
VU Research Portal

Arguing From Cognitive Science of Religion

Van Eyghen, H.M.R.

2018

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Van Eyghen, H. M. R. (2018). Arguing From Cognitive Science of Religion: Cognitive Science of Religion and its
Epistemic Implications. [PhD-Thesis - Research and graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam].

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/2caf5713-dcc3-4d65-b0cd-93e98b0c0c6b


 

 

 

 
Arguing From Cognitive Science of Religion. 

Cognitive Science of Religion and its Epistemic Implications 

Hans Van Eyghen 

  



This thesis was reviewed by: 

 

Lieven De Cock VU Amsterdam 

Amsterdam, Nederland  

Helen de Cruz Oxford Brookes University 

Oxford, United Kingdom 

Michiel van Elk Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Amsterdam, Nederland 

Joke van Saane VU Amsterdam 

Amsterdam, Nederland 

Robert McCauley Emory University 

Atlanta, GA, United States of America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISBN: 978-94-6295-929-3 

©2018, No part of this thesis may be copied or reproduced in any form or by any means without explicit 

permission from the author. 

Cover by Job de Lange 

Printed by proefschrift maken 

A digital version of this thesis is available at www.ub.vu.nl  

This thesis is the result of research performed as a member of the Abraham Kuyper Center at the 

department of Philosophy at VU Amsterdam.  

http://www.ub.vu.nl/


  
 
 
 
 
 
 

VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Arguing From Cognitive Science of Religion 
Cognitive Science of Religion and its Epistemic Implications 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 

 
ter verkrijging van de graad Doctor of Philosophy 

aan de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 

op gezag van de rector magnificus 

prof.dr. V. Subramaniam, 
in het openbaar te verdedigen 

ten overstaan van de promotiecommissie  

van de Faculteit der Geesteswetenschappen 
op vrijdag 15 juni 2018 om 11.45 uur 

in de aula van de universiteit,    

De Boelelaan 1105 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

door 

 
Hans Maurice Roger Albert Van Eyghen 

 
geboren te Gent, België 



  
 

 
promotoren: 

 
copromotor: 

prof.dr. G. van den Brink 

prof.dr. R. van Woudenberg   

dr. H.D. Peels 

 



1	
	

Table	of	Contents		
	
	 	 Acknowledgments 5	
	 	 Introduction:	Arguing	from	Cognitive	Science	of	

Religion	
7	

	 	 	 	
0.1	 	 Why	Cognitive	Science	of	Religion 8	
0.2	 	 State	of	the	art 9	
0.3	 	 The	dissertation 15	
0.4	 	 Methodology 16	
0.5	 	 What’s	new 17	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Chapter	1:	What	are	religious	and	supernatural	

beliefs?	
19	

	 	 	 	
1.1	 	 Introduction 19	
1.2	 	 What	are	religious	beliefs? 19	
1.3	 	 What	are	supernatural	beliefs? 21	
1.4	 	 A	plurality	of	supernatural	beliefs 23	
	 	 	 	
	 1.4.1	 Supernatural	belief	1:	Supernatural beings	interact	

intentionally	with	people.	
23	

	 1.4.2	 Supernatural	belief	2:	Supernatural	beings	aid	in	
practical	affairs.	

31	

	 1.4.3	 Supernatural	belief	3:	Supernatural	beings	have	
special	powers.	

34	

	 1.4.4	 Supernatural	belief	4:	Supernatural	beings	have	a	
moral	concern.	

37	

	 1.4.5	 Supernatural	belief	5:	Supernatural	beings	are	
compassionate.	 	

42	

	 	 	 	
1.5	 	 Conclusion 45	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Chapter	2:	Cognitive	theories	of	religious	belief	 47	
	 	 	 	
2.1	 	 Introduction 47	
2.2	 	 Evolutionary	theories	of	religious	belief 47	
	 	 	 	
	 2.2.1	 Preliminary	1:	Adaptation	or	by‐product? 49	
	 2.2.2	 Preliminary	2:	Adaptationist	fallacy? 51	
	 2.2.3	 Preliminary	3:	Individual	or	group	selection 52	



2	
	

	 2.2.4	 Evolutionary	theory	1:	The	Broad	Supernatural	
Punishment	Theory	(BSPT)	

53	

	 2.2.5	 Evolutionary	Theory	2:	The	Big	Gods	Theory	(BGT)	 59	
	 2.2.6	 Evolutionary	Theory	3:	The	Costly	Signaling	Theory	

(CST)	
63	

	 2.2.7	 Evolutionary	Theory	4:	The	Religion	and	Health	
Theory	(RHT)	

66	

	 2.2.8	 Evolutionary	Theory	5:	The	Attraction	of	Religion	
Theory	(ART)	

70	

	 	 	 	
2.3	 	 Cognitive	mechanism	explanations 72	
	 	 	 	
	 2.3.1	 Preliminary	1:	Cognitive	mechanism	theories 73	
	 2.3.2	 Preliminary	2:	Universal	cognitive	mechanisms? 77	
	 2.3.3	 Preliminary	3:	Cognitive	mechanisms	versus	

evolutionary	mechanisms	
79	

	 2.3.4	 Cognitive	Theory	1:	The	Preparatory	Account	
Theory	(PAT)	

79	

	 2.3.5	 Cognitive	Theory	2:	The	Hyperactive	Agency	
Detection	Device	Theory	(HADDT)	

85	

	 2.3.6	 Cognitive	Theory	3:	The	Moral	Dyad	Theory	(MDT)	 89	
	 2.3.7	 Cognitive	Theory	4:	The	Existential	Theory	of	Mind	

Theory	(EToMT)	
91	

	 2.3.8	 Cognitive	Theory	5:	The	Attachment	Theory	(AT)	 93	
	 2.3.9	 Cognitive	Theory	6:	The	Cognitive	Optimum	Theory	

(COT)	
97	

	 	 	 	
2.4	 	 One	more	theory	:	The	Identity	Fusion	Theory	(IFT)	 98	
2.5	 	 Conclusion 101	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Chapter	3:	Are	CSR	and	religious	belief	

incompatible?	
103	

	 	 	 	
3.1	 	 Introduction 103	
3.2	 	 What	is	the	incompatibility	argument? 103	
3.3	 	 The	argument	stated 105	
3.4	 	 Criticizing	the	argument(s) 111	
3.5	 	 Specific	responses 111	
3.6	 	 General	responses 119	
3.7	 	 Conclusion 122	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	



3	
	

	 	 Chapter	4:	Is	supernatural	belief	unreliably	
formed?	

123	

	 	 	 	
4.1	 	 Introduction 123	
4.2	 	 What	is	the	argument? 123	
4.3	 	 Evolutionary	unreliability	arguments 126	
	 	 	 	
	 4.3.1	 Goodnick’s	evolutionary	unreliability argument 126	
	 4.3.2	 Wilkins	and	Griffiths’	evolutionary	unreliability	

argument	
129	

	 	 	 	
4.4	 	 False	god‐beliefs	unreliability	arguments 136	
4.5	 	 Incompatible	god‐beliefs	unreliability	arguments	 143	
4.6	 	 Off‐track	unreliability	arguments 146	
4.7	 	 Conclusion 149	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Chapter	5:	Is	everything	supernatural	

superfluous	for	religious	experiences?	
151	

	 	 	 	
5.1	 	 Introduction	 151	
5.2	 	 Preliminaries 151	
5.3	 	 Naturalistic	explanations	of	religious	experiences	 158	
5.4	 	 Are	the	explanations	naturalistic? 160	
5.5	 	 The	argument 163	
	 	 	 	
	 5.5.1	 What	is	the	argument? 163	
	 5.5.2	 The	argument	stated 164	
	 5.5.3	 Objections 167	
	 	 	 	
5.6	 	 Naturalistic	explanations	and	the	case	for	

naturalism	
169	

	 5.6.1	 The	argument	stated 172	
	 5.6.2	 Objections 174	
5.7	 	 Conclusion 176	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Chapter	6:	Does	CSR	harm	the	evidential	status	

of	supernatural	beliefs?	
177	

	 	 	 	
6.1	 	 Introduction 177	
6.2	 	 What	is	the	argument	? 177	
6.3	 	 Preliminaries 178	



4	
	

6.4	 	 Claim	1:	P	(N/		wosb)	<	P	(S/		wosb) 185	
6.5	 	 Claim	2:	P	(N/	wosb	+	Mx)	>	P	(N/wosb) 194	
6.6	 	 Are	CSR‐mechanisms	accurate? 198	
	 	 	 	
	 6.6.1	 Evolutionary	Theory	1:	The	Broad	Supernatural	

Punishment	Theory	(BSPT)	
200	

	 6.6.2	 Evolutionary	Theory	2:	The	Big	Gods	Theory	(BGT)	 201	
	 6.6.3	 Evolutionary	Theory	3:	The	Costly	signaling	Theory	

(CST)	 	
202	

	 6.6.4	 Evolutionary	Theory	4:	The	Attraction	of	Religion	
Theory	(ART)	

204	

	 6.6.5	 Evolutionary	Theory	5:	The	Religion	and	Health	
Theory	(R&HT)	

205	

	 6.6.6	 Cognitive	Theory	1:	The	Preparatory	Account	
Theory	(PAT)	

206	

	 6.6.7	 Cognitive	Theory	2:	The	Hyperactive	Agency	
Detection	Device	Theory	(HADDT)	

207	

	 6.6.8	 Cognitive	Theory	3:	The	Moral	Dyad	Theory	(MDT)	 209	
	 6.6.9	 Cognitive	Theory	4:	The	Existential	Theory	of	Mind	

Theory	(EToMT)	
210	

	 6.6.10	 Cognitive	Theory	5:	Attachment	Theory	(AT) 211	
	 6.6.11	 Cognitive	Theory	6:	The	Cognitive	Optimum	Theory	

(COT)	
213	

	 6.6.12	 Combining	mechanisms 213	
	 	 	 	
6.7	 	 Objections	 217	
	 	 	 	
	 6.7.1	 An	accurate	mechanism	is	forthcoming 217	
	 6.7.2	 Partially	explaining	is	enough 220	
	 	 	 	
6.8	 	 Conclusion 222	
	 	 	 	
	 	 Conclusion 223	
	 	 Epilogue:	Cognitive	Science	of	Religion	and	

scientism	
227	

	 	 Bibliography	 229	
	 	 Summary 259	



5	
	

Acknowledgments  
	
Rafael’s masterwork The School of Athens portrays Plato as pointing up and 
Aristotle as pointing down. During my PhD-research I was taught to do both. 
Cognitive scientists taught me to look down in the human mind to how 
religious beliefs originate. Philosophers and theologians taught me to look 
up into the normative realm of religious epistemology. To bring both 
together I was fortunate enough to receive help from too many people to list. 
I want to express my thanks to a number of people in particular. 
 
First of all, I thank my supervisors Gijsbert van den Brink, René van 
Woudenberg and Rik Peels for their huge amounts of time and efforts 
invested in this thesis. They carefully read every chapter (including those 
that didn’t make the final cut) and provided very useful comments and 
criticisms. I was fortunate to have supervisors with different, mutually 
complementing backgrounds. Without them, this thesis could not have come 
about or would have been much worse. 
 
Second, I thank Robert McCauley, the (academic) staff of the Center for 
Mind, Brain and Culture at Emory University and various scholars of 
Cognitive Science of Religion I met over the years. Their input helped me 
make up for my lack of background in cognitive science. Special thanks go 
out to Robert McCauley for welcoming me at Emory University and helping 
me with my research. 
 
Third, I thank Valentin Arts, Lieke Asma, Thirza Band-Lagewaard, Wout 
Bisschop, Leon de Bruin, Jeroen de Ridder, Gerrit Glas, Tamarinde Haven, 
Naomi Kloosterboer, Kelvin McQueen, Scott Robbins and Emanuel Rutten 
for their sometimes firm, but always useful comments and criticisms on my 
work. While I did not always look forward to having my writings discussed 
during research meetings, the resulting comments and criticisms certainly 
improved this thesis. I also thank them and the rest of the (academic) staff at 
the department of philosophy for making the VU a wonderful environment 
to work. At risk of omitting some I thank Govert Buijs, Lieven de Cock, 
Henk de Regt, Loes Derksen Annemie Halsema, Edwin Koster, Christian 
Krijnen, David Ludwig, Marije Martijn, Reinier Munk, Philip Robichaud, 
Angela Roothaan, Judith van Ooijen, Jojanneke Vanderveen, Martin van 
Hees, Irma Verlaan, Jan Willem Wieland and Marije Zeldenrijk. 
 
Special thanks go out to Christel de Lange for solving the dyslectic nature of 
earlier versions of this thesis and for her support. I also thank my parents, 



6	
	

brother and sister for their support and continued interest in my academic 
work. 
 
 
 
 



7	
	

Introduction: Arguing from Cognitive Science of Religion 
 
This thesis is about the epistemic impact of Cognitive Science of Religion 
(CSR). In it I discuss four arguments that refer to CSR-theories in at least 
one of their premises and conclude to a serious epistemic deficit of religious 
beliefs. I do not discuss arguments that rely on CSR-theories to argue for a 
positive epistemic status of religious beliefs.1 I chose CSR because I believe 
it offers the best scientific theories of why people hold religious beliefs 
available now. Older, more famous, Freudian and Marxist theories are now 
widely discarded. Other explanations have been around, 2  but (to my 
knowledge) they are hardly defended anymore. Many recent theories do not 
aim at explaining religious belief but are more descriptive in nature. They 
discuss the role of gender (differences) or the political influence of or on 
religious belief. Therefore, they do not qualify as the best scientific 
explanation of religious phenomena because they are often not really 
explanations.3 They rather describe how religious belief functions today and 
has functioned in the past. CSR-theories are also currently the most 
discussed theories of religious belief (and religion in general). Since its 
emergence in the early 1990s4, CSR grew in influence and is now gaining 
wide acceptance among scholars in religious studies. Furthermore, CSR-
theories are the most discussed theories of religious belief in recent analytic 
philosophy as well. Since they are the most discussed and (arguably) the best 
theories of religious belief, assessing their potential impact on the epistemic 
status of religious beliefs is important. 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
1 Arguments like these are found in (Clark and Barrett 2010; Barrett and Church 
2013). 
2 Daniel Pals provides a useful overview of nine theories of religious belief (Pals 
2015). These include Marx’s and Freud’s theory and anthropological theories as 
well as a couple of non-scientific theories like that of William James and Max 
Weber. 
3 Some theories of this kind do explain something, for example how gender and 
religion are intertwined but many are merely decriptory. 
4 There is some discussion over when CSR began. Some see Stewart Guthrie’s paper 
‘A Cognitive Theory of Religion’ (Guthrie 1980) as the starting point. More often 
Thomas Lawson and Robert McCauley’s book ‘Rethinking Religion. Connecting 
Religion and Culture’ (Lawson and McCauley 1990) is considered the first work in 
CSR. 
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0.1 Why Cognitive Science of Religion? 
 
CSR-theories are diverse. By far most theories propose explanations for how 
religious beliefs are formed. Some explain how religious beliefs are 
transmitted or why they are salient. A small number of theories explain some 
features of religious rituals. Since the number of CSR-theories is large and 
new theories continue to emerge, I cannot discuss all of them in this thesis. I 
am convinced that I included the most prominent CSR-theories and the ones 
most relevant for the epistemic status of religious beliefs. The overview of 
theories includes all theories referred to by arguments I discuss and the most 
cited ones. One group of theories I omitted are neuroscientific theories. I 
omitted them because some neuroscientific theories are highly controversial. 
For example Andrew Newberg set off to construct a completely new 
theology based on neuroscience that (according to him) would incorporate 
all world religions into an encompassing framework.5 Other neuroscientific 
research amounts to little more than showing what brain regions are 
activated when Carmelite nuns pray,6 or when Tibetan monks meditate.7 
Knowing what parts of the brain are involved during religious practices is 
interesting but the current state of research does not allow many 
epistemological conclusions to be drawn from it. Neuroscientific research 
into religion seems to be less prominent than it was some years ago. For 
these reasons I will not discuss neuroscience in this thesis. 
 
I also will not discuss all CSR-theories. I did not include CSR-theories on 
esotericism or magic,8 nor theories about yoga or other Indic practices.9 
IThese theories only have a limited number of religious phenomena as their 
explananda. Instead I limited the discussion to the most discussed and most 
influential theories in the field that have a broader explanandum. I omitted 
two widely discussed and influential theories, namely E. Thomas Lawson 
and Robert McCauley’s theory on ritual competence (Lawson and McCauley 
1990), and Tanya Luhrmann’s theory of the porous Theory of Mind 
(Luhrmann 2012). I omitted the first because it does not have religious 
beliefs or their occurrence as its explanandum but rather rituals and how 
these are constrained by cognition. I omitted the latter because the theory has 
not been thoroughly developed.  
 

																																																								
5 See (Newberg 2011). 
6 (Beauregard and Paquette 2006) 
7 (Davidson and Lutz 2008) 
8 (e.g. Asprem 2017) 
9 (e.g. Hayes and Timalsina 2017) 
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0.2 State of the art 

 
I am by no means the first philosopher to reflect on CSR. Philosophical and 
theological discussion on CSR started in the late 2000s. From its onset, the 
main focus was on the (potential) epistemic consequences of CSR and this 
continues to be the focus till this day. Some discussed the relevance of CSR 
for other issues in philosophy of religion. Another topic is how CSR weighs 
in on theology. Finally, a small number of philosophers wrote on internal 
issues in CSR, offering criticism or support for various theories. 
 

CSR and the epistemic status of religious belief 
 
Just like this thesis does, the main body of philosophical literature on CSR 
addresses the question whether CSR-theories imply a negative verdict on the 
epistemic standing of religious belief. In this section I give an overview of 
the discussion so far. 
 
Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett initiated the discussion. Dawkins 
refers to CSR-theories to argue that religious beliefs result from an in-built 
irrationality mechanism. 10  Dennett makes similar claims and argues that 
religious beliefs are brought about by a ‘fantasy-generation process’. 11 
Dawkins’ and Dennett’s rather brief remarks triggered a number of papers 
that defended religious belief. Justin Barrett responded by constructing 
possible arguments based on CSR-theories and argues that they are 
unconvincing. The main point he makes is that many arguments have too 
much collateral damage if successful, mainly on our beliefs about other 
people’s mental states.12 Michael Murray also took up the task of defending 
the epistemic status of religious belief.13 Like Barrett, Murray reconstructs 
possible arguments against religious belief and refutes them. Murray mainly 
discusses arguments for the conclusion that religious belief is unreliably 
formed. He responds that the arguments either have too much collateral 
damage or cannot show unreliability. Alvin Plantinga mentions some CSR-
theories as a potential source of conflict between science and religion but 
argues that the conflict is only superficial because CSR relies on 
methodological naturalism.14 
 

																																																								
10 (Dawkins 2007: 184-86) 
11 (Dennett 2006: 121) 
12 (Barrett 2007) 
13 (Murray 2009, 2008) 
14 (Plantinga 2011: chapter 5) 
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Three other authors made more specific defenses of the epistemic status of 
religious belief. Kelly Clark and Danny Rabinowitz construct arguments that 
rely on CSR-theories for the conclusion that religious belief is unsafe and 
argue that they fail.15 Joshua Thurow follows a similar strategy. He rebuts 
self-constructed arguments based on CSR for the conclusion that religious 
belief is irrational.16  
 
In 2008, Leo Näreaho wrote a paper that started a discussion on CSR’s 
(alleged) commitment to naturalism. Näreaho argues that CSR shows a 
strong commitment to ‘the naturalistic, cognitive-scientific research 
program’.17 According to Näreaho its commitment leads CSR-theories to 
seek causal explanations for religious phenomena by basing its claims 
particularly on the investigations of cognitive science and cognitive 
psychology. 18  David Leech and Aku Visala responded that CSR is not 
necessarily committed to naturalism. As a result, CSR is compatible with 
theism in their view.19 On a separate occasion, Visala argued at length that 
CSR need not be wedded to a strict naturalistic framework and developed an 
alternative framework which he calls ‘broad naturalism’. 20  Näreaho 
responded that not all versions of theism are compatible with what CSR 
shows. He argues that CSR-theories are not world-view neutral, but rule out 
forms of theism where God actively intervenes in the development of the 
world. The theories do not rule out forms of theism where God is the 
structuring cause of the universe.21 In a next response, Leech and Visala 
deny that CSR-theories should be committed to a ‘naturalistic, cognitive-
scientific research program’ which claims that cognition should have its 
origin strictly in natural processes. They argue the commitment is merely 
assumed by CSR-theorists and not necessary for it.22 
 
Two authors moved the focus of the debate and argued that CSR-theories are 
supporting the epistemic status of religious belief rather than damaging it. 
Kelly Clark and Justin Barrett argue that what CSR-theories show fits well 
with a position known as ‘Reformed Epistemology’.23 They argue that both 

																																																								
15 (Clark and Rabinowitz 2011) 
16 (Thurow 2013) 
17 (Näreaho 2008: 84) 
18 (Näreaho 2008) 
19 (Leech and Visala 2011b, 2011a) 
20 (Visala 2011) 
21  (Näreaho 2014) 
22 (Leech and Visala 2014) 
23 (Clark and Barrett 2010, 2011) Reformed Epistemology is an influential line in 
current religious epistemology. It was first advanced in a collection of papers edited  
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CSR-theories and Reformed Epistemology agree that belief in God is formed 
non-inferentially and immediately by a cognitive faculty. Like Reformed 
Epistemologists, they add that immediately and non-reflectively formed 
beliefs merit an innocent until proven guilty status and are thus prima facie 
justified. Justin Barrett made a similar argument in a joint paper with Ian 
Church.24 
 
Interestingly, arguments for a negative epistemic status of religious belief are 
of a later date than defenses. The best-known argument was defended by 
John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths. They argue that the truth of religious beliefs 
was not important for their evolutionary use. They draw from CSR-theories 
to show that religious beliefs could have evolved even if they are not true. 
Since the evolutionary process selects for fitness and not primarily for truth, 
religious beliefs are not justified.25 Robert Nola offers two arguments. He 
claims that CSR-theories show that the belief-forming process for religious 
beliefs is error-prone. Therefore religious beliefs lack justification. CSR-
theories also produce explanations for religious beliefs that outcompete folk-
explanations of the origins of religious beliefs. As a result, the folk-ontology 
of God(s) is eliminated.26 Liz Goodnick argues that CSR-theories force the 
conclusion that religious belief is unwarranted. The theories show that the 
faculties responsible for religious beliefs were selected for by natural 
selection. Since natural selection is not primarily aimed at truth, the faculties 
cannot be trusted according to Goodnick.27 The most elaborate argument till 
this date was defended by Matthew Braddock. 28  He claims that the 
mechanisms responsible for religious beliefs are unreliable because CSR-
theories show that they produce many false, polytheistic and finite god-
beliefs. He concludes that subjects are not justified to hold god-beliefs. 
 
Quite recently, two arguments appealed to internal reasons within CSR-
theories to argue that they pose no threat to the epistemic status of religious 
belief. Jonathan Jong, Christopher Kavanagh and Aku Visala argue that 
CSR-theories pose no threat because they do not have theism as 
explanandum. They argue that CSR-theories explain anthropomorphic, 
idolatrous belief. Explanations thereof have no bearing on the status of 

																																																																																																																																		
by Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff. Its central claim is that religious 
belief can be rational without any appeal to evidence or argument. 
24 (Barrett and Church 2013) 
25 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013) 
26 (Nola 2013) 
27 (Goodnick 2016) 
28 (Braddock 2016) 
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theism. 29  James Jones argues that CSR-theories do not offer a full 
explanation of religious belief. This leaves room for religious reasons for 
belief.30 
 

CSR and Philosophy of Religion 
 
A smaller group of authors discussed other ways in which CSR-theories 
might have implications for philosophy of religion. One point of interest is 
the relation between CSR and Reformed Epistemology. We noted that Kelly 
Clark and Justin Barrett argue for convergence as part of a broader argument 
in defense of religious belief.31 Richard Sagar discusses the impact of CSR 
on Reformed Epistemology at length and argues that they converge well 
too.32 Myron Penner argues for the same conclusion.33 Both do not argue for 
or against the positive epistemic status of religious belief but argue that CSR 
supports Reformed Epistemology over other positions in religious 
epistemology (for example evidentialist or pragmatist positions). Helen de 
Cruz and Johan de Smedt are more critical and argue that while there is 
some convergence, CSR does not fit well with one central idea in Reformed 
Epistemology, namely the idea that sin has epistemic consequences.34 
 
Paul Draper and Ryan Nichols refer to CSR-theories to argue that 
philosophy of religion in general is in rather poor health. They argue that 
cognitive biases laid bare by CSR explain why philosophers of religion are 
often too partisan and use poor standards of evaluation.35 Max Baker Hytch 
discusses how CSR can weigh in on the problem of epistemic luck36 in the 
formation of religious beliefs.37 Ruth Walker uses CSR-theories to argue for 
religious non-cognitivism.38 

																																																								
29 (Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015) 
30  (Jones 2016) 
31 (Clark and Barrett 2010, 2011) 
32 (Sagar 2011) 
33 (Penner forthcoming) 
34 (De Cruz and De Smedt 2012) 
35 (Draper and Nichols 2013) 
36 The term ‘epistemic luck’ covers accidental or coincidental factors that lead to a 
subject having true beliefs. The term was popularized by Duncan Pritchard (REF). 
Most epistemologists agree that having true beliefs that are the result of epistemic 
luck cannot be knowledge. 
37 (Baker-Hytch 2014) 
38 (Walker 2006) Defenders of religious non-cognitivism claim that religious claims 
do not have truth-value. Instead they are concerned with the sphere of human  
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Finally, Helen de Cruz and Johan de Smedt discuss the relevance of CSR for 
natural theology. They survey five arguments for the existence of God and 
discuss how various cognitive mechanisms could make the arguments 
plausible. They conclude that CSR does not render the arguments 
unconvincing but does leave room for rational disagreement.39 De Cruz and 
De Smedt also do not draw general conclusions about the epistemic status of 
religious belief like the authors discussed in the previous section do. They 
merely draw conclusions about the force of arguments in natural theology. 
 

