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			Book Presentation: The Victory of Reason by Rodney Stark

			Book Abstract

			In The Victory of Reason, Stark advances a revolutionary and controversial idea: that Christianity and its related institutions are, in fact, directly responsible for the most significant intellectual, political, scientific and economic breakthroughs of the past millennium.

			In Stark’s view, what has propelled the West is not the tension between secular and non-secular society, nor the pitting of science and the humanities against religious belief. Stark asserts that while the world’s other great belief systems emphasized mystery, obedience or introspection, Christianity alone embraced logic and deductive thinking as the path toward enlightenment, freedom and progress. That is what made all the difference between Western success and Western failure.

			About the Author

			Rodney Stark is University Professor of the Social Sciences at Baylor University. After earning his Ph.D. at the University of California-Berkeley, Stark was a staff writer for several notable publications. His previous books include: The Rise of Christianity and One True God: Historical Consequences of Monotheism.

		


		
			Summary of The Victory of Reason (Rodney Stark)

			Introduction

			When Europeans first began to explore the world, their biggest surprise was not their discovery of the New World, but the degree of their technological superiority over the peoples they encountered. Every civilization and society Europeans discovered – North American Indians, the Mayans, Aztecs and Inca of South America, as well as the fabled civilizations of the East: Chinese, Indian, and Islamic – was technologically impoverished from the European point of view.

			Europeans, as it turned out, were the only civilization to develop reliable clocks, chimneys, musical notation, spectacles and heavy cavalry. The West’s technological superiority would allow it to far surpass the rest of the world economically, culturally and militarily. But what was the secret to the West’s success? Some have claimed geography favored European civilizations. Others have argued that productive agriculture, firearms or superior ships lent the West a decisive advantage. Yet, these answers are only part of what needs to be explained. After all, “why did Europeans excel at metallurgy, shipbuilding or farming?”

			The most plausible answer to this question is that the rise of capitalism, which took place only in Europe, led to the West’s dominance. Indeed, even the most vociferous critics of capitalism, including Marx and Engels, acknowledge its contribution towards creating unprecedented productivity and progress.

			Assuming capitalism did produce Europe’s decisive step forward, it still remains to answer the question: why did capitalism develop only in Europe? Any answer to this question must recognize that the basis for the rise of capitalism in Europe rested on the West’s exceptional faith in reason.

			Christianity was an indisputable factor in why reason won the day in Europe. Virtually every other one of the world’s religions emphasized mystery and intuition. Christianity alone, however, embraced logic and reason as essential ingredients in pursuing religious truth. Indeed, “faith in reason” was a uniquely Christian development that would become the hallmark of Western civilization. Thus, characteristics of Christianity conducive to capitalism include:

			
					The belief that reason is a gift from God to comprehend and improve the world.

					Christianity is oriented to the future.

					Christianity preaches progress.

					Christianity promoted egalitarianism and tolerance.

			

			Many skeptics believe the West surged ahead of other societies because it overcame religious barriers to progress. This thesis is wrong; the rise of Western science and industry depended on religious foundations.

			Highly influential sociologist Max Weber’s contention that the Protestant work ethic is largely responsible for creating a culture of “frugal entrepreneurs” also misses the mark; large-scale industrial capitalism did in fact exist before the Protestant Reformation. Weber is correct that religious ideas played a crucial role in the rise of European capitalism, but wrong in his failure to recognize that the essential features of capitalism were on display in republics and city-states such as Genoa, Florence and Venice as early as the 12th century, long before the Reformation. Indeed, the first great example of capitalism existed in Christian monasteries during the so-called “Dark Ages”.

			The Christian commitment to rational theology paved the way for capitalism and ultimately economic and political freedom. But until recently, capitalism did not take root outside Europe. Why did the West alone rise? In some cases, capitalism was impeded by greedy despots and in others by close-minded clerics. In sum, the success of the West is due to four primary victories of reason:

			
					The development of faith in progress.

					The faith in progress led to technological and organizational innovations.

					Christian theology’s faith in reason informs political philosophy and practice.

					Reason is applied to commerce.

			

			Without “faith in reason”, it is doubtful that modern and free societies could now exist.

			Blessings of a Rational Theology

			“Theology is in disrepute among most Western intellectuals.” There is no doubt that the word “theology”, at least among most modern intellectuals, conjures up notions of religious irrationality, obsolesce and dogmatism. So, too, the word “Scholasticism”, which denotes a supposedly sterile system of knowledge developed by the medieval church. Nothing could be further from the truth. The Scholastics were excellent scholars who founded Europe’s great universities and nurtured the birth of Western science. And as for theology, it was a highly rational discipline best described as formal reasoning about God.

