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PREFACE

With Robert as an economist and Rachel as a moral philosopher, 
we bring a diversity of tools and perspectives to study the nature 
of human agency and the beliefs on which humans choose to act. 
Whereas sociologists and economists before us applied economic 
principles and ideas to religion treating it as a social construct, we 
took a different tact. We took as our starting point Max Weber’s 
(1864–1920) argument that religious beliefs motivate people to be 
productive, through inculcated values such as diligence, integrity, 
and thrift. Our analysis stresses the role of religious beliefs, espe-
cially those related to an afterlife (heaven, hell), in underpinning 
individual traits. In our interpretation, participation in formal re
ligious activities, religious education, and time spent on personal 
prayer matter mainly by affecting religious beliefs and character 
traits. Effectively, there is a religion production function in which 
time and other resources are inputs and in which beliefs and values 
are the principal outputs. These individual traits matter for produc-
tivity and, thereby, for economic growth.

The chapters in this volume are based on articles published over 
the course of sixteen years of our joint work. We begin the book by 
presenting our basic conceptual framework. We discuss the con-
nection between religion and economic behavior by looking at a 
two-way causation: the effect of economic growth on religion and 
vice versa. We intellectually ground our framework in Adam Smith’s 
approach to competition in his Wealth of Nations and Max Weber’s 
views on beliefs and character traits in his Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism. We introduce modern analyses by sociologists 
and economists. From this conceptual framework, we move to other 



viii Preface

topics that extend our ideas as well as those of other scholars work-
ing in this area.

Since 2001, we have hosted a seminar series at Harvard on the 
political economy of religion. The seminar was made possible by 
funding from the John Templeton Foundation, the Lynde and Harry 
Bradley Foundation, Harvard’s Paul M. Warburg Fund, and the 
Provost’s Office of Harvard University. Hundreds of scholars and 
students have participated and presented their work in the seminar 
series and at two conferences we hosted with the Harvard Divinity 
School. Gratitude is due to all the seminar participants for sharing 
ideas and engaging in lively discussions that furthered our under-
standing but, more significantly, for making significant contribu-
tions to the economics and sociology of religion.

We are particularly indebted to our Harvard colleagues, William 
Hutchison (deceased), David Hall, Paul Peterson, Leonard van der 
Kuijp, Asim Khwaja, Filipe Campante, David Yanagizawa-Drott, 
Edward Glaeser, and Nathan Nunn, for their intellectual engage-
ment, their support, and their own contributions. Robert Ekelund, 
Robert Hébert, and Robert Tollison (deceased) early on actively 
encouraged us to pursue this work.

We have benefited from discussions with numerous colleagues 
and students, for which we express our gratitude. We owe a spe-
cial debt of thanks to the following individuals for interacting with 
us over several years: Laurence Iannaccone, Sascha Becker, Timur 
Kuran, Murat Iyigun, Eli Berman, Evelyn Lehrer, Mark Chaves, 
Roger Finke, Grace Davie, Charles Keyes, Jared Rubin, Sriya Iyer, 
Jose Ursúa, Ran Abramitzky, Paul Froese, Eric Chaney, Jonathan 
Fox, Daniel Chen, Davide Cantone, Ricardo Perez-Truglia, Brian 
Wheaton, Jason Hwang, and Alexander McQuoid.

A special note of thanks to Joe Jackson, Senior Editor at Prince-
ton University Press, whom we first met when he was at Oxford 
University Press. We are pleased to be working with Joe. Two un-
identified reviewers read the manuscript (even though we think 
we know who they are). We welcomed their comments and sugges-
tions with the anticipation of making it a better book.
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