CSR and Theology 
 
Another obvious area where CSR is of interest is theology. According to 
John Teehan, CSR-theories force a radical change in how theology should 
speak about God. The main reason is that CSR shows that religious belief 
was in an important way shaped by natural selection and natural selection 
involves a great deal of evil. 40  F. Leron Schults also proposes a very 
different radical reconceptualization of theology based on CSR. According 
to him, CSR suggests an a-theology more in line with the Death-of-God 
Theology 41 . 42  Gijsbert van den Brink takes a less radical approach. He 
investigates the relation of CSR to revelation and argues that CSR need not 
undercut the traditional concept of revelation.43  
 
A small body of literature developed in response to the book ‘Why Religion 
is Natural and Science is Not’ by Robert McCauley. 44  In the book, 
McCauley argues that theological beliefs (like belief in an omniscient God) 
are far removed from beliefs people commonly have. He argues that various 
cognitive mechanisms produce anthropomorphic and other theologically 
incorrect beliefs and that holding theologically correct beliefs requires a 
great deal of cognitive effort. In response, Helen de Cruz argues that 
theological concepts are not far removed from ordinary religious concepts 

																																																																																																																																		
conduct and experience. Important defenders of religious non-cognitivism are D.Z. 
Philips and Don Cupitt.  
39 (De Cruz and De Smedt 2015) 
40 (Teehan 2010) 
41  The Death-of-God Theology was a movement in theology in the 1950’s and 
1960’s. It claimed that God had either ceased to exist or that God’s existence was no 
longer acceptable. They tried to formulate ways of rethinking the sacred or religion 
with this in mind. 
42 (Shults 2014) 
43 (Van den Brink 2018: chapter 9) 
44 (McCauley 2011) 
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produced by cognitive mechanisms.45  Justin Barrett took an intermediate 
position and argues that some theologically correct Christian beliefs fit well 
with ordinary beliefs while others diverge.46 
 

Philosophers on CSR 
 
Being a discipline where the definitions of concepts play an important role 
and having a complex and diverse explanandum, CSR raised philosophical 
interest in its internal practice. Steven Horst discussed the use of the terms 
‘intuitive’ and ‘counterintuitive’ in various CSR-theories.47 David Nikkel 
laments the focus of CSR-theories on dualistic, disembodied religious 
concepts. He argues that many religious concepts do not fit this picture and 
calls for a new way of doing research in CSR.48 James van Slyke also made a 
plea for a broader framework in CSR. He highlights the importance of 
emergence as an alternative to the reductive framework CSR (allegedly) 
adheres to.49 Lluis Oviedo calls for a broader framework for CSR as well 
(Oviedo 2008). Neill van Leeuwen makes a plea for conceptualizing 
religious beliefs as credences rather than beliefs.50 Credences differ from 
beliefs because they are not (or less) responsive to evidence and are more 
dependent on practical settings. 
 
Some philosophers criticize or support theories in CSR. This usually 
happens in collaboration with scientists. Michael Murray criticized two 
CSR-theories. In collaboration with Lyn Moore he criticizes the Costly 
Signaling Theory. The theory states that religious rituals evolved as a way of 
signaling honesty to members of one’s group. Moore and Murray argue that 
signaling honesty through rituals is not an evolutionary stable trait. They add 
that the theory suffers from too many internal problems to give a good 
account for why religious rituals evolved.51 In collaboration with Jeffrey 
Schloss, Murray also criticizes the Supernatural Punishment Theory. The 
theory states that religious beliefs evolved because a belief that there is a god 
who cares about human behavior and will punish or reward people according 
to their behavior fostered cooperation. Schloss and Murray argue that the 
theory is not in as bad shape as the Costly Signaling Theory but needs 

																																																								
45  (De Cruz 2014) 
46 (Barrett 2012b) 
47 (Horst 2013) 
48 (Nikkel 2015) 
49 (Van Slyke 2011) 
50 (Van Leeuwen 2017) 
51 (Murray and Moore 2009) 
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improvement.52  Kelly Clark does not criticize but offers support for the 
Supernatural Punishment Theory. In collaboration with Justin Winslett, he 
surveys evidence for the occurrence of belief in punishing gods in ancient 
China. They argue that the prevalence of this belief adds support for the 
Supernatural Punishment Theory.53 Graham Wood considers the thesis that 
religious beliefs foster cooperation and suggests that they do.54 
 

0.3 The dissertation  
 

While there is considerable philosophical discussion on the implications of 
CSR-theories, a lot of the literature does not engage thoroughly with the 
scientific data.55 In a climate where the body of data is ever growing and 
time and resources are limited, philosophers cannot be blamed for this 
approach. In this thesis I do want to delve deeper into what CSR-theories are 
actually showing and what it all implies. A related problem is that a lot of 
philosophers have a somewhat distorted idea of what religious beliefs people 
actually hold or discuss the implications of CSR-theories for a (very) limited 
set of religious beliefs. Examples of the first problem are arguments that God 
cannot make use of cognitive mechanisms or the evolutionary process. 
Examples of the second problem are philosophers who discuss the impact of 
CSR-theories on the Anselmian concept of God. 56  While especially the 
second can be a worthwhile project, the scope of these claims remain 
limited. In this thesis I want to discuss the impact of CSR-theories on a 
larger number of religious beliefs based on a much more informed 
understanding of CSR and religious beliefs than we often find in the 
literature. 
 
The arguments I discuss have in common that (if sound) they conclude to a 
serious epistemic deficit of religious belief. Some target specific religious 
beliefs (like the belief that God causes supernatural beliefs), other target 
religious beliefs in general and some target supernatural beliefs. They also 
differ as to how serious the epistemic deficit will be if its premises are true. 
The argument with the most serious epistemic implications is the 
incompatibility argument. It aims to conclude that some claims made by 

																																																								
52 (Schloss and Murray 2011) 
53 (Clark and Winslett 2011) 
54 (Wood 2011) 
55 There are of course notable exceptions. For example, some philosophers wrote 
papers in collaboration with (CSR) scientists (e.g. Clark and Barrett 2010; Murray 
and Moore 2009) 
56 The Anselmian concept of God states that God is a perfect being and has thus 
omni-properties like omnibenevolence and omniscience. 
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CSR-theories are incompatible with the truth of (some) religious beliefs. The 
second most damaging argument (if sound) aims to conclude that 
supernatural beliefs are unreliably formed and hence cannot be rationally 
believed. A third argument tries to show that supernatural beliefs based on 
religious experiences are not justified. It does so by showing that everything 
supernatural is explanatory superfluous for religious experiences. The final 
argument I discuss tries to defuse the evidential value of the wide occurrence 
of supernatural belief against naturalism. I argue that all these arguments 
have problems that make them unconvincing. 
 
This thesis is structured as follows: In chapter 1 I discuss what religious 
beliefs are and I distinguish certain supernatural beliefs people have. This 
last part is important for my discussion of the argument in chapter 6. Chapter 
2 discusses ten CSR-theories, which the arguments in the subsequent 
chapters use in their premises. I discuss each theory in more detail and some 
prominent criticisms where available. Chapter 3 discusses the argument that 
CSR-theories and religious belief are incompatible. I argue that the argument 
is best cashed out as a conflict between propositions held by religious 
believers as religious believers and propositions made in CSR-theories. I 
argue that there is no such conflict. In chapter 4 I discuss arguments for the 
conclusion that supernatural belief is unreliably formed. I give an overview 
of four existing arguments and argue that they are unconvincing. Chapter 5 
discusses what I call a ‘superfluity argument’. It argues that CSR-theories 
show that religious experiences can be explained naturalistically and thereby 
render supernatural beliefs based on supernatural beliefs unjustified. Chapter 
6 discusses the relevance of CSR-theories for the Consensus Gentium 
Argument. Here I investigate whether CSR-theories can undo the evidential 
value of supernatural beliefs for supernaturalism. 
 

0.4 Methodology 
	
I combine analysis of scientific theories with philosophical argumentation. 
In the first chapter I analyze empirical data about religious belief. In the 
second, I discuss ten cognitive theories about religious belief and some of 
their criticisms. While I do criticize some theories, I do not have the aim of 
offering suggestions for improving theories or suggesting new ones. My 
discussion in chapters 1 and 2 is merely a tool for my discussion of the 
arguments in chapter 3 to 6. 
 
The next chapters take a more traditional philosophical approach in which I 
analyze and criticize arguments for a certain epistemic deficiency of 
religious beliefs. My approach here is mainly epistemological. While some 
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arguments also address metaphysical questions (e.g. chapter 3), 
epistemology is always the main focus. 
	

0.5 What’s new 
 
Though there is considerable philosophical discussion on CSR, I believe this 
thesis differs for two reasons. First, I aim to do better justice to the scientific 
literature on religious belief and CSR. In many papers, this discussion is 
limited due to lack of space or time. I aim to get more clarity on both the 
explanandum of CSR-theories and the theories themselves. This will help in 
better assessing their epistemic impact. 
  
The thesis is also new in some of the arguments it addresses. By far most 
arguments using CSR are unreliability arguments. Some authors also touch 
on incompatibility and superfluity issues but to my knowledge no elaborate 
argument has been formulated. In chapters 3 and 5 I aim to do so. The 
argument I discuss in chapter 6 was only briefly mentioned by a handful of 
authors. While it latches on other discussions, I believe my discussion on 
this argument is also new. 
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Chapter 1: What are religious and supernatural beliefs? 
 

1.1 Introduction  
 
Before we can assess the arguments that use CSR-theories we need two 
things. One thing we need is a clear view of the recent scientific theories the 
arguments rely on. I will attempt to do this in the next chapter. We also need 
a better informed view of the beliefs they target. Sometimes clarity about the 
target (i.e. religious or supernatural beliefs) is missing from existing 
arguments.1 In this chapter I will offer two definitions of religious belief. I 
will first define religious belief in a way befitting various arguments that I 
will discuss in later chapters. I will then define a subset of religious beliefs, 
namely supernatural belief. In order to assess some arguments (especially 
those in chapters 5 and 6) more clarity is also needed about concrete 
supernatural beliefs people hold. For this purpose, I distinguish five 
supernatural beliefs people hold in three major religious traditions. 
 

1.2 What are religious beliefs? 
 
Religious beliefs are notoriously hard to define. A lot of definitions have 
been accused of suffering from a western or even a colonial bias.2 Some 
have also been considered too broad.3 In many arguments I discuss in later 
chapters the term is used too narrowly to denote belief in the existence of 
God or gods. Although belief in the existence of gods is certainly a religious 
belief, religious belief is broader. I discuss these beliefs below under the 
header ‘supernatural belief’. Beliefs about how rituals ought to be 
performed, like how to perform a baptism in Christianity or how to perform 
an offering in spiritualist traditions, are religious beliefs but not supernatural 

																																																								
1 Some authors aim their arguments at ‘religious beliefs’ (e.g. Wilkins and Griffiths 
2013; Murray 2008; Jones 2016; Leech and Visala 2011a; Nola 2013). Kelly Clark 
defends ‘Belief in God, Joshua Thurow defends ‘belief in a god of some kind and 
Justin Barrett ‘belief in gods. Other use the term ‘theistic belief(s)’(e.g. Braddock 
2016). Still other use ‘belief in supernatural agents’ (e.g. Peterson 2010) See also 
chapter 4. 
2 For example, Daniel Dubuisson writes: “Christianity, in a very specific historical 
context, invented the idea (…) of religion. Moreover, several intrinsic characteristics 
that defined its content were progressively associated with this ‘western construction 
of religion’.” (Dubuisson 2007: 787) 
3  One can think here of Paul Tillich’s definition of religion as ‘ultimate 
concern’(Tillich 1953), and see that it easily applies to political ideologies or sports. 
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beliefs. These beliefs might be parasitic on supernatural belief, 4  but in 
themselves they are not. Beliefs about proper religious behavior also fall 
outside the scope of supernatural beliefs. For example, the Christian belief 
that one ought to attend church on Sundays is not about the existence or 
nature of supernatural beings yet can properly be called a religious belief. 
 
Like Benson Saler, I will use the term ‘religious belief’ as a family 
resemblance concept. Use of family resemblance concepts goes back to 
Ludwig Wittgenstein.5 It foregoes defining terms in necessary and sufficient 
conditions. Saler applies this approach to religion. He writes: “I advocate 
that for scholarly purposes we (…) formally conceive of religion in terms of 
a pool of elements that more or less co-occur in what scholars generally 
regard as the clearest and least problematic examples of what they call 
religion.”6 He advocates that in order to define ‘religion’ we should begin 
with a small number of uncontroversial examples. Saler calls them 
‘prototypes’. For ‘religion’ prototypes are Christianity or Buddhism. Things 
can be grouped in the category ‘religion’ when they share a sufficient 
number of elements with the prototypes. For example, we can see that Islam 
shares the elements of belief in God and regular worship with Christianity 
and therefore Islam can rightly be ranked as a religion. Saler notes that the 
family resemblance approach leads to vagueness. He writes: “[T]here is no 
sure and stable border where religion ends and nonreligion begins.”7 He 
notes the borderline case of Confucianism. It shares only a small number of 
elements with the prototypes so it is not clear whether it can be classified as 
a religion. 
 
We can use the same approach for religious beliefs. Some prototypes of 
religious beliefs are: 
 

‐ The belief that God exists. 
‐ The belief that God revealed himself in Jesus of Nazareth. 
‐ The belief that Gods demand offerings. 
‐ The belief that spirits dwell in forests. 
‐ The belief that a proper offering to Vishnu should use fresh fruits. 

 

																																																								
4 For examples, beliefs about how an offering to spirits ought to be performed 
depend on the belief that spirits ‘like’ the offerings or ‘need’ the offerings. 
5 (see Wittgenstein 1958) 
6 (Saler 1999: 396) 
7 (Saler 1999: 396) 
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Beliefs can be ranked under ‘religious beliefs’ if they resemble these 
prototypes to a sufficient extent. Beliefs about the existence of some 
supernatural being resemble the first prototype. Beliefs about what 
supernatural beings do resemble the second and fourth. The third and fifth 
prototype serve to include beliefs about the wishes of supernatural beings 
and ritual practices. 
 
On this approach there will be borderline cases. An example is ‘The universe 
is a living organism’. It resembles, to some extent, beliefs in the existence of 
God but is also quite different. Luckily, none of the arguments nor the 
theories I discuss in the subsequent chapter refer to such border cases. The 
family resemblance approach thus suffices for my approach. 
 

1.3 What are supernatural beliefs? 
 
Defining  supernatural beliefs is less difficult. A clearer definition of 
supernatural beliefs is especially needed to assess arguments I will discuss in 
chapter 6. 
 
With supernatural beliefs I mean: 
  
 Beliefs about the existence or nature of supernatural beings 
 
Beliefs about the mere existence of supernatural beings can take the form of 
theism or polytheism,8 the former expressing belief in one God and the latter 
belief in many. Clear examples of supernatural beliefs are also beliefs about 
the nature of supernatural beings such as the Christian belief that God is 
omniscient, the Hindu belief that gods can be appeased through devotion and 
the spiritualist belief that spirits can take control over a person’s mind 
(possession). 
 
Supernatural beliefs are not a monolithic bloc. In the category ‘supernatural 
beliefs’ various beliefs can be distinguished. In the next section I will discuss 
five more specific supernatural beliefs. My description will rely on common 
sense and on ethnographies. Many contemporary theories of supernatural 
beliefs also follow this approach. For example Pascal Boyer’s Religion 
Explained 9  relies heavily on examples from animistic and spiritualistic 

																																																								
8 Strictly speaking, the terms ‘theism’ and ‘polytheism’ do not denote beliefs but 
statements. Both terms are also commonly used to denote the belief that the 
statement is true. I also use both terms in the last sense. 
9 (Boyer 2002) 
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beliefs. Justin Barrett uses a lot of Christian examples in his Why Would 
Anyone Believe in God10.  Ara Norenzayan often refers to examples from 
Christianity and Islam in his Big Gods: How Religion Transformed 
Cooperation and Conflict11. In a recent overview article of the Cognitive 
Science of Religion Robert McCauley illustrates the need for this approach: 
“Historians’ findings about both persisting and extinct religions (…) is a 
test‐track on which, sooner or later, cognitive theories must run”. 12  He 
continues:  “Still, most of this work involved appeals to ethnographies, case 
studies, and historical illustrations, which, because of their particularity, 
disclose only thin slices of the vast landscape of phenomena that pertain to 
the assessment of any particular theory and, because of origins independent 
of the theories in question, fail to illuminate many of the parts of that 
landscape that are of greatest interest.”13 In my description below, I aim to 
move beyond these ‘thin slices’. My description will, of course, not be 
complete. Since my goal is to criticize arguments that rely on CSR-theories a 
complete description is not needed. My description will, however, suffice to 
show that some supernatural beliefs are widespread in the global population. 
 
Below, I discuss five more concrete supernatural beliefs, which I will 
illustrate using examples from Christianity, Hinduism and Spiritualism. My 
choice for these three traditions is too some extent arbitrary. I included two 
non-western traditions in light of the criticism often aimed at psychology and 
cognitive science that they have a narrow focus on western subjects. 14 
Another reason for discussing these three traditions is that they do not have 
strong links. Other traditions do have stronger links. Christianity and 
Judaism, for example, share a number of holy books and a part of their 
history. Hinduism and Buddhism also have the same roots. Although a 
discussion of various supernatural beliefs in more related traditions will be a 
useful test-track for CSR-theories as well, less related traditions will be more 
useful. CSR-theories aim to explain religious belief by looking at the human 
cognitive apparatus. By consequence they predict similarities in supernatural 
beliefs. Similarities between supernatural beliefs in related traditions can be 
attributed to their relatedness. This is harder to do for similarities in less 
related traditions. I could have chosen three other less related traditions, for 

																																																								
10 (Barrett 2004b) 
11 (Norenzayan 2013) 
12 (McCauley 2017: 4) 
13 (McCauley 2017: 12) 
14 This claim is sometimes called the WEIRDness of psychology and cognitive 
science. WEIRD is an acronym for western, educated, industrialized, rich and 
democratic (see Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan 2010). 
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example Islam, Buddhism and neo-paganism and these would have served as 
a good test-track too.  
 

1.4 A plurality of supernatural beliefs 
 
In this section I discuss five examples of supernatural beliefs. Apart from 
aiding in understanding supernatural beliefs, this is necessary for assessing 
the argument I discuss in chapter 6. Due to the limited space and time it is 
not possible to give a picture of supernatural beliefs in all, or even the 
majority of religions. Instead, I chose to focus on three religions; 
Christianity, Spiritualism and Hinduism. Since the focus of some CSR-
theories is on intuitive supernatural beliefs (see chapter 2), I will focus on 
popular beliefs rather than (sophisticated) theological doctrines. Popular 
supernatural beliefs will likely rely less on cultural input and resemble 
intuitive beliefs more closely.  Because I will focus on popular religion, I 
will use a broad definition of all three religions. When I write ‘Christian 
supernatural beliefs’, I mean beliefs about the God of the Bible, Jesus, who 
is believed to be the incarnation of God, the Holy Spirit and also beings like 
angels or demons. With ‘Spiritualist supernatural beliefs’ I refer to beliefs 
about spirits, demons and Gods that feature in many African, South 
American and Polynesian animistic religions. With ‘Hindu beliefs’ I refer to 
beliefs about Gods that feature in religions that have their origins in the 
Indian subcontinent like Vaishnavism, Shaktism and Shaivism. The term 
‘Hindu’ is somewhat problematic as some have argued that the term lacks a 
clear denotation. I opted to use this term rather than ‘Indian supernatural 
beliefs’ to rule out supernatural beliefs featured in Buddhism, Sikhism and 
Jainism. My description of Christian, Spiritualist and Hindu beliefs is 
certainly not complete. I merely aim to lay out some important common 
supernatural beliefs. 
 

1.4.1   Supernatural belief 1: Supernatural beings interact 
intentionally with people. 

 
The first belief I discuss is that supernatural beings are believed to interact 
with people. This interaction is believed to be intentional. Belief in this 
ability presupposes that supernatural beings are seen as agents. Believed 
interactions can take the form of exchanges between supernatural beings and 
people or of interventions by supernatural beings in people’s lives. 
 
Markus Schlosser defines agency as: “In very general terms, an agent is a 
being with the capacity to act, and ‘agency’ denotes the exercise or 
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manifestation of this capacity.”15 In this minimal definition, agency is not 
confined to humans (or human-like beings) since animals (and maybe even 
plants 16 ) also have the capacity to act. Schlosser continues with: “The 
philosophy of action provides us with a standard conception and a standard 
theory of action. The former construes action in terms of intentionality, the 
latter explains the intentionality of action in terms of causation by the 
agent’s mental states and events.”17 Pierre Jacob defines intentionality as: 
“Intentionality is the power of minds to be about, to represent, or to stand 
for, things, properties and states of affairs.” 18  Inspired by both, I take 
‘intentional actions’ to be actions that are caused by some agent’s mental 
states.19 Intentionality and having mental states or events is often reserved 
for humans (or human-like beings). Some have claimed that intelligent 
animals like primates,20 dolphins,21 or crows,22 can also act intentional. 
 

Christianity 
 
The belief that the Christian God interacts intentionally with people is 
clearly prevalent among Christians. A number of important Christian beliefs 
would make little sense without this belief. Many Catholics believe in the 
doctrine of transubstantiation, which holds that during mass the bread and 
wine becomes the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ. The transformation 
requires an intervention by God. Belief in God’s active presence is more 
clearly visible in rituals in Pentecostal or evangelical churches like the 
baptism with the Holy Spirit. Holm describes how believers feel that they are 
‘touched by God’ during the baptism with the Holy Spirit and how it is often 
accompanied by glossolalia (speaking in tongues) which is believed to result 
from being completely absorbed by God. All this is experienced as a gift 
from God.23 Tricia Dailey stresses how the members of the Full Gospel 
Church stress their belief in a living Christ who brings peace, joy and 
happiness in their lives. Christ is believed to bring mostly beneficial things. 

																																																								
15 (Schlosser 2015) 
16 See (Baluška 2009) 
17 (Schlosser 2015) 
18 (Jacob 2014) 
19 A more fine-grained philosophical analysis of ‘intentional action’ likely includes 
elements like goals or motivations. I lack the space to get into this discussion and 
rely on this more common sense notion for the purpose of this thesis. 
20 (De Waal and Tyack 2003) 
21 (Tomonaga and Uwano 2010) 
22 (Emery and Clayton 2004) 
23 (Holm 2012: 99)  
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He is also believed to bring spiritual gifts like the ability of faith healing or 
glossolalia.24 
 
Many Christians also believe that Jesus will return and for some Christians 
this belief plays a very important role in daily life. Nils Holm writes about a 
Pentecostal church on the Finnish Aland Islands in the 1930s: “A strong 
apocalyptic view dominated the preaching. Jesus [could] at any moment 
return from the skies of heaven and therefore one had to be constantly 
prepared for the divine encounter.”25  Tricia Dailey also reports a strong 
belief in the imminent return of Jesus in members of the Full Gospel church 
in Bloomington Illinois. Members of the church are urged to prepare 
themselves accordingly.26  
 
Both Holm and Dailey report another important belief in Pentecostal, 
charismatic churches: the belief in ‘being saved’.27 Whereas ‘being saved’ 
most often designates the historical deliverance from sin through Jesus’ 
death on the cross, it also designates a moment in a person’s life where God 
is believed to have actively delivered an individual person. Belief in the 
latter is most prominent in Evangelical and Pentecostal churches but is also 
present in churches referred to as ‘mainline churches’, like Roman Catholic 
or Methodist churches. All this clearly shows that the Christian God is 
believed to have the capacity to act and that his actions are often intentional. 
The actions described above (coming to earth, giving spiritual gifts, saving) 
are believed to be done by God with a specific goal or outcome in mind and 
this requires the Christian God to be able to represent this goal and desired 
state of affairs in mind. 
 
The belief that the Christian God intervenes intentionally is also apparent 
when believers ask God to come in their midst. This is a common practice in 
Christian prayer groups and during Christian services. Tanya Luhrmann 
writes: “On Sunday mornings the band would pause after a few songs and 
the leader would pray softly into the silence. ‘God, we love you so much. 
Help us to hear you clearly today. Come into our midst … Come, Holy 
Spirit, come … come …’ and people waited (…) to let God come. People 
talk about this as if they mean it literally. They say things like ‘God really 
showed up today,’ and they distinguish between times when they felt that 
God was present and times when they did not feel his presence, although 

																																																								
24 (Dailey 1996: 1-3) 
25 (Holm 2012: 92) 
26 (Dailey 1996: 15) 
27 (Dailey 1996; Holm 2012) 
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then they add quickly that he is always there. (…) They speak as if God has 
a particular presence and a specific voice. The church behaves as if God will 
be tangibly present after he has been invited to come.”28 The belief that God 
will actively come towards the community goes beyond a belief in a vague 
divine presence. Members of the church reported messages from God. 
Luhrmann writes how members of the Vineyard church would come up to 
the microphone during songs to read out passages from the Bible that God 
had nudged him or her. 29 This clearly attests that God is believed to respond 
to invitations and give messages. Both require God’s ability to represent the 
invitation and the content of the messages somehow. 
 
Luhrmann also writes how the sermons at the Vineyard church teach the 
congregation to use the Bible as a way of relating to God. 30 Sometimes the 
worshippers at Vineyard describe the interaction as ‘hearing God’s voice’. 
Luhrmann writes: “At the Vineyard, people speak about recognizing God’s 
‘voice’. They talk about things God has ‘said’ to them about very specific 
topics (…). Newcomers soon learn that God is understood to speak to the 
congregants inside their own minds. They learn that someone who worships 
God at the Vineyard must develop the ability to recognize thoughts in their 
own mind that are not in fact their thoughts, but God’s.” 31  Others use 
‘hearing voices’ in a literal way. Carlos Steil writes about how the founder 
of a catholic charismatic group in Porto Alegre reported literally hearing 
voices. This event led him to start this group. 32  Tricia Dailey heard a similar 
story from a pastor at the Full Gospel Church. She writes:  “She [the pastor] 
had not studied theology; she simply studied the Word of God diligently. 
She prayed nightly in her "trailer get-away." With only gospel music 
cassettes, her Bible, and solitude, she retreated into her camper, soaking up 
the presence of God which filled her special place. On the night in which she 
received the calling, she had spent hours in her trailer, in the presence of the 
Lord. As she was about to get up it was like the Spirit said, 'Wait a minute,' 
and I knew it was God speaking to me and I fell on my knees right there. 
And when I did, I looked at my hand and He put a rod in my hand (...) and I 
just knew He had placed a mission on my life.”33 According to Steil, some 
members of the catholic charismatic group reported ‘particular revelations’ 
received from Our Lady, Jesus, saints or angels. He adds that these 

																																																								
28 (Luhrmann 2012: 6) 
29 (Luhrmann 2012: 6) 
30 (Luhrmann 2012: 6) 
31 (Luhrmann 2012: 39) 
32 (Steil 2006: 5) 
33 (Dailey 1996: 6-7) 
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revelations and literally hearing voices were rather rare and that a 
metaphorical understanding of hearing voices is more common. 
 
