from strength to strength. Loc:al
Cults op “ethno-religions” may have dwindled, but the big
Yandsare doi ng well: Christianity still commands the loy-
Yofabout a third of the world’s population, while 'Islam
Wclimbed to o quarter, and the proportion identifying as
\tyand agnostics has dropped slightly in recent years.
What can explain the persistence of religion? Seabright’s
,Wﬁ"g Point is simple but smart: that religion is noitl:-
! Matter of belief, Religious creeds are, he argues, h°
e belonging to a religion, and not the”reason wo);
belong to 4 religion in the first place”; on top
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that, the
* HI€Y tend : e
Worked o F;: :le Vague, ambiguous and incompletely

Optional” st religionists, in short, “believing is
Much of The Diyine
the part played by religi

Narratively minded, entrepreneurial animals that we are”.

Seabright is an €conomist by profession, and the most
original Passages in The Divine Economy are those in
which he argues that religions are essentially “businesses”
competing with one another for “wealth, power and peo-
ple”. But religions are businesses of a special kind: they are
“platforms”, according to Seabright, which means that they
function like enormous clubs. Instead of supplying their
clients with discrete products such as tomatoes, bicycles,
or haircuts, they put them in touch with each other and fa-
cilitate their interactions, so that, as the saying goes, “their
customers are their product”

Most of us are familiar with platforms in digital in-
carnations such as social media, online marketplaces and
crowdfunding sites; but they existed long before the inter-
net, and the old-time religions are, according to Seabright,
a prime example. He begins his book with a straightfor-
ward question: why do desperately poor people give away
their money to very rich churches? The easy answer would
be that they have been gulled into paying for goods that
will never be delivered, but Seabright maintains that they
are making a sensible bargain: buying access to a bound-
less community which will supply them with fellowship
and security, along with connections to potential friends -
including people of wealth, influence and privilege, and el-
igible marriage partners. That is why religions have wef:th~
ered the storms of modernity - repeated confrontations
with scientific rationality together with inter-religious ri-
valries - without shedding popular support. :

Seabright has done something very unusual in The
Divine Economy: he has found something new to say about

ligion. We owe him thanks, but we may also wish he had
relig a bit further. He says very little about the personal
gone-ﬁcance of religious experiences, whic‘:h makes lfis
signll( ather like an account of the movie business that fails
:)oozle;tion suyfihacburioginy fhetisenityhis poas
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There is, it would seem, nothing special about religion.
however, and

Religion still enjoys distinctive prestige : :
Seabright notes that political operators like Erdogan(i
Trump, Putin, Modi, Xi and Netanyahu have bolst?re'
their popularity by wrapping themselves in cloaks of p1-
ety. But he also points out that religions which align them-
selves with politicians may put off potential followers. That
is, however, a rather narrow way of viewing the links be-
tween religions and politics.

When mass progressive parties came into being in the
19th century, they had a lot in common with religions,
often consciously so (think of “the religion of socialism”
and “the religion of humanity”). Like religions, they func-
tioned as platforms, offering their members infinite com-
radeship based on strong narratives of collective hope, but
without requiring much in the way of detailed beliefs. (The
same applies to their wicked young siblings: ma ‘

: Mass
of the right.) S i
| Those of us.who look forward to a future without reli-
gion are left with a tricky question: when i st
gt : when is a religion not
a religion? If the world ever falls into li '
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upport humanism, SO-

n’ 111

that mean the world-histori
. -historical d
ultimate triumph? e i

religions, lik
strands, ever
platitudinous tediu

the 2018 film
nihilation, Aut
While desc
narrative prog
broadly about
forms a secti¢
or possibly ir
Area X. Teamr
ment agency
Area X and
— changed ir
themselves.
ous zone wi
which, over
Absolutio
three timeli
fore the Bor
specific chr
blurred anc
to study the
Area X is st
it — turned
each other.
on awall ir
the forthco
that the “fu
had a perr
trolled, lik
off the side
The ref



	Ree_New_Humanist
	Ree_New_Humanist(2)

