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Love and Debt:
The Product Red Campaign and the
Racial Dynamics of Neoliberal Religion

Chad Seales is Associate Professor of
Religious Studies and Brian F. Bolton
Distinguished Professor in Secular
Studies. He earned a Ph.D. from the
University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill. His research addresses the cultural
relationship between religion and
secularism in American life, as evident
in the social expressions of evangelical
Protestants, the moral prescriptions
of workplace chaplains and corporate
managers, and the salvific promises of
neoliberal capitalism. He is the author
of Religion Around Bono: Evangelical
Enchantment and Neoliberal Capitalism
(Penn State University Press, 2019),
and The Secular Spectacle: Performing
Religion in a Southern Town (Oxford
University Press, 2013), and has
published articles on industrial religion,
corporate chaplaincy, religion and film,
and secularism and secularization in
the United States.
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This talk uses the example of the Product Red campaign
to show how U2's Bono has been a celebrity promoter
of neoliberal religion in Africa that combines the moral
prescriptions of the prosperity gospel with the economic
principlesoffree marketsand private entrepreneurship. The
talk emphasizes the racial dynamics of neoliberal religion,
explaining how Bonos view of Western intervention in
Africadepends upon an essentialistidea of racial difference
and musical expression that connects him to an American
history of blackface minstrelsy. The talk concludes by
reflecting on the economic function of Bono's minstrel
act, which is to increase the personal debt of Western
consumers by making them feel as if they are relieving
the debt of others far away in developing countries. This
chapter reflects on how Bono makes it seem as though
he has reversed the minstrel rules of popular culture, now
giving to, rather than stealing from, Africans, and how he
offers this idea to consumers in the branded image of
Africa in need.