Interaction with the Christian God can become very intimate. Luhrmann 
writes about the worship songs sung at Vineyard. The lyrics tell about 
feeling God in your body and how God is someone whom you love and who 
loves you. Some songs even go as far as singing about God cuddling.34 
Luhrmann describes at length how the Vineyard church developed 
techniques to interact with God. Vineyard worshippers do not read the Bible 
as a book about God but rather as a way to relate to God.35 They are also 
urged to ‘imagine’ going on dates or having dinner with God as if having 
dinner with a friend.36 She writes: “The manuals and sermons establish the 
idea of a conversation between friends as the central model of prayer.”37 The 
main goal is to learn identifying certain thoughts not as your own but as 
infused by God.38 In order to identify a thought as from God, worshippers 
use the criterion of peace. Luhrmann writes: “The final test was the feeling 
of peace. Prayer and God’s voice are thought to give you peace and 
comfort.”39 
 

Spiritualism 
 
Spiritualist supernatural beliefs also clearly show that spirits are believed to 
be intentional agents. David Akin writes about spirit-beliefs in Kwaio on the 
Solomon Islands: “These spirits are best thought of as active members of the 
social groups that sacrifice to them.”40 Niko Besnier describes how spirits in 
Nukulaelae Plynesia are believed to be able to kill people by strangling, 
smothering, suffocating or eating them. They are also believed to have 
human feelings like empathy, anger, being prone to feeling offended and an 
urge to retaliate and act on that basis.41 The actions described by Akin and 
Besnier clearly qualify as intentional actions because active participation in a 
social group, having human-like feelings like anger and being offended and 

																																																								
34 (Luhrmann 2012: 5) 
35 This practice resembles the older practice of Lectio Divina. Historically it was 
practiced mostly by monastics but it also gained traction among lay believers 
(mostly Catholics). The practice consists of reading Scripture or spiritual writings to 
reach communion with God (see (Irwin 2000)). 
36 (Luhrmann 2012: chapter 3) 
37 (Luhrmann 2012: 47) 
38 (Luhrmann 2012: chapter 3) 
39 (Luhrmann 2012: 65) 
40 (Akin 1996: 152) 
41 (Besnier 1996: 80) 
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retaliation require a mind that is about something; in this case about what the 
social group is like, what one is angry or offended about and how one will 
retaliate. 
 
In Spiritualism, various supernatural beings are believed to interact with 
humans. Mario Molina concludes from his field work in Puerto Rico: “The 
foundation of the spiritist belief system is the acknowledgement of a spirit 
world which is constantly interacting with the ‘material world’ (…).”42 Niko 
Besnier qualifies this claim somewhat when he writes that spirits in 
Nukulaelae Polynesia are believed to only interact with people under very 
special circumstances. 43  Interactions with spirits are often of a more 
symmetrical nature than the interactions with the Christian God discussed 
above and sometimes these interactions with spirits take the form of an 
exchange between humans and the supernatural. According to David Akin 
relations between ancestor spirits and people are built upon and expressed 
through exchange. In return for obedience and sacrificed pigs, the ancestor 
spirits support people in their daily affairs and protect them from evil forces 
like sorcery and dangerous spirits when needed.44 Francis Hezel and Jay 
Dobbin also note beliefs about spirit-messages among the inhabitants of 
Chuuk, Micronesia.45 
 
In West-African voodoo traditions, this exchange becomes an obligation. 
Nadia Lovell writes how gods are believed to somehow force people into 
exchange relations. On the one hand they rescue people from severe social or 
physical disablement and death but often the gods themselves were also 
believed to be instrumental in causing these conditions in the first place. 
Nonetheless deities demand people to serve them and threaten with reprisal 
if they fail to do so.46 
 
As in Christianity, interaction with spirits is believed to get very intense 
sometimes. Here, intense interaction with supernatural beings takes on a 
more sinister form and is usually not unambiguously a positive experience. 
The literature on spirit possession is vast. It is clear that people believe 
spirits can totally take over a person’s mind. Tamar Gordon quotes Ernest 
Collocot who attributed possession to spirits loving people too much. Spirits 
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43 (Besnier 1996: 77) 
44 (Akin 1996: 152) 
45 (Hezel and Dobbin 1996) 
46 (Lovell 2002: 55) 
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are believed to long for companionship that they have lost and enter the body 
and mind of a befriended man or woman.47  
 

Hinduism 
 
Hindu gods are also believed to interact with humans. William Harman notes 
that the majority of supernatural figures in India are believed to be worthy of 
human approach and worship and that the interaction is considered 
beneficial and purifying for both humans and deities.48  More so than in 
Christianity or Spiritualism, the interaction is believed to take place in the 
context of ritual. Materiality is of greater importance. The main ritual of 
most Indian religions is puja, best translated as worship or homage. 
Christopher Fuller calls puja “the core ritual of popular theistic Hinduism”.49 
Lawrence Babb calls it “the structural bedrock of Chhattisgarh [region in 
India].”50 A puja involves devotion and devotion is believed to involve a 
movement from the worshipped god/goddess towards the devotee. Devotion 
is thus believed to be not only an action of the believer but also an act 
wherein supernatural beings approach humans. According to Harman the 
whole idea of Hindu-devotion is based on the notion of mutuality and 
reciprocity between deity and worshipper.51 Jason Fuller describes how gods 
and goddesses are welcomed during puja’s with offerings of water or food 
and subsequently entertained with incense, music, singing and dancing. 
Deities are also bidden farewell with standard gestures of respect.52 Hindu-
iconography also attests to the way supernatural beings are believed to 
interact with humans. Jason Fuler and Hilary Rodriguez claim that deities 
are believed to become actually present in their material representations.53 
According to Stephen Huysler images are created as recepticles for spiritual 
energy, acting as links that allow believers to experience direct communion 
with the gods. He also claims that the main aim of puja’s is the feeling of 
personal contact with the deity.54 Christian Fuller agrees and writes that 
deities come down to a human level in these images.55 Fabrizio Ferrari also 
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attests to this point when he describes how, during a ritual devoted to the 
goddess Sitala, a random stone is selected to host her.56 
 
Another way deities are believed to interact with humans during rituals is by 
giving gifts like prasana or darsan. Harman observed that during puja’s gifts 
are presented and the image of the deity is believed to accept and absorb the 
essence of the material. The deity then returns a portion of the gift as 
generous leavings or prasada. By consuming the prasada the devotee 
participates in communion’ or sharing substances with the deity. 57 Jeffrey 
Brackett adds that consuming prasada entails seeing end being seen by the 
divine (…).”58 
 
Interaction with Hindu deities can also become very intimate, although again 
in a different way than in Christianity or Spiritualism. Babb describes how a 
puja requires meticulous preparations and how this signals a deep honor and 
care for the gods.59 Rodrigues writes: “Like most devotees, he [a devotee] 
calls the Great Goddess ‘Ma,’ which simply means ‘mother’”;60 signaling 
that his relation to the goddess is similar as one between a mother and child. 
Christian fuller highlights the erotic aspect of puja and claims that it has a 
powerful sensual impact.61 According to Ferrari, sacrifices to the goddess 
Sitala also mainly serve to renew the bond between the goddess and her 
children.62 
 
Hilary Rodrigues describes how a puja can have such a powerful impact that 
it results in absorption of the divine by the worshipper or identification 
between human and deity. 63  Christian Fuller also notes the movement 
towards identification between the deity and worshipper during puja’s. 
Striving for absorption or identification with the divine is clearly 
exemplified in Indian ritual dances. Anne Marie Gaston describes how the 
texts sung during these dances remind the dancers of the deity’s attributes 
and how the dance expresses love for the deity. She also notes that a 
religious dance can serve as a mean to copy divine gestures and thereby to 
identify with the deity.64 
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1.4.2  Supernatural belief 2: Supernatural beings aid in practical 
affairs. 

 
Supernatural beings are believed to aid people in their daily affairs. While 
they are sometimes also believed to offer a greater or deeper purpose in life, 
a lot of their activity is believed to be quite mundane. 
 

Christianity 
 
In Christianity, beliefs about a deeper meaning or greater purpose in life are 
often stressed.65 Yet many Christian beliefs are about much more mundane 
things. Petitionary prayer occurs widely among Christians. When praying 
many Christians likely ask for God’s assistance in practical things. Many 
Roman Catholics visit the shrine of Mary in Lourdes, France, to pray for 
(physical) healing. A study conducted by Daniel Cox, Juhem Navarro-Rivera 
and Robert Jones shows that a lot of Americans believe supernatural forces 
have an impact on sport games.66 Since Christianity is the biggest religion in 
America we can assume that the supernatural forces believed to have the 
impact are associated with the Christian God. Another survey found that 
82% of Americans who pray often pray for their family or friends whereas 
only 37% prayed because of God’s greatness.67 Luhrmann writes: “At the 
Vineyard [evangelical church], people explicitly and repeatedly explained 
that asking for specific, concrete outcomes was important.”68  She writes 
about a member who attributed her success in the MCAT (a standardized test 
for prospective medical students in the United States, Australia and Canada) 
solely to God’s intervention, claiming she could not have succeeded on her 
own. People often quoted Luke 11: 9-1369 in prayer groups associated to the 

																																																								
65 The allegedly universal need to provide meaning and purpose is sometimes put 
forward as explanations of why people believe in supernatural beings. For a 
criticism of this explanation see (Boyer 2002: 12-21). 
66 (Jones, Cox, and Navarro-Rivera 2014) 
67 I was unable to find the original study but this site offers a summary of the results 
http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/American-Prayer-
Practices.pdf  
68 (Luhrmann 2012: 269) 
69 “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock 
and the door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives; the one who 
seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. Which of you 
fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an 
egg, will give him a scorpion?  If you then, though you are evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the 
Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (New International Version) 
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Vineyard church. Members also urged each other to ask for concrete things 
from God. They were even urged to ask for very specific things; for example 
to ask for a red car instead of merely asking for a car. A lot of members 
claimed to receive feedback from God on their petitionary prayers. 70 
Luhrmann writes: “Prayer is real for these congregants; it is a pragmatic, 
actual connection to God’s power, and knowing that it gets results was 
central to (…) [their] faith experience (…).”71 Dailey notes that members of 
the Full Gospel church take a rather practical stance towards reading the 
Bible. Like other fundamentalist groups they subscribe to the doctrine of 
biblical inerrancy but they give it a practical substance. Dailey writes: “Their 
belief in biblical inerrancy appropriates all of life's management and 
questions to the authority of this text.” 72  Lindhardt reports than many 
members of the Evangelical Pentecostal church in Valparaiso, Chile, attend 
services to ‘reload their batteries’.73 They also experience divine presence 
during informal conversations or as ‘a pleasant accompanying presence in 
everyday life’.74 Prayers during services are often occasion to thank God for 
finding a job or for having good health. Sermons also often address God’s 
practical help in difficult moments. Lindthart mentions one sermon wherein 
God was said to help believers get out of a passport check.75  
 
One could object that practical, mundane things are marginal in Christianity 
in comparison to deeper meaning and purpose. To make this claim more 
ethnographic work needs to be done. The evidence I presented suggests the 
opposite. Meaning and purpose can also be practical. For example, a 
Christian believer can consider her job as a vocation which supports her in 
doing her job. Her believing that God invests deeper meaning in her life thus 
results in something quite practical. 
 

Spiritualism 
 
Spiritualists also believe that supernatural beings mainly address practical 
affairs.  Michael Mason describes how spirits are called on to give advice in 
Cuban Santeria. 76  Francis Hezel and Jay Dobin report the belief among 
inhabitants of Chuuk, Micronesia, that spirits, if well-disposed to the family, 
can reveal them a wealth of valuable information on new kinds of medicine, 
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ideas for dances and the location of good fishing grounds.77 According to 
Douglas Hollan the Toraja in Indonesia believe that spirits exert an influence 
on people’s fate and fortunes. Prosperity is generally attributed to having 
fulfilled one’s obligations to the spirits,78 and lack of prosperity prompts 
them to initiate offerings.79 Alan Howard notes that inhabitants of Rotuma, 
Fiji, believe that the entire welfare of the island depended on the spirits.80 
Nico Besnier notes the importance of vai Laakau for people in Nukulaelae, 
Tuvalu. Vai Laakau, or sorcery, refers to substances and practices using 
substances that have the power to change the normal course of events to the 
benefits of the practitioner. The benefits, however, often go against the good 
of the community at large. Among other things, it can be used for killing 
enemies, increasing one’s success in fishing and erotic pursuits, prescience 
and divination and ensuring victory for football teams from one’s home 
island in Tuvalu’s national tournaments. They believe that without the 
intervention of spirits vai Laakau is without power. Spirits in turn always 
demand a retribution or compensation for their assistance.81 Michael Manson 
writes that the following plea is made during Santeria initiation rituals: “Let 
him not see death, let him not see sickness, let him not see loss, let him not 
see wickedness. Instead give him health, give him luck, give him strength, 
give him tranquility, give him spiritual evolution.”82  
 

Hinduism 
 
Hindu beliefs also attest to how supernatural beings are believed to mainly 
address practical needs. According to Fabrizio Ferrari, the goddess Sitala is 
visualized as a mother who protects her children from pediatric ailments, and 
as a fertility goddess who helps women in finding good husbands and 
conceiving healthy sons. She is also believed to ensure the wellbeing of the 
family and protects sources of livelihood. Summoning Sitala ensures regular 

																																																								
77 (Hezel and Dobbin 1996: 197) 
78 Hollan adds that the Toraja do not believe that fulfilling one’s obligations to 
spirits guarantees prosperity. He writes: “It is more accurate to say that villagers 
believe that spiritual beings offer opportunities for wealth and prosperity but that 
realization requires an expenditure of personal energy. Thus, while spiritual beings 
might ensure rice seed will germinate and fields will eventually fill fields with 
water, villagers must plant and care for the rice seedlings to bring them to fruition.” 
(Hollan 1996: 217) 
79 (Hollan 1996: 217-18) 
80 (Howard 1996: 130) 
81 (Besnier 1996: 80) 
82 (Mason 2002: 5)  
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refreshing rains, prevents famines, droughts and cattle diseases.83  Ferrari 
reports one occasion where a 16-year old girl was brought to a murti (statue) 
of Sitale by her mother and paternal aunt to heal her of an infatuation with a 
boy living in the neighborhood.84 On other occasions clay elephants were 
presented to the goddess as a votive offering in order to find a good husband 
or on a wedding day.85 Furthermore, Sitala is also consistently worshipped as 
protector and healer. 86  
 

1.4.3  Supernatural belief 3: Supernatural beings have special 
powers. 

 
Supernatural beings are believed to have powers humans (and animals) lack. 
Special powers can also be called miraculous powers as they appear to 
violate natural laws. 87  Examples are the ability to heal without medical 
treatment, the ability to give omens or the ability of bilocation.   
 

Christianity 
 
A special power the Christian God is believed to have is the ability to 
perform miracles. Ralph Del Colle writes: “The testimony to miracles has 
never been absent from Christianity (…).” 88  Belief in miracles is more 
prominent in Pentecostal or charismatic churches than in mainline 
Christianity.  
 
One prominent example of the Christian God’s special powers is the ability 
to heal people. Jacqueline Ryle writes about how a seminarian complained 
how his charismatic Pentecostal church in Suva Fiji was always far better 
attended during healing services than during ordinary masses. 89  The 
seminarian’s complaint signals that many of his parishioners believed God 
could heal them during healing services. At the start of each healing service, 
the priest emphasizes that he does not heal himself but Christ heals through 
him.90 Kelly Chong also notes the importance of belief in God’s healing 
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84 (Ferrari 2014: 45) 
85 (Ferrari 2014: 58) 
86 (Ferrari 2014: 87) 
87 David Hume famously defined miracles as: “a transgression of a law of nature by 
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(Hume 1977: footnote 43) 
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power in her study on a South Korean evangelical church.91 Martin Lindhart, 
who studied Pentecostal Christians in Valparaiso, Chile, also stresses that 
healing is believed to come from God though he may sometimes use pastors 
or medical doctors as his instruments.92 He also writes that a preacher spoke 
about “how divine healing, through praying, is far superior to the healing 
that can be found in hospitals”. 93  In a phone survey conducted by 
Christopher J. Mansfield, Jim Mitchell and Dana King, 80% of the 
respondents reported belief that God acts through physicians to cure 
illness.94  
 

Spiritualism 
 
Spirits in Spiritualism are also believed to have healing powers. Referring to 
work by Edith Turner, Fiona Bowie notes that many people consider 
‘healing with spirits’ a distinct form of healing. In healing of this kind spirits 
are believed to be insistent and take the initiative. They can take possession 
of the healer and force their way into his or her body to do their healing 
work. 95 Bowie notes that people can have a mediating role in the spirit’s 
healing powers and that a healer must learn to cooperate with different kinds 
of spirits to heal people. 96 Possession sometimes involves the opposite of 
healing. David Akin writes: “[P]eople sometimes blame (…) spirits for 
specific community problems, especially illness and spirit possessions that 
are unresponsive to normal treatment.” 97  Whitehouse notes the same in 
Dadul, New Guinea. He writes that spirits can act as diabolical agents to lure 
people into doing bad things to strike them down.98 Spirits are also believed 
to be able to convey information. Nils Bubandt writes: “[S]pirits are 
generally used to get advice and omens for one’s personal and political 
affairs. I argue that spirits, when observed and engaged during possession 
rituals, are key informants who can be engaged, interviewed and analyzed 
(…).”99  
 

Hinduism 
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The special powers of Hindu gods are represented in their images. Christian 
Fuller writes: “Plainly, since many images represent gods and goddesses 
with several heads, eyes, or arms and a host of other fantastical features, they 
are not designed to be exact likenesses of ordinary people or animals. The 
deities have powers and attributes transcending those of earthly beings, 
which their images are intended to display.”100 Suchitra Samantha writes that 
many contemporary Hindus believe that a divine intervention, even in a 
mundane life-event or crisis, is very probable.101 Gavin Flood notes than 
Hindu literature in Sanskrit and vernacular languages is replete with 
miraculous occurrences. 102  He also discusses how miraculous powers of 
gurus can be related to divine power as gurus can harness divine powers and 
embody a transcendent energy. Just like the power of the deity is ritually 
brought down into the image and thereby empowered, so the guru is thought 
to be empowered and miraculous happenings are often also attributed to 
gurus.103 Reports of supernatural healing are frequent. Jeffrey Brackett noted 
after field work near a temple devoted to the god Hanuman in Jarandesvar 
that priest, devotees and written sources attest to a belief that the miraculous 
abounds there.104 105 Fabrizio Ferrari is positive that in healings in the Sitala 
tradition the healer is de facto a god or goddess.106 Hindu gods are also 
believed to perform other miracles. Samantha sums up examples of how 
Bengali Hindus experience the goddess Kali’s miraculous powers: “[The] 
experience of divine power, or Sakti, is expressed in personal accounts of 
Kali's fortuitous interventions in various contexts of her worshipers' lives, 
such as the act of miraculously resolving a life-crisis. Such stories are 
frequently combined with accounts of miraculous experiences involving 
worshippers' gurus, who are perceived and described by worshippers as 

																																																								
100 (Fuller 2004: 58) 
101 (Suchitra 1998: 30) 
102 His examples are: “The Ramayana speaks of the god Hanuman like a monkey, 
the story of Nala tells of talking geese and gods who have the power to change their 
form, and so on. In the Puranas we have many stories depicting wondrous events 
and also in hagiographies. Thus, for example, in the Bhagavat Gita Purana which 
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103 (Flood 2011: 194) 
104 An example Brackett reports is: “I came here on the advice of my guru. You see, 
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says as he extends his hand. ‘The leprosy stopped because of the healing powers of 
Jarandesvar.” (Brackett 2011: 25) 
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conduits for Kali's divine Sakti [energy].”107 As is the case in Christianity 
and Spiritualism, divine miracles are thus believed to occasionally be 
mediated by humans, in this case by gurus. Since the boundaries between 
humans and gods are less strict in Indian religions than in Spiritualism and 
Christianity, it is not clear whether gurus are considered to be humans or 
divine themselves. According to Samantha: “The consensus of belief sees 
the guru as deity made manifest—generally the god Siva, but also combining 
qualities of divinity in general, both male and female.”108  
 

1.4.4  Supernatural belief 4: Supernatural beings have a moral 
concern. 

 
With ‘having moral concern’ I mean that supernatural beings are personally 
concerned with human morality. The moral concern can result in punishment 
or reward but this does not always appear to be the case. 
 

Christianity 
 
Of the three traditions I discuss, Christianity seems to be the one where the 
belief that God has a moral concern is most apparent. Many Christians 
believe that God issued certain moral rules that people have to follow. 
Examples of these rules are the Ten Commandments or the Greatest 
Commandment.109 Christopher Bader and Roger Finke write: “Research has 
found the relationship between religiosity and attitudes on moral issues in 
the USA to be relatively straightforward. More religious people, as measured 
by frequency of church attendance, frequency of prayer, identification with a 
strict denomination, a literal interpretation of the Bible, and/or how religious 
a person considers him/herself to be, tend to hold more restrictive attitudes 
on moral issues.” 110  They list attitudes about abortion, sexuality and 
tolerance of homosexuals as examples.111 The higher prevalence of these 
attitudes among religious people in the USA (who are mostly Christians) 
suggests that their supernatural beliefs influence their moral attitudes. Other 
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108 (Suchitra 1998: 33) 
109  Matthew 22:35-40: “One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this 
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‘Love your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments.” (NIV) 
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explanations of their moral attitudes are however possible, for example 
cultural or historic influences. Rodney Stark presents evidence for a 
connection between the higher prevalence of certain moral attitudes and 
supernatural beliefs. He concluded from surveys that: “religion sustains the 
moral order (…). (…) [R]eligion has this effect only as it is based on belief 
in powerful, active, conscious, morally-concerned gods.” 112  Belief in a 
morally concerned God is also apparent in the Christian belief of being 
forgiven by God. If God is not believed to be morally concerned, believing 
that he forgives would make little sense. A study by Loren Toussaint and 
David Williams found support for a high prevalence of the belief in being 
forgiven by God among Protestants and Catholics.113  
 

Spiritualism 
 
Spirits are also believed to be concerned about human morality. The best 
known way how they show this concern is by inflicting harm. According to 
Mario Molina people in Puerto Rico believe that punishment by spirits is 
mainly motivated by revenge. The revenge can span over different lifetimes 
and spirits can affect individuals to retaliate something done to them when 
the spirit was still alive or in some earlier lifetime.114 David Akin claims that 
people blame spirits for community problems or illnesses that are 
unresponsive to normal treatment.115 Akin attributes punishment by spirits to 
their being unhappy with certain behavior rather than to revenge. He writes: 
“When ancestors are unhappy with descendants’ behavior they may punish 
them directly with illness, social or economic failure, or other hardships.”116 
 
The moral concern of spirits is relational in nature. By ‘relational’, I mean 
that the spirits’ moral concern involves a reciprocal act. Whitehouse writes: 
“Sega [one kind of spirits] are not offended by moral transgressions injurious 
to humans, and only punish unwanted interference in their own affairs.”117 
Besnier writes that spirits are believed to be able to kill people (by 
strangling, smothering, suffocating or even eating them) but do this out of 
anger or retaliation. Spirits are said to get particularly angry when someone 
is not afraid of their authority. They can, however, also show alofa or 
sympathy toward humans which restrains their destructiveness.118 Besnier’s 

																																																								
112 (Stark 2001: 619) 
113 (Toussaint and Williams 2008) 
114 (Molina 2001: 7) 
115 (Akin 1996: 148) 
116 (Akin 1996: 152) 
117 (Whitehouse 1996: 176) 
118 (Besnier 1996: 80)  



39	
	

description resembles how people higher up in hierarchies respond to lower 
classes. The importance of respect for authority suggests a form of pride and 
the alofa sounds patronizing. The analogy breaks down when Besnier 
continues: “Spirits always demand a taui, ‘price, retribution, compensation’ 
(…) for their assistance. Typically, this takes the form of a misfortune: 
childlessness, crippling disease, or a handicapped offspring.”119 Here spirits 
feel obliged to restore the balance when they have assisted humans. 
According to Akin, on Kwaio in the Solomon Islands people believe that in 
return for obedience and sacrificial pigs ancestor spirits will help people in 
their daily affairs and protect them from malevolent forces like sorcery or 
dangerous spirits.120 In West African voodoo, reciprocity takes a somewhat 
more sinister form. Lovell describes how spirits are believed to inflict harm 
on people with the goal of future (spiritual) growth. She writes: “Repeated 
illness, misfortune or failure to thrive socially or economically might prompt 
comments such as ‘perhaps a vodhun [spirit] is bothering you’, implying the 
potential presence of a god paired with ignorance of the sufferer. The path to 
a cure is thus mediated through the intervention of deities and also and 
perhaps more importantly, through the acquisition by the patient of particular 
kinds of knowledge related to specific deities.”121 She continues:  
 

“Significantly, the reflective relationship that involved humans and 
gods in the aetiology and cure of illness is further demonstrated in 
the complex web of obligations that tie humans and cosmos. (…) 
There is an ironic twist to such relationships: humans may have been 
rescued from severe social or physical disablement and, sometimes, 
death by their gods, leading them to commit themselves for life to 
serving their deities for fear of reprisals, yet the deities themselves 
are instrumental in causing such miserable conditions in the first 
place. (…) The well-being of humans is guaranteed by their 
vodhuns, who protect them and ensure their continued existence. 
However, humans must in turn comply with specific taboos and 
fulfill certain obligation towards these cosmological guardians.”122  

 
Lovell gives the example of a man, Koffi, who suffered from madness. 
When treatment did not work, Koffi was told to install an altar on behalf of a 
spirit and assured that he would be protected as long as he continued to care 
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for it.123 Mutuality is also expressed in the tacit agreement where spirits look 
after a community and ask offerings or respect for certain obligations in 
return. Akin writes: “[S]pirits on Kwaio, Solomon Islands] epitomize the 
social and moral order; they founded Kwaio traditions and continue to 
enforce rules of proper living among their descendants.”124 Feinberg writes: 
“Anutans [spirits in Nukulaelae, Polynesia] generally account for the 
uncanny, the unexplained, the peculiar disease, or unmerited accident, in 
terms of taboo violation rather than spirits.”125 Howard notes the same in 
Rotuma, Fiji, where spirits are believed to look after the interest of the local 
group.126 Hollan discusses the tacit agreement in more detail: “if individuals 
prosper, it is generally assumed they have fulfilled their obligations to 
spiritual beings; if they do not prosper, they are suspected of having failed in 
their obligations to these beings.”127  
 
However, sometimes the moral concern of spirits for individual human 
behavior or thoughts is marginal or non-existent. Feinberg writes that in 
Nukulaelae spirits are believed to be more frightening than truly 
dangerous. 128  Levy, Mageo and Howard illustrate that the spirit’s moral 
concern can be much more indirect by representing an anti-world where 
morality is irrelevant; in other words by representing a world dominated by 
evil. They thus exemplify the dangers of leaving the social domain or 
passing beyond its boundaries. These spirits must be frequently purged so 
that order can be reestablished.129 According to Levy, Mageo and Howard 
spirits show very little moral concern for the actual behavior or thoughts of 
humans but rather set an example for how not to behave. Their actions can 
be compared to those of adolescents who willingly act contrary to the 
standard norms. Their active rebellion against standard morality shows that 
adolescents still have a concern for that morality; it still plays an important 
role in their lives as something they protest against. In the same way the 
spirits described by Levy, Mageo and Howard still show a concern for 
morality, just not one for specific human moral thoughts or behaviors. The 
idea of spirits as example of bad behavior is echoed by Howard when he 
writes: “[M]ost atua [spirits in Rotuma, Fiji] were considered to be wanton 
destroyers of human beings. They engage in a constant effort to steal the 

																																																								
123 (Lovell 2002: 52 ) 
124 (Akin 1996: 151) 
125 (Feinberg 1996: 118) 
126 (Howard 1996: 130) 
127 (Hollan 1996: 215) 
128 (Feinberg 1996: 101) 
129 (Levy, Mageo, and Howard 1996: 16) 
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soul of humans and to feast on their bodies.”130 Whitehouse discusses yet 
another way how spirits are sometimes believed to be concerned with 
morality, namely that they can be punished for moral transgressions 
themselves. He writes: “In addition to perfect and omniscient ancestors 
[other spirits] are ‘ghosts,’ mostly of the recent deceased, who are tainted by 
sin (…). These spirits wander invisibly around Kivung villages and in the 
surrounding bush, often lingering outside temples (…). Such ghosts are 
usually harmless and excite considerable pity among the living (…).”131 
 

Hinduism 
 
In Hinduism gods are also believed to have a moral concern, though not as 
clearly as in Christianity. William Sax discusses stories about the god 
Bhairava, who is thought of as a god of justice. He writes: “[There are] 
stories about how Bhairav appears as a savior who intervenes to rescue weak 
people when they are exploited and abused by the powerful.”132 Sax narrates 
a story he heard from a guru called Darpal. In the story a boy’s arms and legs 
were cut off by his master. The boy then worshipped Bhairav and Bhairav 
spread cholera in the master’s family. Eventually Bhairav showed mercy 
when the master agreed to build a shrine.133 In another story Bhairav appears 
as a yogi in a village asking for a nice spot to call his own. The villagers 
refuse and drive him out the village. Bhairav in turn releases cholera on the 
village.134 Ritual offerings can also have a moral dimension to them. Harman 
writes that some believers make offerings because they desperately want a 
special boon from the deity. This ‘boon’ can range from assistance in 
difficult family affairs to winning the lottery or getting a job. Harman claims 
that the best explanation for why people engage in acts of devotion is 
because they believe that it pays off.135 Christian Fuller adds that rituals are 
performed to please the gods. When they are pleased they are expected to 
respond, for example by protecting the community so that it flourishes. 
Failure to worship or doing it in an improper way can result in withdrawal of 
protection and in distress or misery.136 
 
 

																																																								
130 (Howard 1996: 128) 
131 (Whitehouse 1996: 181) 
132 (Sax 2008: 33) 
133 (Sax 2008: 32-35) 
134 (Sax 2008: 36-37) 
135 (Harman 2004: 103) 
136 (Fuller 2004: 69) 
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1.4.5  Supernatural belief 5: Supernatural beings are 
compassionate.  