			Theology, in the sense of using logic and reason to elucidate the nature of God, does not exist in the East, or in polytheistic traditions, which either reject the premise of a conscious all-powerful God, or postulate an immense array of lesser deities. Such traditions emphasize non-rational factors – from superstition to mystical insight – in regards to the supernatural or the transcendent.

			Christianity, in contrast, has an extensive tradition of using reason to illuminate Scripture and to develop church doctrine. Without a doubt, two of the most important Christian theologians were Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, both of whom made important contributions to the view that the truths of faith are compatible with reason.

			Christianity is also unique in its conception of history as a directional process. Most other religions conceive of history as consisting of endless cycles (Eastern religions), as a degeneration from a Golden Age (Islam), or as a procession (Judaism). However, Christian theologians introduced the idea that the application of reason could lead to successively accurate interpretations of scripture, and this paved the way not only for theological progress, but material progress as well.

			“The Christian image of God is that of that of a rational being who believes in human progress, more fully revealing himself as humans gain the capacity to better understand.” If God was a rational being, it followed that his creation was lawful and subject to human scrutiny and understanding. This attitude was especially conducive to the emergence of science.

			Some have characterized the so-called Scientific Revolution in the 16th century as an “eruption of secular thinking”. This view mistakenly sees science and religion as incompatible entities, just as it ignores centuries of systematic progress by medieval Scholastics. Indeed, deeply religious Christian scholars fostered the rise of science.

			Christian theology is unique in its conclusion that slavery is immoral. As a result, Christianity stands alone among the world’s major faiths as the only one to devote serious and sustained attention to human rights (as opposed to human duties). Indeed, outside of Christianity, there is not even a word for freedom within the languages in which other scriptures are written – including Hebrew.

			The Middle Ages were not a period of intellectual stagnation as is commonly supposed. It was a fertile period during which important intellectual, theological, cultural, commercial, organizational and scientific advances took place. “If Western success rests upon victories of reason, then the rise of Christianity surely was the most important single event in human history.” For it was during this period that the (Christian) church, more than any other entity, advocated the power of reason and the promise of progress, guiding principles that opened the door for the West’s economic, political and cultural rise.

			Conventional wisdom holds that the breakdown of the Roman Empire was a tragic disaster, one that ushered in an age of barbarism and superstition known as the Dark Ages. According to this school of thought, civilization languished until the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, when medieval religious dogmatisms were cast aside. This view is a hoax perpetrated by anti-religious intellectuals in the 18th century who propagated such myths to nurture their own self-importance.

			The truth is that the fall of the corrupt and despotic Roman Empire was a boon releasing millions from a “paralyzing oppression”. Indeed, with the fall of Rome, numerous new technologies began to emerge, illustrating the principal that despotic regimes impede progress.

			The reasons for this are clear. Innovations are discouraged when property rights are insecure and when idle elites plunder surplus production by peasants. After all, why should farmers develop more efficient agricultural methods if their rich landlords will simply appropriate the bulk of their harvest?

			The fact that Rome relied heavily on slave labor was a further impediment to progress. For example, the Romans understood that they could harness waterpower by building waterwheels on rivers, but they saw no need to do so because of the abundance of slave labor.

			Watermills (along with windmills), however, became a ubiquitous feature in the Middle Ages, leading to dramatic improvements in production capacities and techniques. Indeed, the so-called Dark Ages gave rise to a whole host of innovative inventions including eyeglasses, chimneys and mechanical clocks. Interestingly, although several clocks had been built in China as early as the 12th century, it appears they were destroyed by Chinese elites opposed to mechanical contrivances. Similarly, public clocks were rejected by Islamic cultures on the grounds that they would secularize time. These facts are of extraordinary significance because, as Lewis Mumford notes, “the clock, not the steam engine, is the key machine of the industrial age”.

			Remarkable innovations in war, land transportation, literature, education, music and science transpired during the Middle Ages. But most significant was the “invention” of capitalism. Contrary to perceived wisdom, capitalism was “not invented in a Venetian counting house, let alone a Protestant bank in Holland”. Rather, it evolved, beginning in the 9th century, thanks to Catholic monks working to improve the economic security of their monastic estates.

			Early definitions of capitalism referred to the use of wealth to create more wealth. For the purpose of this discussion, a more systematic definition is in order. Therefore:

			“Capitalism is an economic system wherein privately owned
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					centuries of technological progress, 

					agricultural surpluses, 

					favorable geography, 

					foreign trade (which favored dispersion of political power),

					the theological belief in progress, moral equality and of honorability in commerce.
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