 
The fifth and final characteristic of supernatural beliefs I will discuss in this 
chapter is the belief that supernatural beings are compassionate. By being 
compassionate I mean that supernatural beings care for people’s well-being. 
This might seem striking at first because the Christian God, Hindu Gods and 
spirits are sometimes portrayed as vengeful or even evil. Being vengeful 
however need not stand in opposition to being compassionate. In some 
occasions, revenge can be a way of restoring the proper way of things. Also, 
a closer look at data on what many people believe (like I surveyed above), 
shows that beliefs about evil gods or spirits are marginal or even absent. 
 

Christianity 
 
In Christianity, God’s revelation in the person of Jesus Christ is often seen as 
an act of compassion. Research by Hart Nelsen, Neil Cheek Jr. and Paul Au 
suggested that American Christians who frequently attend church are more 
likely to see God as a healer and as relational.137 Martin Lindhardt reports 
that Chilean Pentecostal Christians commented that their batteries had been 
reloaded after services or that they felt strengthened by the power of God. 
They used the term gozo to refer to experiences of divine empowerment and 
qualified it as a sensation of energy, warmth and extreme happiness that can 
pervade the whole body but is mostly located in the chest.138 Lindhardt also 
reports of a preacher reminding his congregation that God is always worried 
about them and that he had seen this on many occasions.139 Tanya Luhrmann 
writes how faith practices in Pentecostal Vineyard churches lead people to 
report encounters with God that involve the feeling that God loves them and 
that this made them happy.140 
 

Spiritualism 
 
The compassion of spirits, as believed by many, is somewhat more 
ambiguous. Often the compassion of spirits is believed to be similar to that 
of the Christian and Hindu gods. For example, Michael Mason describes his 
own experience with spirits worshipped in Cuban Santeria as follows: “I 
																																																								
137 (Nelsen, Cheek Jr, and Au 1985: 400) 
138 (Lindhardt 2011b: 223) 
139 (Lindhardt 2011b: 232) 
140  (Luhrmann 2012: 133) Luhrmann describes the faith practices of Vineyard 
churches at length. The main goal of these practices is to identify ideas in one’s 
mind as implanted there by God. 
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close my eyes, only to be assailed by images of the deities, especially 
Ochun. Sometimes she is smiling, sometimes dancing, sometimes sitting by 
a river. Sometimes she wears the face of a friend, and I feel the undeniable 
weight of love.”141 He also writes how initiation rituals in Santeria are aimed 
at creating lasting relationships with spirits and that many people attend 
rituals to alleviate discomfort.142 Kristina Wirtz acknowledges that spirits 
can occasionally bring trouble but these are considered trials to strengthen 
the bond between believer and spirits and occasions for spiritual growth. 143 
Tamar Gordon discusses a case in Tonga, Polynesia where a spirit 
possession was said to be due to the spirit loving a girl too much. Sometimes 
a spirit longs for companionship it has lost and enters the body of a living 
friend. The results are not always beneficial to the living. In the case 
described, the possessed woman acted so violently and excited that it took 
several people to hold her down. 144  Gordon also describes cases where 
possession came after periods of estrangement from families or unhappy 
living.145 In one of the stories Richard Feinberg heard during his fieldwork in 
Polynesia, the spirit of a deceased man was seen by villagers and his 
appearance was seen as an indication of the strength of his love for his 
daughter.146 According to Harvey Whitehouse, people in Dadul New Guinea 
make offerings to spirits to cultivate close bonds.147 Bettina Schmidt did 
fieldwork among adherents of Candomblé in Brazil. In Candomblé, people 
are initiated into becoming vessels for spirits.148 She writes about someone 
going through the initiation ritual: “During the nights, when I heard her 
talking in the other room, sometimes her voice even seemed like that of a 
child, singing cheerfully, talking or even joking to the other person in the 
room.”149 Emma Cohen reports about a Camdomblé adherent who believed 
that spirits help people with whatever they need.150 
 
There is, however, some evidence for belief in spirits that are not 
compassionate but malevolent or evil. This would contradict the claim that 
spirits (like other supernatural beings) are in general claimed to be 
compassionate. According to Alan Howard people in Rotuma, Fiji, believe 

																																																								
141 (Mason 2002: 4) 
142 (Mason 2002: 6) 
143 (Wirtz 2007: 83)  
144 (Gordon 1996: 56-57) 
145 (Gordon 1996) 
146 (Feinberg 1996: 102) 
147 (Whitehouse 1996: 180) 
148 (Schmidt 2016) 
149 (Schmidt 2016: 110) 
150 (Cohen 2007: 113) 
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that spirits can steal human souls or impregnate women resulting in 
miscarriages.151 Harvey Whitehouse notes that spirits are held responsible 
for the disappearance of dogs in Dadul, New Guinea.152  Since dogs are 
important for hunting, stealing dogs is anything but compassionate behavior. 
Francis Hezel and Jay Dobbin discuss two reports of women being agitated 
by encounters with spirits in Chuuk, Micronesia. The agitations results in 
premature child birth for one and complication in the other one’s pregnancy. 
Hezel and Dobbin note that both women were unmarried when they became 
pregnant.153 Emma Cohen writes that spirits in Brazilian Candomblé are held 
responsible for destructive events like poor harvests. 154  The examples 
suggest that spirits are not always believed to be compassionate. There is, 
however, reason to doubt that these beliefs are intuitive. In Howard’s 
example the spirits’ bad behavior is likely an explanation for miscarriages; in 
Whitehouse’s example it explains the disappearance of hunting dogs; and in 
Hezel and Dobbin’s example spirit interventions explain troublesome 
pregnancies. It seems plausible that beliefs about bad spirits do not result 
from believed interaction with spirits but serve an explanatory function.  
 

Hinduism 
 
In his book Religion Devotion and Medicine in North India, Fabrizio Ferrari 
examines practices devoted to the goddess Sitala. Although Sitala is often 
portrayed as a malignant goddess that causes diseases like small pox, 
Ferrari’s research on religious practices reveals a much more loving picture 
of Sitala. Offerings of water, sweets, fruits and flowers to the goddess are 
accompanied by songs of praise. The songs show that Sitala is not 
worshipped out of fear but invoked because she is gentle, compassionate and 
loving. As I noted above, Devotees sometimes compare her to a mother who 
protects her children from illness, poverty, injustice and misfortunes. 155 
Ferrari goes as far as to claim that visitations of the goddess are never 
believed to be malignant.156 Even episodes of possession in which a person 
(usually a woman) is taken over by the goddess are felt as a gift of power 
and courage rather than as an unpleasant experience.157 
 
 

																																																								
151 (Howard 1996: 128) 
152 (Whitehouse 1996: 177) 
153 (Hezel and Dobbin 1996: 200) 
154 (Cohen 2007: 115) 
155 (Ferrari 2014: xix) 
156 (Ferrari 2014: 94) 
157 (Ferrari 2014: 97) 
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1.5 Conclusion  
 
In this chapter I laid out what I mean with the terms ‘religious beliefs’ and 
‘supernatural beliefs’. I also distinguished five more specific beliefs about 
the nature of supernatural beings. They are believed to interact intentionally 
with people, to be concerned with practical affairs, to have special powers, to 
have a moral concern and to be compassionate. 
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Chapter 2: Cognitive theories of religious belief 
 

2.1. Introduction  

In the first chapter I discussed the target of the arguments (or rather that 
things of which the rationality is the target) I will discuss later on, namely 
religious and supernatural beliefs. To properly assess the arguments that 
follow, we also need a clear view on the theories that attempt to explain 
these religious beliefs. All the arguments I discuss in chapters 3 to 6 refer to 
at least one of these theories. When stating arguments based on intricate 
theories mistakes are easily made. Having a clear view of the theories and 
their criticisms thus helps evaluating existing arguments and seeing what 
other arguments are possible. 
 
In this chapter I will survey ten recent theories of supernatural belief. I 
distinguish two groups of theories: evolutionary theories and theories that 
point to a cognitive mechanism that produces supernatural belief.1 I also 
briefly discuss one other influential theory. After laying out each theory, I 
discuss some points of criticism. Most criticisms were raised by other 
scientists and some are my own. My goal is not to give a verdict on all 
theories. I merely want to show that the discussion on most theories is far 
from settled. Christopher Kavanagh, Jonathan Jong and Aku Visala warn 
against leaning too heavily on recent cognitive theories of religion when they 
write: “CSR’s [cognitive science of religion] theories are still massively 
underdetermined by data.”2 Their claim might be somewhat overstated,3 yet 
some caution is appropriate when arguments lean heavily on these theories. 
 

2.2. Evolutionary theories of religious belief 

A first group of theories argues that people have supernatural beliefs because 
having them was or is evolutionary advantageous. An evolutionary 
explanation for supernatural beliefs is not straightforward because prima 
facie they appear to be maladaptive. Scott Atran writes: “From an 
evolutionary standpoint, the reasons religion shouldn't exist are patent: 

																																																								
1 Cognitive mechanism theories are also evolutionary but biological evolution is less 
important in these theories (see also below). 
2 (Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015: 250) 
3  Personal conversations with Robert McCauley, Michiel van Elk and Bastiaan 
Ruitjens (all theorists in the field) convinced me that Jong, Kavanagh and Visala’s 
claim is somewhat overstated. 
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religion is materially expensive and unrelentingly counterfactual and even 
counterintuitive. Religious practice is costly in terms of material sacrifice (at 
least one's prayer time), emotional expenditure (inciting fears and hopes), 
and cognitive effort (maintaining both factual and counterintuitive networks 
of beliefs).”4 Jason Slone and James van Slyke write: “From an evolutionary 
perspective religion is a puzzle. It involves cognitive commitments to non-
natural and counterfactual concepts and behavioral commitments to costly 
and seemingly useless rituals.”5 Joseph Bulbulia writes: “Knowing only that 
organisms inhabit a hostile world, it is surprising that blind evolutionary 
processes did not rapidly eliminate religious inclinations from ancestral 
populations.”6 Though their claims are about religion in general, they apply 
them especially to supernatural beliefs. Both Atran and Slone and Van Slyke 
make the controversial claim that religions, or some religious concepts, are 
counterfactual.7 Not all theorists I discuss in this chapter agree with this 
claim. Apart from its controversial part, Atran’s and Slone and Van Slyke’s 
claim that religious belief (encompassing supernatural belief) is surprising 
from an evolutionary perspective, is plausible. By consequence, evolutionary 
theories appear to have a hard job explaining supernatural beliefs. 8 
Evolutionary theories claim that supernatural beliefs do provide evolutionary 
benefits that outweigh these disadvantages and propose mechanisms for how 
this is possible. The first evolutionary theories of religion were already 
proposed by Charles Darwin himself, 9  and since then many others have 
followed. 
 
In this section, I will analyze the most influential, recent evolutionary 
theories of supernatural belief. I will discuss the Broad Supernatural 
Punishment Theory (BSPT), the Big Gods Theory (BG), the Costly 
Signaling Theory (CST), the Religion and Health Theory (R&HT), and the 
Attraction of Religion Theory (ART). For each theory, I will first state the 

																																																								
4 (Atran 2002: 4) 
5 (Slone and Slyke 2015b: 1) 
6 (Bulbulia 2006: 88) 
7 Atran and Slone and Van Slyke use the term ‘counterfactual’ as applying to claims 
that contradict facts about reality. They do not use it as applying to conditionals with 
a false antecedent, which is common in philosophy. 
8  Some authors argued that natural selection does not select for beliefs but for 
behavior. I will not go into this point in great detail (e.g. Murray 2008: 398 ). It is 
obvious that beliefs often lead to certain behavior that can be adaptive. Therefore, 
claiming that religious belief is adaptive can be easily rephrased as ‘the behavior 
religious belief leads to is adaptive.’ 
9 (Darwin 1898) 
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theory with its criticisms. Before discussing the theories I makes some 
preliminary clarificatory remarks.  
 

2.2.1 Preliminary 1: Adaptation or by-product? 

An important debate within recent theories of religious belief is whether 
religious belief is an adaptation or a by-product. Mark Ridley defines 
‘adaptation’ as: “(…) the many properties of organisms that enable those 
organisms to stay alive and reproduce”.10 An adaptive trait is thus a trait that 
helps an organism’s chances of survival or reproduction. Not all traits that 
evolved are adaptations. Stephen Jay Gould writes: “[M]any features of 
organic architecture and developmental pathways have never been 
adaptations to anything, but arose as by-products or incidental consequences 
of changes with a basis in selection.”11 A by-product is a trait that does not 
itself increases an organism’s chances of survival or reproduction but arose 
alongside adaptive traits. Stephen Jay Gould compared by-products to 
spandrels in arches.12 A spandrel is the space between two arches or between 
an arch and an enclosure. The spandrel does not have a function in 
upholding the structure but emerges alongside structures that do. Similarly, 
an evolutionary by-product does not have an evolutionary ‘function’ itself, 
but arises alongside adaptive traits that do. 
 
Most recent theories of religious belief claim that supernatural beliefs are by-
products whereas an important (and growing) minority13 maintains that they 
are adaptations themselves. Adaptation theories can be straightforward in 
claiming that people have supernatural beliefs because having them is or was 
evolutionary advantageous whereas by-product theories cannot. By-product 
theories can offer an evolutionary explanation by showing that supernatural 
beliefs arose as an immediate consequence of one or more adaptive traits, 
much like in the example of the spandrel between the arches. However, most 

																																																								
10 (Ridley 2002: 10) 
11 (Gould 1982: 383) 
12 (Gould 1997) 
13 Until quite recent, it was not uncommon to consider the by-product view to be 
part of the ‘standard model’ for theories of religious belief. For example, James van 
Slyke wrote in 2011: “My critique of the cognitive science of religion focuses on the 
standard model of human cognition used to describe the formation of religious 
beliefs and behaviors, which has been the dominant model used to describe religious 
cognition. The standard model primarily describes religion as a by-product of 
cognitive adaptations (…).” (Van Slyke 2011: 3) Since then adaptationist theories 
have grown in importance and Van Slyke now defends an adaptationist theory 
himself (see section 2.2.8). 
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by-product theories do not offer an immediate connection of this kind. If 
there is no immediate connection, supernatural beliefs cannot be explained 
on evolutionary grounds. I will illustrate this point with two influential by-
product theories. Justin Barrett suggested that supernatural beliefs are a by-
product of Hyperactive Agency Detection (see chapter 4, section 2.3.1). 
Hyperactive Agency Detection means that humans are prone to detect 
agency on very limited evidence and thus often conclude that there are 
agents around when in fact there are none. This trait is itself adaptive 
because it was safer for our ancestors to detect too many potential predators 
than one too little, detecting one too little could get them killed whereas 
detecting too many had fairly little consequences. Religious beliefs arose 
because humans easily concluded to invisible agents.14 Jesse Bering argued 
that supernatural beliefs are a by-product of the Theory of Mind. The Theory 
of Mind is responsible for forming beliefs about other people’s mental states; 
they are adaptive because humans rely on cooperation for their survival and 
reproduction. According to Bering, supernatural beliefs arise when the 
Theory of Mind is applied to infer intentionality behind meaningful events. 
Meaningful events cause a person to think a supernatural meaning-giver is 
responsible for the event. 15  In both cases, the connection between non-
adaptive supernatural beliefs and the adaptive trait is not immediate enough 
for the theory to count as an evolutionary explanation; claiming that 
Hyperactive Agency Detection or the Theory of Mind are (or were) 
themselves evolutionary advantageous does not explain why supernatural 
beliefs emerged as a by-product thereof. To explain them more is needed, 
namely more details about the proximate causes that led to the emergence of 
supernatural belief. 
 
My definition of evolutionary theories does not allow by-product 
explanations because they do not show that religious beliefs serve an 
adaptive purpose. By-product explanations might come close to being 
evolutionary explanations if they can offer a clear connection between 
supernatural beliefs and one or more adaptive traits. A good example of such 
a clear connection was offered by Buss et al. The whiteness of bones serves 
no adaptive value in itself but is a by-product of the large amount of calcium 
in bones. A large amount of calcium does have an evolutionary benefit since 
it makes bones stronger.16 Because entities with large amounts of calcium 
are usually white we have details about the proximate causes that led to 
white bones. In this case we have a clear connection.  Since current 

																																																								
14 (Barrett 2004b) 
15 (Bering 2002b) 
16 (Buss et al. 1998: 537)  
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influential by-product theories do not offer such a clear connection and 
hence do not make it clear why we can expect these by-products, I will focus 
in this chapter on theories that consider supernatural belief to be an adaptive 
trait in itself. 
 

2.2.2 Preliminary 2: Adaptationist fallacy? 

An initial question is why we ought to think that supernatural beliefs need to 
be adaptive. All the theories I discuss in this chapter share that 
presupposition. Adhering to such a presupposition is sometimes called ‘the 
adaptionist fallacy.’ In a recent paper, Michael Lynch laments the fact that 
the vast majority of biologists interpret every aspect of biodiversity in 
adaptive terms. Against them, he claims that adaptation is only one way in 
which aspects of biodiversity can come about. 17  He writes: “Numerous 
aspects of genomic architecture, gene structure, and developmental pathways 
are difficult to explain without invoking the nonadaptive forces of genetic 
drift and mutation. In addition, emergent biological features such as 
complexity, modularity, and evolvability (…) may be nothing more than 
indirect by-products of processes operating at lower levels of 
organization.” 18  Other pathways than adaptation, like genetic drift or 
mutation, could thus have led to certain traits. Lynch suggests that complex 
(human) traits are even likelier to be a result of nonadaptive forces.  
 
All theories I discuss in this chapter claim that supernatural beliefs are an 
adaptation. Defenders do not explain why they should be considered 
adaptive in the first place. They rather start with the hypothesis that 
supernatural belief had some adaptive value and propose a possible value. If 
Lynch is right, their presupposition is unwarranted. Lynch does not claim 
that supernatural beliefs are not an adaptation. A lot of traits do result from 
adaptive forces so it is possible that supernatural beliefs are among them. 
Furthermore, the more mal-adaptive a trait is the less likely it will survive. If 
a very mal-adaptive trait is thrown up by non-adaptive forces like mutation, 
genetic drift or migration, it will likely not survive because of adaptive 
forces. A seemingly mal-adaptive trait like supernatural beliefs is therefore 
likelier to have some adaptive use. I will therefore continue as if the 
presupposition of adaptationist CSR-theories is warranted. 
 
 
 

																																																								
17 (Lynch 2007) 
18 (Lynch 2007: 8597) 
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2.2.3 Preliminary 3: Individual or group selection 

Evolutionary explanations of supernatural belief differ in specifying for 
whom it is or was evolutionary advantageous to have such beliefs. Some 
propose that supernatural belief is or was beneficial to individual organisms, 
others that it provides or provided evolutionary benefits for groups or a 
combination of both individuals and groups. In general, most evolutionary 
biologists hold that natural selection primarily takes place at the level of the 
individual.19 Some, however, argue that natural selection can also select on 
the level of groups. Notable defenses of group selection came from Elliott 
Sober and David Sloan Wilson,20 and Edward Wilson, Martin Nowak and 
Tarnita Corina.21 Their main idea is that there are traits that operate only at 
the level of groups that make some groups more successful in surviving and 
reproducing than others. Examples are the behavior of meerkats that 
sometimes sacrifice themselves to protect the group. The existence of sterile 
worker bees is also only evolutionary beneficial for a group. 
 
Radek Kundt notes that especially David Sloan Wilson’s ideas had an 
influence on CSR-theories. Some theories consider religious groups as 
organisms that can be better adapted than other religious groups.22 David 
Sloan Wilson applied his ideas to religion himself.23 A clear influence of his 
ideas is also noticeable in some theories I will discuss below. 
 
Group selection is not without its critics. 24  The critics argue that group 
selection cannot account for the specific role of genes in the selection 
process. Standard Neo-Darwinian theory states that genes play a major role 
in the selection process since they carry the information and mutations in the 
genome that lead to new traits. Groups have no comparable unit on which 
natural selection can work. They also argue that the group-level adds little to 
the explanation of how natural selection works. For the remainder of this 
chapter, I will not take this criticism into account and discuss the 
evolutionary explanations of religion as if group selection is a viable view. 
 
 
 

																																																								
19 Some evolutionary biologists also claim that natural selection selects at the level 
of the gene. A famous defender is Richard Dawkins (Dawkins 1976) 
20 (Wilson and Sober 1994) 
21 (Nowak, Tarnita, and Wilson 2010) 
22 (Kundt 2015) 
23 (see Wilson 2002) 
24 (e.g.Dennett 1994; Dawkins 1994; Pinker 2012) 
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2.2.4 Evolutionary theory 1: The Broad Supernatural Punishment 
Theory (BSPT) 

Two prominent theories of supernatural belief claim that supernatural beliefs 
were (or are)25 evolutionary advantageous because they helped humans to 
cooperate. Both stress the moralizing and punishing nature of supernatural 
beings people believe in. The first one posits the rise of these supernatural 
beliefs in biological evolution and the second one in cultural evolution. In 
this section, I will discuss the first. It is known as the Broad Supernatural 
Punishment Theory (BSPT). 26   The next section will be devoted to the 
second, known as the Big Gods Theory (BGT). Dominic Johnson wrote the 
most elaborate recent defense of BSPT thus far in his book God is Watching 
You. How the Fear of God is Making us Human27 as well as in articles in 
collaboration with Jesse Bering.28 Their work was preceded by Pascal Boyer 
who made less elaborate suggestions about the evolutionary use of 
supernatural beliefs.29 In this section I will focus on Boyer’s and Johnson 
and Bering’s account and refer to other defenders if necessary. 
 
Defenders of BSPT claim that supernatural beliefs are adaptive. More 
precisely, they claim that three more specific supernatural beliefs are 
adaptive. They are the following: 
 

‐ The belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern for human 
behavior. 

‐ The belief that supernatural beings have privileged epistemic access 
to human beliefs. 

‐ The belief that supernatural beings punish people who transgress 
moral norms and reward those who obey them. 

																																																								
25 Defenders of BSPT seem to argue that supernatural beliefs were both evolutionary 
beneficial in the past and still are today. BGT (see next section) puts the 
evolutionary advantage solely in the past, i.e. around the time of the emergence of 
large societies. 
26 The theory also goes by different names. Dominic Johnson and Jesse Bering call it 
Supernatural Punishment (Johnson and Bering 2009). Like Watts et al. (see (Watts 
et al. 2015)),  I use  the term Broad Supernatural Punishment because it allows a 
better distinction between Broad Supernatural Punishment and the Big Gods Theory 
(see below) that also puts a lot of emphasis on supernatural punishment.  
27 (Johnson 2015) 
28 (Bering and Johnson 2005; Johnson and Bering 2009) 
29 (Boyer 2002) 
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I will discuss each of these beliefs in more detail. 
 

Supernatural beings have a moral concern for prosocial human 
behavior. 
 

Defenders of BSPT claim that supernatural beings are believed to have a 
firm interest in human moral behavior and more specifically in human 
prosocial behavior. Prosocial behavior is behavior where humans cooperate 
with others. People believe that supernatural beings care about how people 
behave towards each other. Johnson and Bering claim that rules about how 
one ought to behave and what one should do are often believed to stem 
directly from the expectations or wishes of the gods. The questions why the 
gods have these expectations is rarely asked by religious practitioners. 
Bering and Johnson compare the moral relationship with the gods to an 
intuitive moral contract, comparable to reciprocal altruism. If humans live 
according to the gods’ expectations and wishes they can expect reward. If 
not, they can expect punishment (see also below). Johnson and Bering add 
that the alleged expectations and wishes of gods often foster prosocial 
behavior. Clear examples are norms about fidelity. Infidelity is often 
believed to be frowned upon by the gods. Being faithful to one’s spouse was 
(and is) very important for maintaining trust relations in a community. Being 
faithful in fulfilling one’s obligations is important for cooperation. A faithful 
person will be less likely to reap the benefits of other people’s work without 
contributing anything herself (i.e. be less likely to free-ride). Therefore a 
divine expectation of fidelity, if obeyed, leads to prosocial behavior. 30 
According to Johnson and Bering the primary locus of supernatural moral 
concern is the intention of people. An action is deemed bad by gods or other 
supernatural beings if the person’s intentions are bad or good.31 This brings 
us to the second important belief for this theory.  
 

Supernatural beings have privileged epistemic access to human 
intentions. 
 

Johnson and Bering are confident enough to claim that: “[A] central 
component of religious systems are concepts of supernatural agents that have 
privileged epistemic access to the self’s mental states.”32 Having privileged 
access of this kind matters because it implies that people cannot hide their 

																																																								
30 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 128-30) 
31 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 131)  
32 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 120) 
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intentions (to cooperate or cheat) from supernatural beings.33 Hence having 
an intention to free ride is enough to deserve punishment. Not all intentions 
are equally important. Johnson and Bering claim that the belief that 
supernatural beings have access to strategic information is most important. 
Strategic information is information about people’s goals and intentions, 
among which are desires (not) to cooperate and goals (not) to cheat.34 
 

Supernatural beings punish people who transgress moral norms 
and reward those who obey them. 
 

Johnson and Bering argue that supernatural beings are believed to not only 
care about moral behavior but are also believed to punish or reward people 
according to their behavior. They cite some examples as evidence for the 
claim that belief in punishing gods is widespread. The Ndyuka of Suriname 
are said to attribute all sorts of misfortunes to sin, ranging from illness and 
death because of scarcity of food to withholding of divine favors. The Chuuk 
from Oceania almost always attribute illness to a supernatural cause, as do 
the Asian Lao Hmong. The Bemba of Zimbabwe believe that relatives who 
die with a sense of injustice can return and cause harm. Finally they note that 
diseases are often associated with violation of taboo by traditional people. 
Often the punishment is believed to befall on biological offspring.35 Johnson 
and Bering add that people sometimes go to great efforts to reassert these 
views (that misfortune is a result of merited supernatural punishment) when 
confronted with counterevidence. If, for example, they hear about an 
innocent victim of a crime they tend to see the victim as instigator of the 
crime. There also seems to be a general expectation of punishment in the 

																																																								
33 (Bering and Johnson 2005) 
34 One might argue that different cultures appear to value different desires and goals. 
Johnson and Bering acknowledge that what amounts to important information can 
vary from culture to culture but cite evidence that children are already able to 
differentiate moral imperatives from social conventions. Breaching social 
conventions seems to be associated with more tolerance than the breaching of moral 
imperatives. They thereby claim that while the content of strategic information can 
vary, the idea that there is a distinct set of information of this sort exists cross-
culturally. I lack the background to assess the evidence cited by Johnson and Bering. 
They cite one book about moral development (Turiel 2002), one review article about 
research on shame (Gilbert 1998) and one about self-conscious emotions (Tangney 
2001). They do not direct their readers in greater detail towards evidence for the 
claim that children are able to differentiate moral imperatives from social 
conventions. 
35 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 126-27) 
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form of negative life events for violations people committed themselves.36 
An ‘intuitive karma belief’ thus seems to be present in people.  
 
Bering and Johnson claim that supernatural beings are believed to both 
punish and reward. They add that punishment is more effective.37  Azim 
Shariff and Ara Norenzayan provide extra evidence for this last point. They 
conclude from studies that viewing gods as more punishing and less loving 
is reliably associated with lower levels of cheating whereas belief in gods 
overall is not.38 
 
Because of these three more specific beliefs, supernatural belief is claimed to 
be adaptive. The belief that there is some supernatural being that has a moral 
concern for human behavior, has privileged epistemic access to human 
beliefs, and punishes or rewards people in accordance with moral norms, 
grants an evolutionary advantage. Because of the belief, people will be more 
inclined to obey moral norms and since these norms are often social this will 
result in more and better cooperation. Cooperation is very important for 
human survival, thus more and better cooperation will increase odds of 
survival.  
 
Defenders of BSPT argue that supernatural beliefs are particularly helpful in 
avoiding free riding behavior. Ikka Pyysiäinen defines free riders as: 
“[C]heaters [who] try to get benefits from cooperators without paying the 
cost (…).” 39  Free riders pose a danger to evolutionary fitness for three 
reasons. First, they take advantage of others and thereby reduce the other’s 
fitness. Second, when people know free riding is prevalent they could refrain 
from cooperation and diminish their chances of survival and (by 
consequence) reproductive success. Third, trying to find out whether 
someone is a free rider or someone trustworthy demands time and effort, 
which could be used in a more advantageous way. Ruling out free riders or 
reducing their prevalence is thus undeniably evolutionary advantageous. 
 
Supernatural beliefs diminish the prevalence of free riders and therefore 
appear to be adaptive. It does look like this will only work on the level of 
group selection. In BSPT, an individual with supernatural beliefs will be less 
likely to cheat, but this does not mean she will be more successful in 
surviving or reproducing than others who lack supernatural beliefs. In order 

																																																								
36 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 130) 
37 (Bering and Johnson 2005) 
38 (Shariff and Norenzayan 2011) 
39 (Pyysiäinen 2009: 36) 
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to show that supernatural beliefs are adaptive, a group with supernatural 
beliefs should be compared to one that does not. In a group where members 
have supernatural beliefs, free riding will occur less frequently than in a 
group without supernatural beliefs. Therefore the former group will be more 
successful in surviving and reproducing than the latter. 
 
It can be doubted whether BSPT needs all three supernatural beliefs. It is not 
clear why privileged epistemic access is necessary for the mechanism to 
work. Cooperation is an action. It seems that belief in gods who have a 
moral concern and who will punish or reward people in accordance with 
their actions can be equally adaptive. Here people will still have a strong 
incentive to do the right actions (i.e. cooperate). They might have the wrong 
intention for doing so but having a wrong intention will not result in less 
cooperation and thus in lower evolutionary fitness. Johnson and Bering 
would likely respond that supernatural beliefs will ‘work better’ if intention 
is taken on board. For example because behavior will be more convincing or 
more determined with the right intention. Johnson and Bering also argue that 
intention is necessary to differentiate between pro-social and anti-social 
behavior. They give the example of a man holding a door open for a woman. 
The man might have the intention of reducing uncertainty of who proceeds 
first or he might have the intention of reinforcing gender stereotypes. In both 
cases the action is the same, yet in the first his action is considered pro-social 
and in the second anti-social. The only way to differentiate both is by 
looking at the man’s intentions.40 I do not see how this provides compelling 
evidence for the claim that intentions matter from an evolutionary point of 
view. In both cases the behavior will be the same and thus equally 
(mal)adaptive. 
 

Criticism 
 

Broad Supernatural Punishment Theory seems plausible but nonetheless it 
has been criticized. Luther Martin and Donald Wiebe doubt whether 
supernatural beings actually are believed to have a moral concern for 
prosocial behavior. They draw support from the Hebrew Bible to show that 
supernatural beliefs often led to anti-social behavior like tribal conflicts and 
wars. 41  When supernatural beliefs did support prosociality, it was for 
																																																								
40 (Bering and Johnson 2005: 131-33) 
41 One could object that God-concepts like those in the Hebrew Bible arrive on the 
scene much later and are (heavily) affected by cultural evolution and not biological 
evolution. There is, however, also evidence for god-concepts that foster tribalism in 
earlier times. For example, in Homer’s Iliad (usually dated in the 8th century B.C.) 
Greek gods take sides in the Trojan War and encourage the struggle between both 
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historically contingent reasons according to Martin and Wiebe (Martin and 
Wiebe 2014). Amber DeBono, Azim Shariff, Sarah Poole and Mark Raven 
provided evidence against the belief in a prosocial moral concern of 
supernatural beings by showing that priming subjects with ‘forgiving god’-
concepts made them more prone to steal.42 They thereby provide evidence 
that at least some supernatural beliefs foster anti-social behavior.  
 
Others assumed the prosocial moral concern of supernatural beings but 
casted doubt on the efficacy of supernatural beliefs for prosocial behavior. 
Ryan McKay and Harvey Whitehouse argue that there is no straightforward 
connection between supernatural belief and more prosocial behavior. They 
claim that the close connection stems largely from a prejudice among 
scientists and that unclear notions of ‘religion’ and ‘morality’ have blurred 
research into it. One of these prejudices is that the western conception of 
‘religion’ is more in line with Abrahamic religions than other (eastern) 
religions. They add that the concept of ‘religion’ is often not precise enough. 
The concept of ‘morality’ is regularly taken to be a ‘family friendly’ 
conception of morality (and prosociality), according to McKay and 
Whitehouse. The question whether religion (or supernatural beliefs) are 
related to prosociality is thus sometimes cashed out as the question whether 
belief in gods makes people ‘nice’. McKay and Whitehouse argue that 
prosociality cannot be equated to ‘being nice’ straightforwardly. 43  They 
conclude: “Ultimately, we see and foresee no pithily characterizable 
relationship between religion and morality.” 44  Luke Galen claimed 
something similar.45  Azim Shariff nuances the effect of supernatural beliefs 
when he writes: “Does religion increase moral behavior? Yes. Even though 
the effect is parochial, bounded, transient, situationally constrained, and 
often overstated, it is real.”46 Some have responded and claimed that the 
criticisms are exaggerated.47 This all shows that the debate is still continuing 
and no consensus has been reached.  
 
 
 

																																																																																																																																		
sides. While we know little about ancient Greek religion, the Iliad signals that 
ancient Greeks did believe that some supernatural beings sometimes favored 
tribalism. 
42 (DeBono, Shariff, and Muraven 2012) 
43 (Mckay and Whitehouse 2014) 
44 (Mckay and Whitehouse 2014: 19) 
45 (Galen 2012) 
46 (Shariff 2015: 113) 
47 See for example (Saroglou 2012) 
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2.2.5 Evolutionary Theory 2: The Big Gods Theory (BGT) 

The second theory that I want to discuss here is often called the Big Gods 
Theory (BGT). The theory is similar to the previous one but differs because 
it puts the adaptive use of supernatural beliefs in cultural evolution. Azim 
Shariff, Ara Norenzayan and Joseph Henrich write: “[O]mniscient, 
moralizing supernatural agents derived from a suite of religious beliefs that 
were culturally selected for their ability to galvanize cooperation in larger 
groups, promote in-group cohesion, and foster competition with other social 
groups.”48 The quote reminds us of two of the supernatural beliefs discussed 
by defenders of the BSPT theory, namely privileged epistemic access and 
moral concern for prosocial behavior. It also highlights the main difference 
with BSPT: belief in moralizing supernatural beings with access to people’s 
beliefs was selected for on the cultural level out of a range of (already 
existing) supernatural beliefs. Groups with this belief outcompeted groups 
with other supernatural beliefs. This claim implies that some people held (or 
still hold) beliefs in supernatural beings that are not moralizing, punishing, 
and/or all seeing.  
 
Defenders of BGT take ‘moralizing’ to encompass both a moral concern for 
prosocial behavior and a punishment or reward in accordance with moral 
rules. Therefore, BGT’s portrayal of supernatural beliefs is similar to that of 
BSPT’s. Defenders of BGT will often write about gods being omniscient 
rather than epistemically privileged (see for example the quote above) but 
this makes little difference for the theory. Defenders of BGT do not stress 
the importance of human intention, and supernatural access to it, as much as 
Johnson and Bering did. For example, Shariff et al. write: “Some gods can 
even read people's thoughts.”49 I noted above that this need not affect the 
theory much since BSPT probably can do without this belief as well. 
 
Contrary to defenders of BSPT, defenders of BGT do not claim that the three 
adaptive supernatural beliefs (privileged epistemic access, moral concern 
and willingness to reward or punish) appear cross-culturally. Supernatural 
beliefs of this kind only rose to prominence when people started living in 
large groups. For a large part of their history people had no real need for 
supernatural monitoring to have them obeying prosocial norms. Human 
groups were sufficiently small to have monitoring by kin or other closely 

																																																								
48 (Shariff, Norenzayan, and Henrich 2009: 119) 
49 (Shariff, Norenzayan, and Henrich 2009: 124 emphasis added) We noted when 
discussing BSPT that Shariff was critical of an unambiguous connection between 
supernatural beliefs and morality. Yet he also defends BGT. 
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related individuals. Reciprocal altruism and kin selection  allowed for 
enough cohesion. None of both, however, permits large-scale cooperation. 
Belief in supernatural beings with a moral concern for prosocial behavior, 
that punish or reward people according to moral rules and have access to 
people’s beliefs, does permit this.50  
 
Shariff et al give three reasons why their theory is preferable to BSPT. The 
first is that BSPT cannot explain large-scale cooperation. Secondly, they 
claim that there are less costly routes how natural selection can address the 
problem of cooperation. Lastly, they claim that the historical and 
archeological evidence favors BGT over BSPT.51 The first reason seems to 
demand too much of BSPT since it never set out to explain large-scale 
cooperation. The second reason is hard to verify. Therefore, I focus on the 
third reason, namely that the archeological and empirical evidence favors 
BGT. The evidence they cite for disagreeing with BSPT is historical and 
archeological. Shariff at al. claim that many gods are whimsical when it 
comes to morality. In most small-scale societies they are not always believed 
to be omniscient too. Gods of smaller societies often cannot observe people 
outside of village boundaries.52 Shariff et al also refer to a study by Frans 
Roes and Michel Raymond. Their survey of societies showed that large-scale 
societies are more often characterized by belief in moralizing gods.53  
 
Whereas defenders of BSPT seem to assume that belief in moralizing gods 
will lead to more prosocial behavior, one defender of BGT, Ara Norenzayan, 
explicitly cites psychology and economics to argue that people behave better 
under social surveillance. 54  An experiment conducted by Chen Zhong, 
Vanessa Bohns and Fransesco Gino showed that people were willing to 
donate less money in a dictator game when the person conducting the 
experiment wore dark sunglasses compared to when that person was wearing 
light sunglasses.  Another experiment by Zhong and his colleagues revealed 
the same effect of a dim room compared to a well-lit room.55 Norenzayan 
attributes this effect to the (non)-visibility of eyes; people who see eyes have 
an increased feeling of being watched and hence are more generous.56 An 
experiment by Kevin Haley and Dan Fessler also provided support by 
showing that participants exposed to human eyes disguised as a screensaver 

																																																								
50 (Shariff, Norenzayan, and Henrich 2009) 
51 (Shariff, Norenzayan, and Henrich 2009: 126-27) 
52 (Shariff, Norenzayan, and Henrich 2009) 
53 (Roes and Raymond 2003: 130) 
54 (Norenzayan 2013: 20-23) 
55 (Zhong, Bohns, and Gino 2010) 
56 (Norenzayan 2013: 21) 
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were more generous in a dictator game.57 Mary Rigdom and her colleagues 
tested whether exposing participants to a three-dot configuration vaguely 
resembling human eyes had the same effect and the results were positive.58 
The final study discussed by Norenzayan showed that people put more 
money in an ‘honesty box’ when the box was below a poster with human 
eyes.59  
 
According to Norenzayan, supernatural beliefs function in the same way as 
belief that one is beingwatched by other people. Norenzayan supports the 
comparison between social surveillance and supernatural surveillance with 
experiments he conducted together with Will Gervais and refers to similar 
experiments conducted by others. A first experiment suggested that being 
primed with God concepts had similar effects as being primed with concepts 
involving social surveillance by people, since both led to an increase in self-
awareness. Jared Piazza, Jesse Bering and Gordon Ingram found a similar 
effect. They instructed one group of children not to look in a box and then 
left the room. A second group of children was told the same thing with the 
remark that an invisible supernatural agent called princes Alice was in the 
room. The second group showed less cheating than the first.60 A second 
experiment suggested that implicit God primes (participants had ten sets of 
five words that contained God concept words) have the same effect. Two 
more experiments with a comparable setup also reported that implicitly 
priming god concepts reduced cheating.61 In the last experiment, participants 
tended to give more socially desirable responses, both when primed by God 
concepts and by social surveillance concepts.62  
 
Norenzayan also draws support from reports of the so-called ‘Sunday effect’. 
According to Norenzayan, these reports have the benefit of not being set in 
an artificial environment like the experiments cited above, and therefore 
provide real-life evidence for his theory.63 Deepak Malhotta conducted a 
field study on how willing people are to respond to online appeals for 
charity. On Sundays, appeals to Christians were three times more effective 
than on other days. 64  Benjamin Edelman’s comparison of internet porn 
consumer rates in highly religious communities to consumer rates in less 

																																																								
57 (Haley and Fessler 2005) 
58 (Rigdon et al. 2009) 
59  (Bateson, Nettle, and Robert 2006) 
60 (Bering, Piazza, and Ingram 2011) 
61 (Randolph-Seng and Nielsen 2007; Mazar, Amir, and Ariely 2008) 
62 (Gervais and Norenzayan 2012a) 
63  (Norenzayan 2013) 
64  (Malhotra 2008) 
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religious communities showed that the average rates did not differ but within 
highly religious communities the rates went down on Sundays.65 According 
to Norenzayan, the ‘Sunday effect’ is due to higher exposure to religious 
primes on Sundays.66 
 
Norenzayan makes the caveat that all the evidence is correlational and does 
not allow strong claims about causation.67 Making claims about causation 
requires manipulation; in our case making claims about when supernatural 
beliefs have a causal effect requires a manipulation of supernatural beliefs. 
Manipulating religiosity indeed seems very difficult, if not impossible, so 
establishing a causal relation will be too. 
 

Criticism 
 

Much of the criticism on BSPT also applies to BGT. Apart from these, some 
have also criticized BGT on other grounds. Pascal Boyer and Nicholas 
Baumard argue that a lot of large scale societies did not believe in big gods. 
They write: “In (…) [some] traditions the gods were generally construed as 
unencumbered with moral conscience and uninterested in human morality. 
That is the case for the gods of classical antiquity, Sumerian, Akkadian, 
Egyptian, Greek, and Roman (…) who did not care whether people followed 
moral codes as long as they provided sacrifices or showed obedience.”68 
Boyer and Baumard thus argue that historical data does not match the picture 
BGT sketches.  
 
Defenses of BSPT can also be considered criticisms of BGT. If belief in 
morally concerned, punishing gods with privileged epistemic access is 
indeed a biological adaptation (as defenders of BSPT argue) they did not 
outcompete other supernatural beliefs with the rise of large scale societies 
(as defenders of BGT argue).  
 

2.2.6 Evolutionary Theory 3: The Costly Signaling Theory (CST) 

A third influential evolutionary explanation is the Costly Signaling Theory 
(CST). The idea of costly signaling has been debated among evolutionary 
biologists for some time and was applied to religion by Laurence 

																																																								
65 (Edelman 2009) 
66 (Norenzayan 2013) 
67 (Norenzayan 2013: 46) 
68 (Baumard and Boyer 2013: 272)  
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Ianneconne.69 The most elaborate and famous defense has been offered by 
Richard Sosis70 and others have defended similar views.71 Like the previous 
two theories, CST states that supernatural beliefs provide benefits for 
cooperation. CST, however, does not always invoke the belief in a 
supernatural being who is watching every human move and thought. 
 
The theory draws on an older proposed mechanism in evolutionary biology, 
namely signaling behavior in animals. Costly signaling can be defined as: 
“using expensive and often seemingly arbitrary or ‘wasteful’ behavioral or 
morphological traits which are designed to convey honest information 
benefiting both signalers and observers.”72 The textbook examples of costly 
signaling in the animal kingdom are the stotting behavior by springboks and 
the peacock‘s tail. When confronted with predators, springboks will 
sometimes jump into the air with all four feet off the ground simultaneously. 
This act does not aid in escaping from predators and even slows the 
springbok down or tires it out, making it vulnerable to attacks. One 
prominent explanation of stotting behavior is that springboks signal how fit 
and strong they are and thereby let predators know that they are not worth 
pursuing. Since most springboks that engage in stotting are male, it is also 
possible that stotting behavior signals are aimed at showing strength to 
female springboks. While at first glance maladaptive (stotting behavior 
makes springboks vulnerable and thus reduces their odds of surviving and 
reproducing), the signals sent by engaging in stotting behavior can be 
adaptive in the long run by scaring off predators and attracting more females. 
A similar explanation is offered for the peacock’s tail, which makes it very 
visible for predators while it also displays an excess of resources. 
 
Like the previous two theories, CST holds that supernatural beliefs are the 
key to solving the problem of free riders and that they aid cooperation in 
general. How supernatural beliefs do this is rather different on this theory. 
Bulbulia and Sosis claim that the benefits of cooperation are not threatened 
when only a few members of the group cheat.73 Free riding also does not 
always affect the whole group. Often individual group members send out 
signals or cues showing that they are not likely to cheat. One important way 
of doing so is honest signaling by personal displays; by engaging in behavior 
that takes up a lot of effort, a member can show she is reliable. According to 
																																																								
69 (Ianneconne 1992) 
70 (Sosis and Bressler 2003; Sosis 2005; Bulbulia and Sosis 2011; Sosis and Kiper 
2014) 
71 (e.g. Atran 2002; Atran and Henrich 2010; Irons 2001) 
72 (Smith and Bliege Bird 2004: 116) 
73 (Bulbulia and Sosis 2011) 
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Sosis, in order for honest signaling to work, the displays must be costly and 
hard to fake.74 To this can be added that personal displays must somehow be 
connected to moral behavior.75 Sosis claims that religious rituals meet these 
criteria. Religious rituals are often costly: people spend a lot of time in 
services or worship, make efforts to perform religious acts and/or spend a lot 
of resources to build places of worship. Religious rituals are also hard to 
fake: many rituals are highly emotional so fakers will stand out and fakers 
are unlikely to persevere in performing rituals after some time. Finally, 
religious rituals are connected to moral behavior because they are performed 
in service of one or more moralizing gods. By engaging in rituals people 
show that they believe in one or more supernatural beings and they show 
their allegiance to the norms the supernatural beings dictate. Like in BSPT 
and BGT, CST only works if the supernatural being is morally concerned. 
CST does not need the belief that the supernatural being has full access to all 
human beliefs and desires. It also does not not need the belief that 
supernatural beings punish or reward people in accordance with their 
obedience to pro-social norms. It suffices that supernatural beings are 
believed to issue certain moral norms and that they are believed to care about 
them. With these beliefs in place, an individual can signal her commitment 
to these norms and show her own pro-sociality. 
 
Unlike the supernatural surveillance theory, CST can operate on the 
individual level of selection and does not need the level of the group. By 
engaging in costly signaling, an individual can show her belief in a 
supernatural being and her commitment to its moral norms, regardless of 
whether the rest, or the majority of the group, has similar beliefs or not. An 
individual showing her reliability in this way will likely be more successful 
in survival and reproduction, because more people will be willing to 
cooperate with her. Costly signaling can also work on the level of groups; 
groups with supernatural beliefs and costly rituals will likely have fewer free 
riders and will thus be more successful than groups without them.  
 
Sosis also provided empirical data that backs up his theory. From CST, Sosis 
derived the hypothesis that religious communities have better cooperation 
and thus a longer longevity. His analysis of 19th century collectivist 
communities showed that religious communities were four times more likely 
to outlast secular counterparts. Furthermore, the most successful 
communities posed the strictest religious entrance demands and thus 

																																																								
74 (Sosis 2005) 
75 Sosis does not discuss this as a separate criterion, but it is clear from his writings 
that according to him honest signals must meet this demand. 
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required more costly displays.76 Other evidence comes from studies showing 
that people are more likely to donate to fellow ritual participants than to 
others. A study by Sosis and Ruffle among Israelis in religious and secular 
settings found that ritual participation among religious Israelis strongly 
predicted giving to fellow religious Israelis when compared to the giving of 
secular Israelis. 77  A team led by Joseph Bulbulia concludes from 
experiments that extreme rituals have a deeper effect on prosociality. They 
examined two Hindu rituals in Mauritius that involved body piercing with 
multiple needles, carrying heavy structures and dragging carts attached by 
hooks to the skin. Both participants and observers were asked to engage in a 
donation task. The results were then compared to a similar donation task 
with participants in and observers from a less intense ritual, namely 
collective prayer. The researchers reported that donations were significantly 
higher in the case of extreme rituals.78 
 

Criticism 
 

CST is criticized by Michael J. Murray and Lyn Moore. They argue that 
CST cannot account for a number of insights from evolutionary biology 
because CST does not cohere with current views about when a trait is 
evolutionary stable. They claim that rituals as honest signaling are unstable 
as an evolutionary trait because signaling will be beneficial whether the 
signaler is honest or not. They write: “There is (…) reason to expect that, in 
cases where organisms acquire a selective advantage from signaling, signals 
will quickly become dishonest, and will soon cease to confer any adaptive 
advantage. The logic of signaling seems, from an evolutionary standpoint, 
self-undermining.”79 Bulbulia and Sosis respond that this criticism misses 
the point because rituals are ‘hard to fake,’ meaning that one cannot easily 
produce the signal without an underlying commitment to a supernatural 
being and its norms. 80  Murray and Moore react that in the majority of 
religious rituals, the costs are fairly minor compared to the advantages 
gained. Engaging in practices like refraining from eating pork or praying 
daily is not at all hard to fake compared to the benefits gained.81 Defenders 
of CST can respond that extreme rituals are hard to fake and that these 
rituals result in higher evolutionary benefits than low-cost rituals. This was 
suggested by Bulbulia’s studies during extreme Hindu rituals. Extreme 
																																																								
76 (Sosis 2000) 
77 (Ruffle and Sosis 2005) 
78 (Xygalatas et al. 2013) 
79 (Murray and Moore 2009: 226) 
80 (Bulbulia and Sosis 2011) 
81 (Murray and Moore 2009) 
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rituals of this sort are, however, rather rare and cannot explain the wide 
prevalence of people with supernatural beliefs who do not engage in extreme 
rituals.  
 
Murray and Moore provide an additional reason to be skeptical of the claim 
that extreme rituals are evolutionary stable. With extreme rituals the costs 
are very high and the individual drastically reduces her fitness. The 
evolutionary benefits are rather low by comparison and it is even unclear 
what the benefits will be. Engaging in extreme rituals does not make it 
plausible that a person will be regarded as honest and therefore does not 
guarantee greater odds of survival and reproducing. Therefore performing 
extreme rituals is not an evolutionary stable strategy either, according to 
Murray and Moore.82 
 
Another problem is that engaging in rituals, however costly they may be, 
does not always signal a commitment to pro-social norms dictated by a 
supernatural being. A Hindu who engages in worship or a Buddhist who 
engages in meditation signals a commitment to the goals of self-fulfillment 
rather than to some social norm. Furthermore, Eastern and some Western 
religious practices often have the effect of people renouncing social norms. 
In the East, religious practices often result in an ascetic lifestyle, with little 
interest in society or normal everyday life. In the West, there are also ample 
examples of religious practices where people withdraw from society, for 
example in ascetic monasteries. Rituals of this sort disrupt cooperation rather 
than helping it. A world-renouncing, ascetic way of life could even promote 
free riding because social norms, especially norms about collaborating, are 
considered less important.  
 

2.2.7 Evolutionary Theory 4: The Religion and Health Theory 
(RHT) 

A fourth evolutionary explanation is less popular among academics offering 
explanations of religious belief, but more straightforward. The main idea 
here is that people have supernatural beliefs because having them improves 
or improved their health. To my knowledge, there are no recent elaborate 
detailed defenses of this view. Some authors make smaller claims along 
these lines.83 Joseph Bulbulia made a slightly more elaborate claim.84 In 
contrast, the literature on the relation between religion and health is vast but 

																																																								
82 (Murray and Moore 2009) 
83 (e.g. Rossano 2010; Dow 2008; Greeff and Loubser 2008; Noor 2008) 
84 (Bulbulia 2006) 
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rarely makes a connection to evolution. Yet, since these studies often define 
religion as belief in God or gods, they are also relevant for our discussion. 
 
The first question is whether supernatural belief is indeed correlated with 
better health. The number of studies on the relationship between religion and 
health is enormous,85  and therefore a thorough discussion would require 
another PhD-dissertation. For now, I will limit the discussion to the recent 
Handbook of Religion and Health86 and one often cited review article by 
Christopher Ellison and Jeffrey Levin.87 According to Ellison and Levin, the 
positive effects of supernatural beliefs on health are the following:  
 

‐ They provide a protective factor against morbidity. 
‐ They are sometimes associated with desirable mental health 

outcomes. 
‐ People who attend religious services regularly report receiving a 

great deal of guidance from religion in their daily lives, enjoy less 
psychological distress and have a lower risk of depressive 
disorders.88  

Ellison and Levin warn against drawing big conclusions when they write: 
“(…) [O]n average, high levels of religious involvement are moderately 
associated with better health status.” 89  Koenig and Cohen’s survey of 
empirical studies on the subject also concludes that religion is, on average, 
associated with better health. They report that a small number of studies (4 
percent) suggests worse mental health for religious believers and a slightly 
larger but still small number (8,5 percent) reports poorer physical health. The 
majority of studies finds significant positive relations between religiosity and 
mental and/or physical health. Over two-thirds of these studies report that 
religious believers experience more positive emotions, more social 
connections and live healthier. Although the majority of studies were self-
report studies and Koenig and Cohen rightly warn that people are often not 
consistent in living out the beliefs they report. Nonetheless the evidence for a 
positive correlation between religion and health is convincing.90 

																																																								
85 According to Wikipedia, over 3000 empirical studies have examined relationships 
between religion and health (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion_and_health 
access: 28/07/2015) 
86 (Koenig, King, and Carson 2012) 
87 (Ellison and Levin 1998) 
88 (Ellison and Levin 1998) 
89 (Ellison and Levin 1998: 701) 
90 (Koenig and Cohen 2002) 
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Christian Zwingmann, Constantin Klein and Arndt Büssing list a number of 
ways supernatural belief can contribute to better health. They can help the 
subject to experience positive emotions like hope, optimism and solace.91 
They can also offer opportunities to find meaning in life.92 Thirdly, a close 
relationship with God can be a source of comfort and self-esteem93 and 
supernatural belief can also provide a frame of reference and hence provide 
cognitive stability.94 Lastly, they can lead to different value orientations, 
such as humility, abstinence and social engagement.95 
 
Being healthy is obviously evolutionary beneficial. People with better health 
live longer and have better odds at reproducing. If having supernatural 
beliefs increases health, they are surely adaptive as well. Therefore, in order 
to defend an explanation of religious cognition on these grounds, one will 
have to make it likely that having supernatural beliefs indeed has positive 
effects on one’s health. Not just any positive effects will do, however. Only 
effects that were already in place for prehistoric people are relevant, because 
by far most evolutionary selection happened before the emergence of 
agriculture, which preceded the invention of writing. Claiming that having 
supernatural beliefs is adaptive because it reduces stress in the modern 
workplace will thus not do. 
 
Since correlation is not causation a proper theory needs to explain how 
supernatural belief leads to better health. Bulbulia suggests one way how 
supernatural belief can make people healthier. He argues that supernatural 
belief evolved to foster what he calls ‘placebo health’. Bulbulia refers to “a 
fair amount of anecdotal evidence that religious healing is part of our 
ancestral way of living.”96 One example is the healing dance of the Khoisa in 
South Africa. During the dance the whole community gathers in song and 
dance and shamans enter into trance states. The Khoisa believe that the 
trance allows shamans to release healing energy from the gods. Participants 
in this ritual sometimes claim to be healed by the shamans. We also have 
reports of healing practices from ancient Mesopotamia and China that 
included many supernatural elements. Bulbulia entertains the possibility that 
religious healing practices included genuinely healing technologies, like 
beneficial herbs and cleansing rituals, but he claims this cannot account for 
																																																								
91 (Petersen and Roy 1985) cited by (Zwingmann, Klein, and Büssing 2011: 346-47) 
92 (Petersen and Roy 1985) cited by (Zwingmann, Klein, and Büssing 2011: 346-47) 
93 (Argyle 1999) cited by (Zwingmann, Klein, and Büssing 2011: 346-47) 
94 (Park 2005) cited by (Zwingmann, Klein, and Büssing 2011: 346-47) 
95 (Dörr 2001) cited by (Zwingmann, Klein, and Büssing 2011: 346-47) 
96 (Bulbulia 2006: 90) 
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all religious healing. Some religious healing practices are downright toxic. 
For example, it was not uncommon to subject sick children to dehydration in 
the medieval period. Bulbulia therefore favors the hypothesis that religious 
healing serves as a placebo. Religious healing practices can relieve stress 
because people believe they work. Since reduction of stress leads to better 
health, these practices make people healthier.97 
 

Criticism 
 

A criticism of the theory is that supernatural beliefs do not in themselves 
lead to better health. Luke Galen argues that the positive effects of religion 
are not due to supernatural beliefs but to the fact that religious people have 
more social contact.98 Christopher Ellison and David Larson also argue that 
the beneficial effects of supernatural beliefs on health are to a large degree 
mediated by social support, meaning that having supernatural beliefs is only 
beneficial because it brings people together with fellow believers.99 John M. 
Salsman, Tamara L. Brown, Emily H. Brechting and Charles R. Carlson 
similarly conclude to an important mediator role for social support.100 Femke 
Janssen, Sarah Bänziger, Jessie Dezutter and Dirk Hutsebaut argue that the 
positive correlation between supernatural beliefs and mental health is mainly 
due to having a symbolic attitude towards religion than to the content of the 
beliefs.101 They thus imply that having supernatural beliefs is in itself not 
important but the attitude towards those beliefs is. Lynda Powell, Leila 
Shahabi and Carl Thoresen claim that church attendance correlates with 
longer lifespans.102  
 

2.2.8 Evolutionary Theory 5: The Attraction of Religion Theory   
(ART) 

The most recently proposed evolutionary mechanism connects supernatural 
beliefs to sexual selection. As yet, no widely shared name has emerged for 
the theory. I will call the theory the Attraction of Religion Theory (ART), in 
line with the title of the recent book The Attraction of Religion103 where new 
research on the theory is brought together. 
 
																																																								
97 (Bulbulia 2006) 
98 (Galen 2015) 
99 (George, Ellison, and Larson 2002) 
100 (Salsman et al. 2005) 
101 (Janssen et al. 2005) 
102 (Powell, Shahabi, and Thoresen 2003) 
103 (Slone and Slyke 2015a) 
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ART is rooted in sexual selection theory. Jason Slone and James van Slyke 
write: “Sexual selection theory argues that a number of traits and behaviors 
we see in sexually reproducing species evolved because they help to 
facilitate not survival per se but rather reproductive success by either making 
the individual attractive to the opposite sex or by deterring same-sex 
rivals.”104 Sexual selection theory thus argues that some traits and behaviors 
increase the odds that an individual will be able to pass along his or her 
genetic material. Some traits and behaviors signal information that has an 
attractive force. Examples of such information are being strong or being 
wealthy. The most effective signals are costly and useless105 because they are 
hard to fake and thereby reliable indicators of an individual’s fitness. 106  
 
Defenders of ART claim that some religious traits or behavior can signal 
information that has attractive force. Slone and Van Slyke summarize ART’s 
central thesis as “(…) that religion is widespread because it is attractive to 
people, and it is attractive to people because it helps to manage the suite of 
adaptive problems related to reproduction via the costly signaling of 
strategic information useful for attracting, acquiring, and retaining mates, 
ensuring paternity certainty, preventing mate defection and infidelity, 
encouraging parental investment, and more.”107 
 
One example of information that can be signaled through religious behavior 
is fidelity. Bulbulia et al. note that infidelity can lead to resource loss for 
both men and women. The loss is, however, greater for men because female 
infidelity can lead to men investing their resources in offspring that is not 
their own. Women do not face this problem since they give birth to their own 
offspring. Bulbulia et al. claim that prayer can signal fidelity. To argue for 
this point they refer to the Big Gods Theory (see above). The Big Gods 
Theory predicts that belief in God is associated with pro-normative behavior 
and restraint from acting out of self-interest. They also cite a study by 
McCullough and Willoughby, who found belief in God associated with 

																																																								
104 (Slone and Slyke 2015b: 2) 
105 ‘Useless’ should be read as evolutionary wasteful. These traits and behaviors are 
not necessarily considered useless by the individual who displays them. From an 
evolutionary point of view they serve no immediate use and seem a waste of 
resources. 
106 (Slone and Slyke 2015b) Slone and Van Slyke give the example of a peacock’s 
tail. The tail is costly and serves no immediate evolutionary purpose. Furthermore, 
the tail slows the peacock down, making it more vulnerable to predators. Yet having 
the tail signals that a male peacock has so many resources that it can afford to waste 
some of it on the tail. 
107 (Slone and Slyke 2015b: 3) 
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greater self-regulation and inhibition. 108  Michael McCullough and Brian 
Willoughby conclude from a survey of studies that there is strong evidence 
for a robust association between religion and self-control and religion and 
conscientiousness. They also find substantial evidence that children of 
religious parents tend to have more self-control. They do acknowledge that 
the evidence for a causal link from religion to self-control is meager. 
Furthermore, the evidence for the claim that religiousness promotes self-
monitoring is mixed. Some of their results suggest this, but other studies 
found no such relationship. McCullough and Willoughby also found no 
evidence for the claim that religion in itself fosters the development of self-
regulatory strength. Some religious rituals, like prayer, do seem to support 
self-regulation according to McCullough and Willoughby. 109  Finally, 
Bulbulia et al. defend their use of the variable ‘prayer’ rather than belief in 
supernatural beings by citing a study showing that frequent personal prayer 
is positively associated with greater belief in God.110  
 
Another piece of information that can be signaled is one’s ability to draw 
resources from other (unrelated) exchange partners. This is important 
because bringing up children requires help from others. People with higher 
social prestige are usually more successful in getting help from others. This 
piece of information can be signaled by church attendance. Bulbulia et al. 
cite a study by John Shaver who noted that church attendance was associated 
with greater social standing and reputation in Fiji.111 John Shaver and Sosis 
found that men’s ascribed rank significantly predicted their frequency of 
church attendance in Fiji.112 Bulbulia et al. note from their own study that 
church attendance in New Zealand occurs among groups with mainly 
unrelated individuals, 113  which is evidence for the claim that religion 
broadens one’s social network. Matthew Martinez and Pierre Lienard argue 
that especially rites of initiation might benefit social standing and hence 
increase reproductive fitness.114 

																																																								
108 (Bulbulia et al. 2015) 
109 (McCullough and Willoughby 2009) 
110 (Bulbulia and Schjoedt 2010; Schjoedt et al. 2009) cited by (Bulbulia et al. 2015: 
32) 
111  Bulbulia et al. refer to John Shaver’s ‘The Behavioral Ecology of Fijian 
Religion’. This is John Shaver’s PHD thesis and it has not been published (as far as I 
know). Therefore I was unable to find it. However, I found an article that Shaver 
wrote in collaboration with Richard Sosis where he makes a similar claim like the 
one cited by Bulbulia et al..  
112 (Shaver and Sosis 2014) 
113 (Bulbulia et al. 2015: 33) 
114 (Martinez and Lienard 2015) 



72	
	

 
Bulbulia et al.’s analysis of data from New Zealand shows that women 
indeed pray more than men. This lends support for their derivate thesis that 
women have more to gain by signaling fidelity. It thereby lends indirect 
support for the claim that prayer is a way to signal fidelity. They also found 
that church attendance is strongly associated with higher prestige. Finally, 
they found that religious people generally have a higher fertility rate than 
nonreligious people.115 
 
ART bears some similarities to CST. Yet CST is different because here 
allegiance to social norms is signaled by costly displays, and not fidelity or 
an ability to draw resources from a network. For our purposes, only 
signaling fidelity seems relevant. Signaling an ability to draw resources from 
other exchange partners is not clearly linked to supernatural beliefs. The 
ability can be signaled equally well by attending gatherings of secular groups 
that have no link to anything supernatural. Signaling fidelity is closer 
connected to supernatural beliefs because here supernatural beliefs 
themselves are of importance.  
 

Criticism 
 

Craig Palmer and Ryan Begley criticize ART because it cannot explain 
many religious rituals and is contradicted by some behavior of people. They 
note that many religious acts cannot plausibly lead to reproductive benefits. 
Clear examples are lifelong ascetism and lifelong celibacy. One could 
respond that these are exceptional, but Palmer and Begley respond that 
ascetics and celibate monks are usually seen as exemplars and inspire many 
religious people to follow them.  ART also leads to predictions that are not 
met according to Palmer and Begley. An obvious prediction drawn from 
ART is that selfish behavior should increase when individuals near the end 
of their reproductive years to make sure previous abstinence is balanced out. 
This prediction is not met.116 
 

2.3 Cognitive mechanism explanations 

In the next part of this chapter I will evaluate a number of influential theories 
that explain the occurrence of supernatural beliefs by pointing to a cognitive 
mechanism that produces them. Though some of these theories also refer to 
biological evolution, the key difference with the previous group of theories 

																																																								
115 (Bulbulia et al. 2015: 49-50) 
116 (Palmer and Begley 2015) 
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is that they refer to the operations of one or more cognitive mechanisms to 
explain religious phenomena. The theories I discuss in this chapter are the 
Preparatory Account, the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device, the Moral 
Dyad, the Existential Theory of Mind, the Attachment Theory and the 
Cognitive Optimum. For these theories, fewer criticisms were formulated. 
Before discussing the theories, I also start with some preliminary remarks. 

 
2.3.1  Preliminary 1: Cognitive mechanism theories  

The theories I will discuss and evaluate in this part of the chapter all share 
the idea that supernatural beliefs are produced by a cognitive mechanism. 
The term ‘cognitive mechanism’ is used rather loosely. Related terms are 
‘cognitive module’, ‘cognitive pattern’ or ‘psychological mechanism’. The 
mechanisms in this chapter are special because they are cognitive. Cognitive 
mechanisms are roughly mechanisms of the human mind.117 The ones I will 
discuss here are all argued to produce supernatural beliefs. 
 
All cognitive theories I will discuss share a commitment to a number of 
claims: 
 

(i) Cognitive mechanisms are not mere transmitters of input but 
have an active role in shaping the content of the beliefs they 
produce. 

(ii) There is no distinct cognitive mechanism producing 
supernatural beliefs but supernatural beliefs are produced by 
a cognitive mechanism also responsible for other beliefs. 

(iii) The cognitive mechanism producing supernatural beliefs is 
overly active or overreaching when producing supernatural 
beliefs.  

(iv) Cognitive mechanisms produce intuitive supernatural 
beliefs. 

Claim (i) is fairly uncontroversial in modern cognitive science. Cognitive 
scientists have largely abandoned the idea that the external world makes an 
impression on the human mind and that the human apparatus merely 

																																																								
117 Most cognitive mechanisms I discuss below can be characterized as input-output 
mechanisms; they take certain input in from the environment and produce some 
beliefs as output. The mechanism discussed in the Cognitive Optimum Theory does 
not fit this characterization.  
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transmits this impression.118 Some authors cash out this idea in terms of the 
mind being governed by theories. For example, some have discussed the 
alleged theory-ladenness of perception.119 Another well-known example is 
the idea that social cognition is guided by an implicit, unarticulated Theory 
of Mind.120 Beliefs are thus the way they are not solely because of the input 
they receive but also because of the parts, operations and organization of the 
cognitive mechanism producing them. Virtually all theories in CSR 
subscribe to claim (i). Claire White illustrates this when she writes: “what 
most distinguishes CSR from other approaches to the study of religion is the 
active role attributed to human cognition in the formation and transmission 
of religious ideas.”121  
 
Claim (ii) is also almost universally made by CSR-theorists. Jespen Sorensen 
writes: “Failure to recognize the importance of underlying cognitive 
processing has lead [sic] to an over-emphasis on the ‘exotic’ nature of 
religion.”122 Pascal Boyer writes: “belief in religion activates mental systems 
involved in a whole variety of non-religious domains.” 123  Often the 
mechanisms argued to be at the root of supernatural beliefs are involved in 
social cognition124; sometimes they are argued to produce moral beliefs125; 
and sometimes they are argued to structure human relations.126 Dan Sperber 
and Lawrence Hirschfeld write: “religious beliefs can be seen as parasitical 
on domain-specific competencies that they both exploit and 
challenge.”127This claim is connected to the ‘naturalness thesis’, which is 
also (almost) universally accepted by CSR-theorists.128 In its bare essentials 
the thesis states that religious beliefs are nothing special or exotic but are a 
normal result of human cognitive make-up.  
 

																																																								
118 Claims of this sort go back to medieval philosophers like Thomas Aquinas and 
early modern thinkers like René Descartes. 
119 (e.g. McCauley 2015; Bogen 2013) 
120 (e.g. Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl 1999; Carruthers 1996) 
121 (White 2017: 12) 
122 (Sørensen 2005: 471) 
123 (Boyer 2004: 2) 
124  (e.g. Purzycki 2013; Kelemen 1999a; Bering 2002a; Barrett 2004b) I have 
discussed the relation between religious cognition and social cognition in greater 
detail elsewhere (Van Eyghen 2015). 
125 (Gray and Wegner 2010) 
126  (Kirkpatrick 2005) 
127 (Sperber and Hirschfeld 1999: cxx) 
128 (see Barrett 2004a; McCauley 2011; Bloom 2007) 
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Claim (iii) builds on claim (ii). The theories I will discuss in this chapter all 
suggest that supernatural beliefs result from some kind of overactivation of a 
cognitive mechanism. When not in a state of overactivation, the mechanism 
produces other, non-supernatural beliefs. Some authors I will discuss below 
are explicit; others are less clear but still their theories can be interpreted in 
this way. 
 
Claim (iv) is also commonly assumed by CSR-theorists and is cause of some 
confusion.129 It states that the cognitive mechanisms discussed in theories 
produce (above all) intuitive beliefs. An influential paradigm in current 
cognitive science distinguishes two systems involved in the formation of 
beliefs and two corresponding kinds of beliefs.130  An early defender of this 
view is Dan Sperber. He objects to the ambiguous use of the term ‘belief’ by 
anthropologists and cognitive scientists and claims that the term can be used 
to designate different things. He writes: “[T]he folk-psychological term 
‘belief'(…) corresponds to two psychological categories, similar in some 
behavioural and epistemological respects, but different in cognitive 
organisation and role. I call these two psychological categories ‘intuitive 
beliefs’ and ‘reflective beliefs’.”131 Sperber defines ‘intuitive’ as: “in order to 
hold them as beliefs, we need not reflect - or even be capable of reflecting - 
on the way we arrived at them or the specific justification we may have for 
holding them.” 132  Intuitive beliefs are usually beliefs that are formed 
spontaneously, for example by perception. Beliefs that are formed through 
unconscious inferential processes taking intuitive beliefs as their premises 
also count as intuitive beliefs for Sperber. An example is the belief that 
sparrows are birds. It requires an inferential process ranking sparrows among 
the birds because they are similar enough to some exemplar. This process 
usually remains unconscious.133   
 
Reflective beliefs lack the immediacy of intuitive beliefs. According to 
Sperber they are to be distinguished from intuitive beliefs because they are 
embedded in a ‘validating context’. Sperber’s examples of validating 

																																																								
129  An example of this confusion is found in Peter van Inwagen’s paper (Van 
Inwagen 2009). When discussing Paul Bloom’s theory of the dualist bias, he objects 
that he himself does not have the belief in mind-body dualism that is predicted by 
the theory. While he might not have the reflective belief in mind-body dualism, Van 
Inwagen might have an intuitive belief of this sort. This is compatible with Bloom’s 
theory. 
130 This view was popularized by Daniel Kahnemann (Kahneman 2012). 
131 (Sperber 1997: 67) 
132 (Sperber 1997: 68) 
133 (Sperber 1997) 
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contexts are: “reference to authority, to divine revelation, explicit argument 
or proof, etc.”134 According to Sperber the most common way in which we 
acquire reflective beliefs is through communication. Sperber suggests that 
reflective beliefs are the result of a more conscious process. Another author 
who offers more clarity about what distinguishes ‘reflective beliefs’ from 
‘intuitive beliefs’ and their relation is Justin Barrett.  According to Justin 
Barrett, intuitive beliefs135  can influence reflective beliefs in three ways. 
First, intuitive beliefs serve as default options for reflective beliefs. Barrett 
writes: “The outputs from unconscious mental tools (that is, nonreflective 
beliefs [intuitive beliefs HvE]) serve as inputs for our reflective mental 
functions. Unless some salient competing or mitigating information 
challenges the nonreflective belief [intuitive belief], it becomes adopted as a 
reflective belief.”136 For example, when a girl is seen taking an apple from 
the kitchen every day, most people will form the intuitive belief that the girl 
does this to satisfy her own desires. This can subsequently serve as input to 
form the reflective belief that the girl is hungry. Upon getting new 
information, for example that the girl is seen feeding the apples to a horse in 
order to gain the horse’s confidence, the intuitive belief can be overridden 
and the reflective belief revised. Without extra information the reflective 
belief supported by the intuitive belief will seem more likely.137 Secondly, 
intuitive beliefs make some reflective beliefs more plausible than others. 
Reflective beliefs that fit with or do not violate intuitive beliefs seem more 
plausible. Third, intuitive beliefs shape experiences that we use as evidence 
to form reflective beliefs. Barrett gives this example: “[W]hen trying to form 
a reflective belief about how smart gerbils are, I am, likely to draw (…) on 
recollections of my experiences with gerbils and their behavior. I might 
think about how a gerbil I once observed seemed to display remarkable 
problem solving in moving bedding from one place to another in its 
overstuffed cheeks. (…) With these data, I might conclude that gerbils are 
fairly intelligent.”138 
 
All CSR-theories I discuss below assume (some tacitly) the distinction 
between intuitive and reflective beliefs. They point to various cognitive 
mechanisms that produce intuitive supernatural beliefs. These intuitive 
beliefs can in turn give rise to reflective supernatural beliefs. Most theorists 
are not explicit on what happens to intuitive beliefs before they become 

																																																								
134 (Sperber 1997: 70-71) 
135 Barrett uses the term ‘nonreflective beliefs’. 
136 (Barrett 2004b: 12)  
137 (Barrett 2004b: 12-13) 
138 (Barrett 2004b: 14-15) 
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reflective. Some see a role for culture or implicit instruction. Many cognitive 
scientists rightly acknowledge that probing intuitive beliefs is hard. Some 
probe them by doing experiments on young children others do so by looking 
for cross-cultural similarities. 
 
The focus on intuitive beliefs by the theories I discuss below has an 
important implication for the role they can play in the arguments I discuss in 
the next chapters. Since they are often vague about what happens to an 
intuitive belief before it becomes a reflective one, they are in an important 
way limited as explanation. While this casts doubt on the usefulness of 
cognitive theories for the arguments I discussed in the next chapters, I will 
not pursue this point further. 
 

2.3.2  Preliminary 2: Universal cognitive mechanisms? 

All theories I discuss below argue that the cognitive mechanism that 
produces (intuitive) supernatural beliefs is universally shared by all normally 
functioning humans. Since the cognitive mechanisms are argued to produce 
intuitive supernatural beliefs, which shape reflective supernatural beliefs, 
defenders of CSR-theorists tend to argue that supernatural beliefs are rather 
similar. Pascal Boyer writes: 
 

“The explanation for religious beliefs and behaviours is to be found 
in the way all human minds work. I really mean all human minds, 
not just the minds of religious people or some of them. I am talking 
about human minds because what matters here are properties of 
minds that are found in all members of our species with normal 
brains.”139 

 
Boyer, like other CSR-theorists, acknowledges that supernatural beliefs are 
diverse but argues that the diversity does not go very deep. He claims that 
people are not susceptible to just any supernatural belief. He writes: “There 
is only one God! He is omnipotent. But he exists only on Wednesdays.” This 
belief likely will not sound very believable to most humans. A belief like 
“There is one God! He knows everything we do” 140 will most likely sound 
more believable. Boyer claims that similarities are not found on the surface 
level but require a look at a deeper level.141 He continues by making the 
following analogy:  

																																																								
139 (Boyer 2002: 3) 
140 (Boyer 2002: 60) 
141 (Boyer 2002) 
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“Suppose you were a Martian anthropologist and observed that all 
human beings sustain themselves by eating food. You could 
compare the different tastes of food the world over and try and find 
common features. (…) It would seem [to the Martian anthropologist] 
that there are many, many different foods on earth and no simple 
way of finding the common elements. But now imagine you were a 
good Martian anthropologist. You would study the chemistry of 
cooking, which would reveal that there are only a few ways to 
process food (…) and a large but limited number of ingredients.”142 
 

Boyer argues that supernatural beliefs show a great deal of similarities. My 
discussion of the five supernatural beliefs in chapter 1 also suggests 
similarities between them and many CSR-theorists suggest the same. How 
deep the similarities go is an open question. Since most CSR-theories focus 
on intuitive beliefs and state that these intuitive beliefs are the product of the 
operations of a shared cognitive mechanism, the similarities are best looked 
for at this level. How far the similarities go on the reflective level remains an 
open question that most CSR-theorists do not address.143  
 

2.3.3  Preliminary 3: Cognitive mechanisms versus evolutionary 
mechanisms 

Cognitive mechanisms that explain supernatural belief are different than the 
evolutionary mechanisms I discussed earlier in this chapter. Whereas the 
evolutionary mechanisms tried to explain supernatural belief by pointing to 
its adaptive value, cognitive mechanisms take a different route. According to 
all the theories I will discuss in this chapter, supernatural belief has no 
adaptive value itself.144 They rather argue that supernatural belief emerged as 

																																																								
142 (Boyer 2002: 66) 
143 One notable exception is Justin Barrett. He argues that reflective supernatural 
beliefs can be very diverse but that the diversity is rather superficial. He did a 
number of experiments where he asked religious believers a number of questions 
about their beliefs. Under normal circumstances, they give what Barrett calls 
‘theological correct answers’; that is answers that match the doctrine of the religion 
they adhere to. When put under time pressure, they tend to give ‘theologically 
incorrect’ answers; that is answers more in line with intuitive beliefs (Barrett 1998, 
1999). Barrett thus suggests that reflective beliefs are a surface phenomenon and 
what really drives people’s (religious) behavior are intuitive beliefs. 
144 There is a third option. Some authors argued that supernatural beliefs could have 
served no adaptive use for a good part of human evolutionary history but later did. 
The approach is sometimes called ‘exaptionist’ (e.g. Richerson and Newson 2008). I 
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a by-product of a mechanism that was adaptive. We noted earlier that some 
evolutionary biologists argue that some traits evolved as by-products. If we 
apply this to cognitive mechanisms we can say that the way the adaptive 
mechanism works, makes it likely that it will produce supernatural beliefs, 
even though they are not in themselves adaptive. Explaining supernatural 
belief as a by-product leads to stronger requirements for the mechanism. 
Merely pointing to a mechanism from which supernatural beliefs emerged as 
a by-product does not suffice. A plausible story of how the adaptive 
mechanism came to produce supernatural beliefs is needed. Thus, details 
about the more proximate causes of supernatural belief are needed. 

 
2.3.4  Cognitive Theory 1: The Preparatory Account Theory (PAT) 

A first cognitive explanation is the Preparatory Account Theory.145 Kelly 
Clark and Justin Barrett summarize it as follows: “Developmental 
psychologists studying religious concept acquisition have proposed that the 
early-developing conceptual structures in children include some biases that 
‘prepare’ children to embrace the existence of gods.” 146  PAT explains 
religious beliefs by referring to a number of biases. They are the teleological 
bias, the dualist bias and the afterlife belief bias. These biases (be it 
individually or separately) result in supernatural beliefs or make supernatural 
beliefs easy to acquire. 
 
The first and most documented bias is the teleological bias. Deborah 
Kelemen and her team conducted most of the studies that are conducted on 
this bias. She observed that young children have a tendency to reason about 
natural things in terms of purposes and children suppose that natural things 
are intentionally created.147 In one experiment, American 4- and 5 year olds 
answered the question ‘what is this for’ in teleological terms. They answered 
that lions are here for visiting in the zoo and clouds for making it rain.148 The 
bias is still present in 7-8 year olds. When American 7- and 8 year olds were 
asked questions like ‘why is a rock pointy?’ they gave answers like ‘so that 
animals wouldn’t sit on them and smash them’ or ‘so that animals could 
scratch on them when they got itchy’.149 Kelemen found that the bias begins 

																																																																																																																																		
will not discuss this at length because it is not important for the arguments I discuss 
in the next chapters. 
145  The term is inspired by Kelly Clark and Justin Barrett’s use of the term 
‘preparedness account’ (Clark and Barrett 2010: 182) 
146 (Clark and Barrett 2010: 182) 
147 (Kelemen 2004) 
148 (Kelemen 1999b) 
149 (Kelemen 1999b) 
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to lose its strength around the age of 9.150 Margaret Evans also found 
evidence for a bias in children to endorse intentional accounts of how 
species originate.151  
 
Unlike children, adults prefer causal mechanistic explanations to teleological 
ones. Kelemen theorizes that the teleological bias recedes when children 
learn about causal explanations; however it does not disappear completely. A 
study with undergraduate students, who had learned causal explanations for 
natural phenomena, showed that teleological explanations were explicitly 
judged as correct significantly more when the subjects were under time 
pressure. A second study found that subjects who endorsed natural selection 
were slightly less likely to give teleological answers. Subjects believing in 
the existence of souls were marginally more likely to do this. A belief in God 
did not correlate to giving more or less teleological answers. Teleological 
explanations were thus not linked closely to intentional creation by a 
supernatural being as was the case with young children. Kelemen suggest 
that an underlying (implicit) belief about the earth as a living, vital organism 
(Gaia theory) could explain why teleological explanations pop up. Other 
possibilities she suggests are that some teleological ideas are independently 
acquired false beliefs or that teleological explanations require less cognitive 
effort.152 The role of learning (scientific) causal explanations in suppressing 
the teleological bias was confirmed by a study on Romani adults. The study 
followed a similar methodology as the studies mentioned above. Romani 
adults with little or no scientific training were more likely to give 
teleological explanations than adults with scientific training. Krista Casler 
and Kelemen suggest from this that the teleological bias is not a childhood 
phenomenon that inevitably gets revised and replaced through maturation 
but a cognitive default that may exist throughout life.153  
 
The teleological bias thus makes people prone to see teleology or design in 
the world. While the bias is more prevalent in young children, the research 
cited above makes it plausible that it remains operative in adulthood under 
certain conditions. 
 

																																																								
150 (Kelemen 2003) Her findings were also replicated among British children to test 
for the claim that a teleological bias is merely a reflection of the religious 
exceptionalism of the United States (Kelemen 2003). 
151 (Evans 2000) 
152 (Kelemen and Rosset 2009) 
153 (Casler and Kelemen 2008) 
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A second bias that could prepare the way for supernatural beliefs is a dualist 
bias. This bias leads us to think that bodies and souls are distinct. 154 
According to Paul Bloom, mind-body dualism is a natural by-product of the 
fact that we have two distinct cognitive systems, of which one deals with 
material entities and a second with social entities. Bloom claims that most 
people think of the mind as identical to the soul.155 Rebekah Richert and Paul 
Harris oppose Bloom’s identification of mind and soul and maintain that the 
mind is usually associated with the human lifecycle span and cognitive 
functions whereas the soul is usually connected to spiritual functions.156 
Maira Roazzi et al. argue that not mind-body dualism is intuitive but rather 
that the idea of vital energy is intuitive.157 The bias makes it possible to think 
of souls without bodies. Since gods are often thought to possess soul-like 
qualities but also as not having a body, the dualist bias could prepare the way 
for supernatural beliefs.  
 
Marjaana Lindeman, Annika Svedholm-Häkkinen and Jari Lipsanen argue 
that a similar, though broader, bias is important to explain supernatural 
beliefs. According to them the dualist bias should be expanded to ‘core 
ontological confusions.’ They claim that humans have ‘core knowledge,’ 
which they define as:  

(…) a narrow but fundamental set of ontological knowledge about 
evolutionarily important psychological, biological, and physical 
phenomena.”158 It is usually learned without instruction at a young 
age. As examples of ‘core knowledge’ they give: “[T]he distinctive 
properties that differentiate mental from physical, and within the 
physical domain, animate beings from inanimate objects, and living 
organisms from lifeless objects. Physical phenomena are material, 
substantial and objective but mental phenomena, such as thoughts, 
desires, imagination, and representations, are subjective and 
immaterial. Animate beings can commit intentional, purposeful acts, 
but inanimate entities cannot. Physical objects have an independent 
existence in space and they can move other objects by physical 
force, but mental states cannot. Living organisms can grow and heal, 
lifeless objects cannot. Access to the physical world is necessary for 
perception, which informs beliefs and knowledge, but desires and 
emotions can arise mentally without perception.159  
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Clearly ‘core knowledge’ consists of a set of beliefs about the ontological 
structure of the world. It resembles the idea of ‘folk physics’.160 Lindeman et 
al. claim that religious and paranormal believers do not honor these 
distinctions. For example, many religious believers believe that the mind 
has, just like physical objects, an independent existence and many 
paranormal believers believe that material objects can be controlled by the 
mind by means of psychokinesis or that thoughts can heal a person. The 
‘core ontological confusions’ thus occur when “the distinctive properties of 
the superordinate categories of mental and physical, animate and inanimate, 
and living and lifeless are inappropriately mixed.”161  
 
It is not clear whether Lindeman et al. maintain that the ‘core knowledge’ is 
subject to cultural variation. Boyer argues that ‘folk physics’ are part of the 
general human architecture and hence to a large extent universal. When 
Lindeman et al. claim that core knowledge is usually learned without 
instruction at a young age, they suggest that it can be subject to cultural 
variation. In this regard, their examples of core ontological confusions 
(confusion between the mental and physical domain, confusion between 
animate and inanimate objects) are western examples of core ontological 
confusions. Cultures where people believe in ontologies without a distinction 
between mental and physical or without inanimate objects can be expected to 
have different core ontological confusions.  
 
In summary, the second bias, core ontological confusions, makes people 
prone to hold beliefs in things that violate folk physics. A clear example of a 
belief it fosters is the belief in mind-body dualism. 
 
A third bias is a tendency towards forming afterlife beliefs. K. Mitch Hodge, 
Paulo Sousa and Claire White write: “(…) [R]esearch largely agrees that 
humans have a cognitive predisposition to accept the belief that it is possible 
for an individual to survive biological death in a manner that preserves 
‘thick’ personal identity.”162 With ‘thick’ they mean the properties that make 
an individual a person. Jesse Bering and David Bjorklund conducted three 
experiments that suggest a bias towards afterlife beliefs in young children. In 
the first experiments163, children were shown a puppet show featuring an 
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163 In this experiments two groups of children out of a total of 50 were tested, one 
group with an average age of 5,5 years and one with an average age of 7,5. 
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alligator and a mouse. During the puppet show the children learn that the 
mouse is feeling sick, sleepy, hungry and thirsty and at the end the mouse 
gets eaten by the alligator. Afterwards the children were asked whether the 
mouse was dead and most children answered that it was. Then the children 
were asked ten more questions of which some addressed whether some of 
the mouse’s biological functions still worked (e.g. ‘does his brain still 
work’), others whether it would still feel sick, sleepy, hungry or thirsty. The 
older group of children was significantly more likely to answer that 
biological functions did not continue but the younger group also showed a 
relatively firm understanding that biological functions ceased after death.  
The younger group did show a much stronger tendency than the older group 
to answer that the mouse’s psychological states (being sick, sleepy, hungry 
or thirsty) continued after death. In a second experiment 82 children were 
tested. 164  The children watched a similar puppet show. In the questions 
afterwards, the researchers made a distinction between ‘psychobiological’ 
functions (being sick, being hungry, being thirsty and feeling sick) and 
cognitive functions (e.g. ‘is he thinking about the alligator’, ‘does he know 
where he is now’). The two younger groups showed a clear preference 
towards answering that both kinds of functions continued but the tendency 
was stronger in the youngest group. The two youngest groups displayed no 
clear difference between psychobiological and cognitive functions but the 
oldest one showed significantly higher positive answers for cognitive 
functions. In a third experiment 66 children were divided into two groups 
again.165 All participants were again shown a similar puppet show and were 
subsequently asked questions. Now the questions were divided into six 
categories; namely ‘biological’, ‘psychobiological’, ‘perceptual’, ‘desire’, 
‘emotional’ and ‘epistemic’. The results again showed that the older groups 
were less likely to answer positively. Each age group gave more positive 
answers to questions whether desire-, emotional- and epistemic states 
continued than on questions whether biological-, psychobiological- or 
perceptual states continued. The middle and adult group were significantly 
less likely to report that biological or psychobiological states continued. 
Bering and Bjorklund claim that their findings lend support to the hypothesis 
that afterlife beliefs decrease over time. They argue that an increase in 
biological knowledge is responsible for this. They add that it was not their 
aim to explain why people hold afterlife beliefs and leave open to what 
																																																								
164 In this experiment they were divided into three groups; one with an average age 
of 5 years and 3 months, one with an average age of 7 years and 3 months, and one 
with an average age of 11 years and 0 months. 
165 Here, the groups were one with an average age of 5 years and 3 months, and one 
with an average age of 11 years and 8 months. To this a group of 20 undergraduate 
students was added. 
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extent they are to be explained in a more biological or cultural fashion. 
Rather they attempted to show why these beliefs show a particular 
complexion. They also note that only a very small percentage used terms like 
God, heaven or spirit during the study.166 
 
Various authors have offered explanations for these findings. Bering himself 
argues that afterlife beliefs result from what he calls ‘simulation constraints’. 
Whereas the absence of one’s own physical, bodily states is fairly easy to 
imagine or simulate167, absence of one’s own mental states is not. Failure to 
think of oneself in a state without mental states results in the belief that these 
states continue.168 Mitch Hodge, Sousa and White note that Bering’s account 
does not explain why people cross-culturally hold afterlife beliefs but no pre-
life beliefs. If Bering is right, people would also not be able to simulate a 
state before they had mental states that would lead to pre-life beliefs. Yet 
most people do not have pre-life beliefs.169 Shaun Nichols instead argues that 
people have difficulties imagining the proposition ‘it is the future and I do 
not exist’. 170  Judith Bek and Suzanne Lock reject the idea that afterlife 
beliefs result from some simulation constraint because before one can 
simulate what it is like to be death one has to be convinced that surviving 
biological death is possible. Their alternative is that afterlife beliefs arise 
because deceased are still categorized as persons and the category ‘person’ is 
intuitively associated with having mental states even after biological 
death.171  Hodge argues for something similar. 172  Lane at al. suggest that 
afterlife beliefs arise because children do not have a good idea of what 
biological death means. 173  Mitch Hodge, Sousa and White suggest that 
afterlife beliefs might be a means of managing the fear of death; the idea that 
humans will die would cause paralyzing terror and afterlife beliefs are a 
means of coping with it.174 A number of authors argue for the importance of 
context for afterlife beliefs. Afterlife beliefs would arise more easily in 
religious contexts or contexts wherein mortality is salient. Mitch Hodge, 
Sousa and White, however, claim that these theories do not conflict with 
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other’s mental states. 
168 (Bering 2002b) 
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theories that put the emphasis on cognitive mechanisms like the ones 
mentioned above because the mechanisms might only operate in particular 
settings.175 
 
The third bias thus makes people prone to believe that humans can and 
usually do survive biological death. While some functions may be believed 
to cease (especially biological functions), those that make up personal 
identity176 continue. 
 
The Preparatory Account can be construed in two ways; one of the three 
biases can prepare the way for supernatural beliefs or a combination of two 
or three biases can. An explanation with all three biases will likely be a 
better explanation than an explanation with only one or two. On the other 
hand, one or two biases might add little to the explanation of supernatural 
beliefs. It appears that the third bias, the afterlife belief bias, does not add 
much when the aim is to explain supernatural beliefs. There is however a 
link between afterlife beliefs and supernatural beliefs. Most people who 
believe that supernatural beings exist namely also belief in an afterlife but 
the two can also occur in isolation. Many Theravada Buddhists believe in 
some form of rebirth and thus hold afterlife beliefs but they do not believe in 
supernatural beings. Bering and Bjorklund also note that only very few 
participants in their study used terms like God, heaven or spirit.177 Afterlife 
beliefs can thus be separated from supernatural beliefs, both conceptually 
and empirically. Therefore, a propensity towards afterlife beliefs does not 
aid in explaining supernatural beliefs.  
 

2.3.5  Cognitive Theory 2: The Hyperactive Agency Detection 
Device Theory (HADDT) 

Justin Barrett defends a theory which is known as the  Hyperactive Agency 
Detection Device Theory or HADDT.178 Barrett considers his own theory an 
update of Stewart Guthrie anthropomorphism theory.179 I will first discuss 
Guthrie’s theory and then continue with Barrett’s. 
 
Guthrie writes:  
																																																								
175 (Hodge, Sousa, and White unpublished) 
176 I cannot go into detail much what makes up personal identity. Following the 
authors discussed above, it mainly consists of a person’s emotional and epistemic 
states. 
177 (Bering and Bjorklund 2004) 
178 (Barrett 2004b) 
179 (Guthrie 1993) 
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“Central here is my account of anthropomorphism and animism, as 
residual, retrospective categories of perceptual and conceptual 
mistakes. They consist in thinking that we have detected human or 
other animal agency, or one or more of their characteristics, when in 
fact we have not. They arise inevitably, as by-products—namely, as 
false positives—of our scanning an uncertain world for what matters 
most. What matters most is agency, especially complex agency, and 
prototypically that of our fellow humans. We are unconsciously 
geared to detect such agents by varied perceptual sensitivities and 
(…) we have a low threshold for judging that we have detected 
them.”180  

 
He defines agency as: “a capacity for intention, goal-directedness, and 
corresponding action.”181  Agency is not directly observable and must be 
inferred. The cognitive mechanism responsible for this is the Theory of 
Mind. Guthrie notes that humans have a very strong inclination to perceive 
agency behind events.182 A classic example Guthrie refers to is the Heider 
Simmel experiment where people inferred agency in moving geometric 
figures.183  
 
Guthrie states that supernatural beliefs emerge as a result of mistakes in the 
human ability to detect agents. He argues that the human ability to detect 
agents is easily triggered and produces the belief that agents are around on 
very limited evidence. This leads humans to conclude that there is an agency 
behind things where no agent is involved. Guthrie argues that these ‘false 
agents’ become supernatural agents. 
 
Drawing on Guthrie’s account of anthropomorphism, Barrett developed his 
account of the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device’. Unlike Guthrie, he 
does not unambiguously see supernatural beliefs as resulting from mistakes. 
Apart from the (Hyperactive) Agency Detection Device, Barrett’s theory 
also refers to the Theory of Mind (ToM). His theory is, however, known in 
the literature as HADD.184 Barrett writes: “Part of the reason people believe 
in gods, ghosts, and goblins (…) comes from the way in which our minds, 

																																																								
180 (Guthrie 2007: 37) 
181 (Guthrie 2007: 46) 
182 (Guthrie 2007) 
183 (Heider and Simmel 1944) 
184 I do not go along with the literature here. To make a clear distinction between 
Barrett’s theory and the cognitive mechanism the theory is about, I use the term 
HADDT for the theory and HADD for the mechanism.  
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particularly our agency detection (ADD) functions. Our ADD suffers from 
some hyperactivity, making it prone to find agents around us, including 
supernatural ones, given fairly modest evidence of their presence. This 
tendency encourages the generation and spread of god concepts and other 
religious concepts.”185 He agrees with Guthrie that “people seem to have a 
strong bias to interpret ambiguous evidence as caused by or being an 
agent”.186 A bias towards agency makes sense from an evolutionary view 
that Barrett summarizes as “If you bet that something is an agent and it isn’t, 
not much is lost. But if you bet that something is not an agent and it turns out 
to be one, you could be lunch.”187 Most of the work is done by the ADD in 
Barrett’s theory. Barrett writes: “[T]he ADD may be a little hyperactive or 
hypersensitive to detecting agency.” 188  As evidence for hyperactivity in 
agency detection, Barrett lists the way people treat computers, the fact that 
colored dots on a video display may be reasoned about as if they are 
thinking, feeling beings and the already mentioned Heider Simmel 
experiment. He notes that HADD is especially likely to be triggered when 
objects seem to be moving in a goal-directed manner. Often the input HADD 
draws on is patterns known to be caused by agents. Barrett claims that 
HADD’s sensitivity varies with context. This context can be both personal 
(e.g. someone afraid of spiders will be more likely to react to gentle tickles 
in the neck) and immediate (e.g. a caveman searching for prey will be easier 
inclined to believe she saw an animal).189  
 
Barrett is clear that not all outputs of the HADD are supernatural concepts. 
He, however, does claim that “[S]ometimes HADD’s tendency to attach 
agency to objects contributes to the formation of religious concepts”.190 
According to Barrett this is most obvious in identifying ambiguous things, 
like “wispy forms”191 such as ghosts or spirits. He writes: “Whether the 
sighting is an illusion or not, if the right information is fed to these mental 
tools, the outcome is a nonreflective belief in a ghost or spirit. Without 
sufficient reflective defenses 192 , this nonreflective belief will become a 
reflective one.”193 My discussion of Barrett’s theory above suggests that with 
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the ‘right information’ Barrett means experiences of ‘wispy forms’ or the 
like that seem to be moving in a goal-directed manner. Barrett uses the term 
‘nonreflective belief’ to designate intuitive, rapidly formed beliefs (see 
above section 2.3.1). It is not clear what Barrett means when he writes 
‘whether the sighting is an illusion or not’. It suggests that beliefs about 
ghosts or spirits can be formed by both actual ghosts or spirits or things that 
resemble them but in fact are something different. Barrett claims that 
HADD’s tendency to find agency can contribute to supernatural beliefs in a 
second way. It can foster the belief that “known agents are exhibiting 
agency.”194 Here Barrett’s account resembles Kelemen’s findings (see above 
section 2.3.4). His example is: “HADD might register the cloud as an agent 
acting purposefully.”195 A cloud is, however, not an agent. Therefore this 
seemingly purposeful action triggers a belief that “a certain god controls the 
weather” (Barrett 2004b: 34). Barrett acknowledges that this second way 
merely reinforces existing supernatural beliefs when he writes: “In these 
cases, HADD encourages belief in already known superhuman agents.”196  
 
In Barrett’s theory, detection of agency by HADD is not the end of the 
matter. He writes: “[W]hen HADD detects agency, it activates ToM [Theory 
of Mind]  and other relevant mental tools to begin reasoning through how 
and why an agent might have acted.”197 Barrett does not specify what he 
means with ‘the other relevant mental tools’ and focuses on ToM. HADD 
and ToM do not work jointly; HADD first registers an agent and passes the 
word on to ToM. He does suggest that ToM passes information back to 
HADD when he writes: “If ToM can suggest the agent’s desires and aims 
relevant to the event, it affirms to HADD that the event was goal directed, 
increasing HADD’s confidence that agency has been discovered.”198 ToM is, 
however, not involved in the detection of agency.  
 
Barrett writes: “What is important to remember is that the system through 
which ideas become beliefs is not concerned with being ‘rational’ or 
following some logic. It rapidly produces beliefs that produce intuitive 
satisfaction, resonating with the nonreflective beliefs that various mental 
tools produce.” 199  With ‘ideas becoming beliefs’, Barrett probably has 
something like ‘input being processed by cognitive mechanisms resulting in 
beliefs’ in mind. He does not specify what he means with ‘rational’, ‘logic’ 
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or ‘intuitive satisfaction’. In this quote Barrett seems to suggest that the 
cognitive mechanisms under discussion (HADD and ToM) are not primarily 
aimed at producing true beliefs. His earlier remark on the evolutionary use of 
hyperactivity in agency detection (too much detected agency is relatively 
harmless, one agent too little could mean the end) suggests that he beliefs 
that the cognitive mechanisms are primarily aimed at survival. 
 
In the end, Barrett is rather skeptical whether HADDT can explain the 
occurrence of religious beliefs because they require a lot of cultural input as 
well. He gives the example of someone (Lupe) forming beliefs about the 
existence of ‘the Chivo man’, a part- goat part-man creature. Initially, 
Lupe’s HADD produce beliefs in an unseen agent but he dismisses it 
reflectively. At a later time Lupe hears stories about ‘the Chivo man’ living 
in the neighborhood and she subsequently comes to believe in its 
existence. 200  Barrett’s worries can be avoided when focusing on vaguer 
supernatural beliefs, like the belief that something supernatural exists. In 
Barrett’s theory, the working of HADD and ToM could suffice to produce 
beliefs of this sort. 
 

2.3.6  Cognitive Theory 3: The Moral Dyad Theory (MDT) 

The Moral Dyad Theory for supernatural beliefs was defended by Kurt Gray 
and Daniel Wegner. They defend the idea that moral thinking takes a dyadic 
form and supernatural beliefs  are a by-product hereof. They write: “(…) 
[T]he core of morality is (…) two – a dyad. (…) One person in the dyad – 
the moral agent – does the moral action while the other person – the moral 
patient – receives it. (…) We propose that all moral acts are (at least 
implicitly) dyadic, involving two different people, one as a moral agent and 
one as a moral patient.”201 According to Gray and Wegner, morality can be 
linked to mind perception. Agency can be tied to moral agents and 
experience to moral patients. They define both as: “Experience is the general 
capacity for sensation and feelings and includes the capacities for hunger, 
fear, pain and pleasure. Agency, in contrast, is the capacity to do and intend, 
and includes the capacities for self-control, judgment, communication, and 
memory”202 Elsewhere they write: “Agency is necessary to be a moral agent 
(something that can do good and evil) whereas Experience is necessary to be 
a moral patient (something that can receive good or evil).”203 Because of the 
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connection of moral agents to agency and moral patients to experience, 
children and animals are considered solely as moral patients as they lack 
agency. On the opposite side, God is solely seen as a moral agent because 
most people believe that he cannot be harmed by actions of others. There 
are, however, situations where the dyad appears to be incomplete. Gray and 
Wegner’s example of a moral situation without apparent moral patient is 
someone having sex with a dead chicken and then eating it. In cases like 
these, people will infer the presence of a victimized patient; for their 
example this could be the memory of the chicken or for example children 
whose morals might be twisted when they learn about this. They 
acknowledge that examples can be constructed which explicitly deny the 
presence of a victim but the automatic reflex to look for a victim will always 
be there. Similarly, cases of isolated moral patients (i.e. without apparent 
moral agent) will automatically prompt people to seek a moral agent. For 
example, someone who trips on a sidewalk will sometimes sue the 
homeowner or someone who chokes on a hamburger might sue the cook.  
 
In many cases, isolated patients will infer to God as the moral agent because 
he is usually seen as solely a moral agent without any (or with very little) 
moral patiency.204 In a study participants were asked to make judgments 
about the mental qualities of a fetus, an infant, a 5-year old girl, an adult 
woman, an adult man, a respondent, a man in a persistent vegetative state, a 
frog, a dog, a chimpanzee, a dead woman, God and a robot. Judgments were 
made by using two dimensions: ‘experience’ and ‘agency.’ ‘Experience’ 
includes mental qualities indicating moral patiency. Moral patiency includes 
the abilities to feel hunger, fear, pain, pleasure, rage, and desire, the idea that 
people have personality and consciousness and the ability to feel pride, 
embarrassment and joy. ‘Agency’ includes qualities indicating moral agency 
like abilities to have self-control, morality, memory, emotion recognition, 
planning, communication and thought. Normal adult humans were judged 
high in both ‘experience’ and ‘agency’. Infants and animals scored high on 
‘experience’ but low on ‘agency’. The fetus and the persistent vegetative 
state man were judged to have low ‘experience’ and no ‘agency’. The dead 
woman was judged to have none of either. Finally both the robot and God 
were judged high on ‘agency’ but low on ‘experience’.205 This indicates that 
God is mainly thought of as a moral agent and not as a moral patient. 
Especially in events like natural disasters people will infer to God because 
no human is powerful enough to cause such a thing.206 Gray and Wegner 
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allow that there can be other reasons to believe in God as well, like 
providing meaning to a potentially meaningless life or providing order in a 
chaotic world but claim that the main reason why people see God acting in 
the world is to explain otherwise inexplicable salvation and suffering. They 
add that cases of isolated suffering are probably more powerful than positive 
events.207 Statistics from the USA provide evidence for this claim. The states 
with the highest suffering are also the states with the highest level of 
religiosity.208  
 

2.3.7  Cognitive Theory 4: The Existential Theory of Mind Theory 
(EToMT) 

The theory of the Existential Theory of Mind as an explanation for 
supernatural beliefs was defended by Jesse Bering. He proposes that 
supernatural beliefs result from overactivation of the Theory of Mind (ToM). 
He summarizes his theory as follows: “[T]heory of mind may have expanded 
into corridors of human cognition that have little to do with the context in 
which it evolved (…). (…) The presence of an existential Theory of Mind 
(EToM) suggests that individuals perceive some nondescript or culturally 
elaborated (e.g., God) psychological agency as having encoded 
communicative intentions in the form of life events, similar to a person 
encoding communicative intentions in deictic gestures.”209 Examples of a 
person encoding communicative intentions in deistic gestures are: “A 
threatening glance from a stranger, a gentle tug of a child’s hand on one’s 
sleeve, and the rolled eyes of a disgruntled student”.210 Another example is: 
“John is pointing to the corner ceiling of the room because he wants to show 
me where the spider made its web”.211 These actions are more than mere 
gestures; they communicate something about the person’s mental states.  
 
According to Bering the human ToM does not only draw conclusions about 
mental states from human behavior like in the examples but also from events 
in nature or events in life. Some events are experienced as meaningful. A 
meaningful event implies purpose or intention. Therefore meaningful events 
are interpreted as communications from some elaborated psychological 
agency. Bering writes: “[A]n agent that does not fit into the ontological 
category of known behavior-driven agents (i.e., humans, animals, or 
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“intentional” artifacts such as robots) is perceived to have orchestrated the 
life event of its own volition and has framed the event as a symbolic device 
to transmit information to the experiencing human.”212 A supernatural being 
is thus believed to communicate with people by investing meaning in natural 
or life events. The mechanism producing these beliefs is “an independent 
system that, although built on the foundations of Theory of Mind, serves not 
to explain or predict behavior but, rather, to allow individuals to attribute 
meaning to certain classes of autobiographical experiences”.213 Bering calls 
this mechanism the ‘Existential Theory of Mind’ (EToM). Bering stresses 
that the EToM works in the domain of experience whereas the ToM usually 
works in the domain of behavior. According to Bering in order to interpret 
meaning, a person needs to attribute mental states to the agent(s) believed to 
use this device as a method of communication.214 Therefore the supernatural 
beings will be believed to have a mind or to be able to have mental states. 
Bering writes: “EToM, then, describes a prepared drive in the human mind 
to represent some nondescript agency—essentially, disembodied mind— [a 
supernatural being] and to view this agency as causing experiences.” 215 
Concluding to a supernatural being does not require explicit causal reasoning 
but rather comes naturally. All that is required for EToM to produce 
supernatural beliefs is that humans have built up an understanding of 
intentional relations. It does not require further (cultural) external sources.216  
 
Bering’s theory differs from Justin Barrett’s HADDT because EToMT infers 
to an agent causing meaning and not to agency itself. Bering writes: “To 
illustrate the difference between EToM and animism, the girl witnessing the 
rock tumbling down the side of the mountain may or may not be attributing 
mental states to the rock itself, but she very well may perceive intention 
behind the occurrence of the event.”217  
 
Bering suggests an evolutionary account of why the EToM evolved. He 
claims that the evolution of human social cognition can be studied by 
looking at great apes. Bering concludes from ethnographical evidence that 
there is no reason to suspect that apes can represent higher order cognitions 
like the ones EToM produces. By consequence, the EToM probably evolved 
after hominids had evolved from their common ancestor with apes. He does 
acknowledge that the validity of this approach is an open question but claims 
																																																								
212 (Bering 2002a: 4) 
213 (Bering 2002a: 4) 
214 (Bering 2002a) 
215  (Bering 2002a: 5) 
216 (Bering 2002a) 
217 (Bering 2002a: 12) 



93	
	

that it is valuable and theoretically justified. 218 According to Bering, the 
EToM evolved because human evolution invested a lot in the Theory of 
Mind.  He writes: “[S]o much has human evolution invested in the Theory of 
Mind system, that the drive to attribute mental states has expanded into 
corridors of human cognition that probably had nothing whatever to do with 
the system’s initial selection.”219  
 

2.3.8  Cognitive Theory 5: The Attachment Theory (AT) 

The Attachment Theory of religion received its most elaborate defense by 
Lee Kirkpatrick. Contributions were also made by Pehr Granqvist and John 
Shaver,220 but I will mainly rely on Kirkpatrick’s defense.  
 
Kirkpatrick is clear that his theory aims to explain religious belief when he 
writes: “I (…) have an agenda. I believe that our goal should be: to formulate 
a scientific, comprehensive, explanatory psychology of religion.” 221  He 
laments that much of psychology of religion does not share his goal. His 
theory is ambitious and aims to explain a whole lot more than supernatural 
beliefs, including “images of God (…), religious attributions of causality, 
(…) spiritual experiences, (…) religious development (…) [and] prayer.”222 
My interests lie only in his explanation of supernatural beliefs. Kirkpatrick 
uses the term ‘belief in God’ rather than supernatural beliefs but his theory 
can be expanded to cover more supernatural beliefs. 
 
The background of Kirkpatrick’s theory is John Bowlby’s Attachment 
Theory223. This theory is a psychological theory of infant social development 
that focuses on the way experiences with caregivers shape behavior and 
social relations. John Bowlby postulates the existence of a separate 
attachment system, a system in humans and other primates used for 
maintaining proximity between infants and their primary caregivers. Its 
ultimate (evolutionary) role is protection of helpless infants from 
environmental dangers like predators. The system constantly ‘asks’ whether 
attachment figures (caregivers) are sufficiently close or available. 
Kirkpatrick notes that the system’s operations tend to change over the course 
of development. Infants require physical contact for reassurance while older 

																																																								
218  (Bering 2002a) 
219 (Bering 2002a: 10) 
220 (see Granqvist and Kirkpatrick 2008; Granqvist, Mikulincer, and Shaver 2010) 
221 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 2) 
222 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 7) 
223 (see Bowlby 1969) 
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children can be reassured by vocal or visual contact as well. In adulthood a 
phone call or an e-mail can suffice.224 
 
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory predicts individual differences in attachment 
behavior. Usually, four general patterns of attachment are discerned. In ‘type 
A’, also known as avoidant attachment, children behave indifferently to 
separation and reunion with their mothers. In ‘type B’, children are 
moderately distressed by brief separation from their mothers but quickly 
comforted when she returns. In ‘type C’, children are very distressed when 
separated from their mothers and hard to reassure when mothers return. In 
‘type D’, children lack a coherent response to separation and reunion with 
their mothers.225 
 
Attachment is not limited to mothers. Other attachment figures can be 
siblings, other kin or regularly care providers. Typically there will be one 
main attachment figure (usually the mother). In adulthood certain kinds of 
interpersonal relationships function, at least in part, as attachments. Here 
friends and romantic partners are the most important ones.226 
 
Kirkpatrick argues that supernatural beings can serve as attachment figures. 
He writes:  

 
“[t]he perceived availability and responsiveness of a supernatural 
attachment figure is a fundamental [process] underlying Christianity 
and many other theistic religions. Whether that attachment figure is 
God, Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, or one of various saints, 
guardian angels, or other supernatural beings, the analogy is striking. 
The religious person proceeds with faith that God (or another figure) 
will be available to protect and comfort him or her when danger 
threatens; at other times, the mere knowledge of God’s presence and 
accessibility allows him or her to approach the problems and 
difficulties of daily life with confidence.”227  

 
According to Kirkpatrick the analogy with attachment figures goes beyond 
the metaphorical and he claims that God ‘really’ is an attachment figure for 
many believers. Kirkpatrick means to say that supernatural beings are 

																																																								
224 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 28-29) 
225 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 33-36) 
226 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 39-45) 
227 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 52) 



95	
	

processed by the very same attachment system by which human attachment 
figures are processes.228  
 
Kirkpatrick motivates his claim by arguing how supernatural beings (his 
focus is on God and especially the Christian God) meet the criteria of 
attachment figures. The criteria are: 
 

(1) The attached person seeks proximity to the caregiver, particularly 
when frightened or alarmed; 

(2) The caregiver provides care and protection (…); 
(3) [The caregiver provides] a sense of security; 
(4) The threat of separation causes anxiety in the attached person; 
(5) A loss of the attachment figure would cause grief in the attached 

person.229  

According to Kirkpatrick supernatural beings meet the first criterion for a 
number of reasons. First, gods often have the quality of omnipresence 
attributed to them. Kirkpatrick acknowledges that this quality is not 
attributed to all supernatural beings. Nonetheless omnipresence makes it 
easier to seek proximity to supernatural beings. Second, religious 
mythologies include stories about supernatural beings coming to earth and 
believing these stories helps people maintain a sense of proximity to God. 
Third, supernatural beings are believed to be approachable in places of 
worship like churches or temples. Fourth, acts of prayer or devotion show 
how people seek the proximity of supernatural beings.230 
 
The second criterion is met because supernatural beings are believed to be 
havens of safety. Kirkpatrick refers to a study among 1700 religious young 

																																																								
228 Kirkpatrick writes: “The attachment system is a ‘real’ system in the brain/mind, 
instantiated in brain circuitry to organize a variety of more domain-specific modules 
in a particular way, as designed by natural selection to fulfill the adaptive functions 
identified by Bowlby. For many people in many religions, I suggest that this 
attachment system is fundamentally involved in their thinking, beliefs, and 
reasoning about God and their relationship to God. this strong position suggests that, 
beyond apparent (and potentially only superficial) similarities, our knowledge of 
how attachment processes work in other relationships should provide useful in 
understanding the ways in which people construe God and interact with God.” 
(Kirkpatrick 2005: 56) 
229 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 56) 
230 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 56-61) 
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people who reported that praying helps them in times of stress and crisis.231 
He also refers to Kildahl who concluded from a study that glossolalic 
experiences invariably resulted in increased feelings of confidence and 
security. 232  People are also more likely to pray, or seek proximity to 
supernatural beings in other ways, during unusually stressful times.233  
 
I discussed above how supernatural beliefs can aid in improving 
psychological health. That supernatural beings provide a sense of security is 
apparent from studies on the role of religion in coping according to 
Kirkpatrick. Believing that supernatural beings are somehow near helps 
people in dealing with physical illness. Prayer also helps in coping 
psychologically with serious illness. Another way how supernatural beliefs 
provide security is in times of grieving or when confronted with death.234 
 
Kirkpatrick writes that showing how supernatural beings meet the fourth and 
fifth criterion is a more difficult matter. This is mainly because supernatural 
beings are not typically lost in the same way human caregivers are lost (i.e. 
by dying or moving away). There are, however, instances where people lose 
faith in gods or other supernatural beings.235 Kirkpatrick refers to a study 
conducted by Wright. He found that defectors from cults often experience 
psychological difficulties similar to those associated with marital divorce.236 
There are also cases where people feel they have been abandoned by God. In 
these cases the abandonment is accompanied by feelings of grief and 
anxiety. Kirkpatrick acknowledges that more research on this topic is 
needed.237 
 
Kirkpatrick suggests that the attachment system does not suffice to produce 
supernatural beliefs. He writes: “we eventually need to confront a more basic 
issue, which is how such beliefs can get started in the first place. Attachment 
theory explains nicely why beliefs about personalized deities tend to take 
certain forms, for example, but cannot explain why people find the idea of 
God or other supernatural phenomena plausible to begin with. Moreover (…) 
a comprehensive framework for understanding religion must be capable of 
explaining religious belief systems not characterized by personal gods, and 
should be able to explain the origins and (cultural) evolution of religious 

																																																								
231 (Ross 1950) quoted by (Kirkpatrick 2005: 62) 
232 (Kildahl 1972) quoted by (Kirkpatrick 2005: 62) 
233 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 62-63) 
234 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 63-69) 
235 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 71) 
236 (Wright 1987) quoted by (Kirkpatrick 2005: 71) 
237 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 71-72) 
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beliefs over human history, beginning with historically ancient religious or 
protoreligious beliefs.”238 He thereby suggests that the attachment system 
only forms part of an explanation for why people hold supernatural beliefs. 
He refers to HADDT and Pascal Boyer’s Cognitive Optimum Theory (see 
below) as possible addenda. 
 

2.3.9  Cognitive Theory 6: The Cognitive Optimum Theory (COT) 

Arguably the most influential CSR-theory is Pascal Boyer’s Cognitive 
Optimum Theory. His theory mainly explains how supernatural beliefs are 
transmitted and why they matter to people. He argues that minimally 
counterintuitive concept have the best chances of being remembered and 
being transmitted. In his view, people have intuitive ontological categories 
like ‘Plant’, ‘Animal’ or ‘Person’. These categories allow for predictions. 
For example, categorizing something under ‘Plant’ allows the inference that 
the thing will not be able to move and will grow under the right conditions. 
Minimally counterintuitive concepts violate some of the expectations that 
come with their intuitive ontological category. For example, a ghost is 
usually categorized under ‘Person’ but violates the expectation that persons 
cannot move through walls. At the same time the majority of expectations is 
retained and a ghost is expected to perceive things in the same way as 
persons do and to interact with others as persons do. Minimally 
counterintuitive concepts differ from intuitive (concepts that violate no 
expectations) and maximally counterintuitive concepts (concepts that violate 
many expectations). Intuitive concepts, like ‘John Doe’, are not memorable 
because they are ordinary. Maximally intuitive concepts, like a man who is 
30 meter long, has 11,5 arms and only appears every second Tuesday of the 
month, require too much cognitive effort to remember. Most supernatural 
concepts are minimally counterintuitive and thus easily (optimally) 
transmitted and remembered.239 
 
At first glance, Boyer’s theory attempts to explain the occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs. He offers a mechanism that explains why people tend to 
believe in minimally counterintuitive concepts of which supernatural beings 
are the most eye-catching examples. After a closer look, however, his theory 
explains rather why some supernatural beliefs are believed but others are 
not. Boyer writes:  

 

																																																								
238 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 269) 
239 (Boyer 2002) 
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[T]he many forms of religion we know are not the outcome of a 
historical diversification but of a constant reduction. The religious 
concepts we observe are relatively successful ones selected among 
many other variants. (…) [T]he many variants that our minds 
constantly produce and the many fewer variants that can be actually 
transmitted to other people and become stable in a human group.(…) 
People's minds are constantly busy reconstructing, distorting, 
changing and developing the information communicated by others. 
This process naturally creates all sorts of variants of religious 
concepts, as it creates variants of all other concepts. But then not all 
of these variants have the same fate. Most of them are not 
entertained by the mind for more than an instant. A small number 
have more staying power but are not easily formulated or 
communicated to others. An even smaller number of variants remain 
in memory, are communicated to other people, but then these people 
do not recall them very well. An extremely small number remain in 
memory, are communicated to other people, are recalled by these 
people and communicated to others in a way that more or less 
preserves the original concepts. These are the ones we can observe 
in human cultures. 240 

 
Boyer’s theory thus does not explain why supernatural beliefs occur but why 
the human mind prefers some supernatural beliefs over others. After laying 
out his mechanism, Boyer does address the question of why people believe 
in supernatural beings.241 He discusses Guthrie’s and Barrett’s theory but 
finds them wanting. He then formulates a version of the Broad Supernatural 
Punishment Theory.242 This makes clear that Boyer also believes he needs 
another explanation for why supernatural beliefs occur (widely) than his 
Cognitive Optimum Theory. 
 

2.4 One more theory : The Identity Fusion Theory (IFT) 

The Identity Fusion Theory (IFT) resists being classified as an evolutionary 
theory or as a cognitive mechanism theory. It explains how religious rituals 
can forge communities or create strong groups. Harvey Whitehouse argues 
that (religious) rituals have an important role in shaping societies. Rituals, 

																																																								
240 (Boyer 2002: 37) 
241 Boyer uses the terms ‘gods’ and ‘spirits’. 
242 I have not discussed Boyer’s views when discussing BSPT because Bering and 
Johnson’s defense is more elaborate. 
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and especially intense, less frequent rituals, are said to fuse personal 
identities together and create closely-knit communities.243 
 
In his view, (religious) rituals can serve as ’social glue’ that binds 
communities together. He distinguishes two main kinds of social glue, 
‘social identification’ and ‘identity fusion’, of which the latter is the 
strongest. 244  With ‘social identification’ people are able to formulate 
personal self-concepts and social self-concepts, which they use to classify 
themselves and others into groups. The classification is quite strict so there 
are clear boundaries between where personal self-concepts end and social 
self-concepts begin. Whitehouse claims that rituals are important for social 
identification. Rituals leading to social identification are usually high 
frequency, low arousal rituals. Examples are Sunday mass for Catholics or 
Friday prayer for Muslims. People engage in these rituals once a week and 
the experiences during them are usually not very intense. Whitehouse argues 
that because these rituals are practiced frequently it is impossible for 
participants to recall the details of every single occasion. As a result, they 
come to represent the rituals and their meaning as types of behavior; 
Catholics will represent Sunday mass as Holy Communion and Muslims 
Friday prayer as the Call to Prayer. Ritual types of behavior are accompanied 
by ‘procedural scripts’ and ‘semantic schemas’; the former specifies what 
generally happens during a ritual and the latter what is generally thought to 
be its significance. The existence of procedural scripts and semantic schemas 
allows the tradition to be generalized beyond people of immediate 
acquaintance and allows people to identify with everyone who performs 
similar acts and holds similar beliefs. According to Whitehouse, this 
routinization of rituals is a necessary condition for the emergence of 
‘imagined communities’. 245  Imagined communities are defined as: “large 
populations sharing a common tradition and capable of behaving as a 
coalition in interactions with non-members, despite the fact that no 
individual in the community could possibly know all the others, or even 
hope to meet all of them in the course of a lifetime.”246 Besides instilling 
conformity, routinization of rituals also benefits learning and transmission of 
complex doctrines and narratives.  
 

																																																								
243 (Whitehouse and Lanman 2014) 
244 Elsewhere, the terms ‘local fusion’ and ‘extended fusion’ are used with ‘extended 
fusion’ corresponding to ‘social identification’ and ‘local fusion’ to ‘identity fusion’. 
(cf. Swann et al. 2012).  
245 (Whitehouse et al. 2013) 
246  (Whitehouse et al. 2013: 285) Whitehouse borrowed the term ‘imagined 
communities’ from Benedict Anderson see (Anderson 2004)  
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The second, much stronger, kind of social glue is ‘identity fusion’. 
Whitehouse defines ‘identity fusion’ as ‘a visceral sense of oneness with 
others in one’s group’.247  He writes: “For instance, when another group 
member is threatened it prompts the same defensive reactions as a personal 
attack. For the fused individual, the boundary between the personal and 
social self is porous – activation of one’s sense of personal self also serves to 
activate feelings about the social self.”248 In contrast to social identification, 
the boundaries between personal self-concepts and social self-concepts are 
far less clear and even seem to disappear. According to Whitehouse, identity 
fusion is widespread in kin groups and other small social units of which the 
members share the rituals and tribulations of life. This is the case because 
fusion of identities occurs when individuals experience ‘high arousal’ events 
together. Clear examples of high arousal events are times of hardship, for 
example a family experiencing a traumatic event during a war.249  
 
Though it often emerges as a result of events over which people have no 
control, identity fusion can also be cultivated by rituals. The rituals are more 
intense and less frequent. Examples are rites of initiation. According to 
Whitehouse, rituals are somewhat like traumatic events but can be even 
more powerfully bonding experiences. The main reason is that rituals are 
‘causally opaque’, meaning that they can be interpreted in a wide variety of 
ways. A traumatic event prompts a rather limited array of questions, like 
‘who was to blame?’ or ‘why did this happen to me?.’ In rituals there is a lot 
more room for speculation and the range of interpretations is more open-
ended. Because of this the significance of rituals is more likely to increase 
over time whereas the significance of traumatic events is likely to decay. 
When people engage in rituals in a communal setting they observe others 
undergoing the same experience and can imagine them sharing the same rich 
interpretative process. By sharing personal experiences with a special group 
of others, rituals can cause group members to fuse.250  
 
Whitehouse suggests that identity fusion can also be cultivated by especially 
compelling narratives. His example is the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth’s 
death on the cross. His death on the cross can be very convincingly equated 
with people’s own suffering to such an extent that it may be possible to fuse 
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250 (Whitehouse et al. 2013) 
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with Jesus’ identity. When many people fuse with a person from a narrative, 
it will lead to a fusion between these people as well.251 
 
The importance of rituals in social identification and identity fusion is not 
limited to religious rituals. Whitehouse considers the highly ritualized and 
highly emotional gatherings of the Nazi-party at Nurnberg as occasions for 
identity fusion.252 He also conducted a survey among Libyan revolutionaries 
during the conflict in Libya in 2011. Revolutionaries who had fought on the 
frontline reported levels of identity fusion with other fighters comparable to 
the fusion they felt with family members. Fighting on the frontline thus 
almost literally created ‘brothers in arms.’253 An experiment conducted by 
Emma Cohen, Roger Mundry and Sebastian Kirschner confirmed that 
secular rituals can also lead to greater social cohesion but also suggests that 
religious rituals are more successful in this regard. They set up an 
experiment with two groups performing the same ritual, a drumming 
ceremony. One group was primed with religious concepts and the other with 
secular concepts. The group primed with religious concepts showed a trend 
towards higher cooperation.254 
 
Whitehouse’s theory does not provide a theory explaining the (wide) 
occurrence of supernatural beliefs. His mechanism explains rather how 
rituals can forge strong bonds between individuals. We noted that these 
rituals need not be religious. Whitehouse’s work among Libyan fighters 
shows that the mechanism also works when people undergo dysphoric 
events. The mechanism likely also works in the case of secular rituals. For 
example, the annual parade on the first of May in Russia could also lead to 
social identification. Certain fraternity rites might also lead to identity 
fusion. Supernatural beliefs do not play a role in both examples. 
 

2.5 Conclusion  

In this chapter I discussed ten theories from Cognitive Science of Religion. I 
distinguished two groups of theories; one of evolutionary theories and one of 
cognitive theories. I also discussed the Identity Fusion Theory, which resists 
being classified in one of the two groups. 
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Chapter 3: Are CSR and religious belief incompatible? 
 

3.1 Introduction  
 
In this chapter I discuss arguments to the effect that CSR-theories and 
religious belief 1  are incompatible. CSR-theories could obviously yield a 
negative verdict on the epistemic status of religious belief if they are seen as 
being incompatible with religious belief. Incompatibility arguments have the 
most severe implications of all the arguments I discuss. If the conflicting 
CSR-theory is true, it can be concluded from the argument that some 
religious propositions are false. This metaphysical conclusion has serious 
epistemic implications, since it amounts to a rebutting defeater for (some) 
religious belief.2 If the content of a religious belief is shown to be false, that 
belief clearly cannot amount to knowledge. After learning about a valid 
incompatibility argument, a religious believer can no longer accept CSR-
theories and rationally hold the targeted religious belief or be justified in 
doing so.  
 

3.2 What is the incompatibility argument? 
 
To my knowledge, no author defended a fully worked-out argument for 
incompatibility between CSR-theories and religious belief. 3  Some pop-
science books do hint at an incompatibility argument but they remain rather 
sketchy. Jesse Bering writes that religious belief evolved as an ‘adaptive 
illusion’.4 Dawkins refers to some CSR theories before stating that religious 
belief results from an in-built irrationality mechanism. He briefly discusses 

																																																								
1 Some of the arguments address more than supernatural beliefs (e.g. also beliefs 
about religious rituals, see below). Therefore, I use the term ‘religious belief’ in this 
chapter. 
2 The distinction between rebutting an undercutting defeaters was first introduced by 
John Pollock (Pollock 1986). A rebutting defeater is roughly a reason for accepting 
the negation of a proposition and an undercutting defeater a reason that makes a 
proposition less likely. 
3 Helen de Cruz did defend a more specific incompatibility argument (see below 
section 2).  
4 Bering writes: “[A]fter first examining the mechanics of belief, we’ll eventually 
explore (…) the possibility that God (and others like him) evolved in human minds 
as an ‘adaptive illusion’ (…).” (Bering 2012: 7) 
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some CSR-theories5 and concludes that religious belief is irrational.6 It is not 
immediately clear what Dawkins’ argument is but he suggests that the 
picture CSR-theories sketch is incompatible with the truth of religious belief. 
Some YouTube-videos and blogposts also suggest that the incompatibility 
between CSR-theories and the truth of religious belief is obvious.7 Daniel 
Dennett is somewhat more precise. He discusses the theories of the 
Hyperactive Agency Detection Device and the Cognitive Optimum Theory 
and claims that they amount to a ‘fiction-generating contraption’ 8  or a 
‘fantasy-generation process.’9 They cause the brain to ‘churn out hypotheses’ 
of which some stick around. Dennett suggests that science shows that 
religion has little to do with what religious believers claim it has but he 
makes no argument to substantiate this claim. 
 
Some defenders of religious belief accuse CSR-theorists of suggesting 
incompatibility claims. They cite work by CSR-theorists and highlight 
phrases where incompatibility is suggested. Justin Barrett credits Paul 
Bloom with arguing for the incompatibility of CSR and religious belief. 
Barrett notes how Bloom presents the scientific evidence as showing that 
natural systems go awry10 and infer desires and goals where none exist.11 
Bloom does not explicitly state that religious belief is illusory and false, but 
it is hard to interpret his remarks in a different way. David Leech and Aku 
Visala cite a number of passages where other CSR-theorists hint at 
incompatibility. They note that Scott Atran12 sometimes suggests that the 
counterintuitiveness (see chapter 1 section 2.3.9) of religious ideas is 
tantamount to counterfactuality.13 They also note that Atran’s use of the term 

																																																								
5 Though Dawkins refers to Paul Bloom’s, Deborah Kelemen’s and Justin Barrett’s 
theories, he continues to argue that religious belief is a by-product of the human 
tendency to fall in love. He cites work by anthropologist Helen Fischer to make his 
claim (Fisher 1992). Fischer’s theory is, however, not nearly as widely discussed as 
the theories I surveyed in chapter 2. Her book only makes an occasional reference to 
religion and is mainly about the evolutionary history of (romantic) love. For these 
reasons I did not include it in the overview in chapter 2. 
6 (Dawkins 2007: 184-86)  
7 Popular writers or speakers who suggest a similar claim are Michael Shermer 
(Shermer 2012) and Andy Thomson (Thomson 2009). Both authors’ arguments are, 
however, hard to pin down. 
8 (Dennett 2006: 120 ) 
9 (Dennett 2006: 121) His remarks can also be interpreted as an unreliability claim 
(see chapter 4). 
10 ‘Going awry’ can also be interpreted as an unreliability claim (see chapter 4). 
11 (Bloom 2005) quoted by (Barrett 2007: 60)  
12 See (Atran 2002) 
13 (Leech and Visala 2011b) 
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‘quasi propositions’ betrays a negative view of religious beliefs. Atran 
writes: “religious quasi propositions may have truth value (e.g., Baptists 
believe that “after you die you either go to Heaven or Hell” has truth value), 
but they are not truth-valuable in the sense of being liable to verification, 
falsification, or logical evaluation of the information.”14 Leech and Visala 
accuse Pascal Boyer of making incompatibility claims. Boyer writes that 
CSR explains belief in imagined agents. Boyer writes: “The question is (...) 
why (…) some concepts of imagined entities and agents rather than others 
matter to people?”.15 Elsewhere he writes: “Religious notions are products of 
the supernatural imagination.”16 It is not clear, though, whether Atran and 
Boyer started out with the assumption that supernatural beings are illusory or 
that they concluded from CSR-theories that they are. 
 
Others made more elaborate arguments. These authors aim to preempt 
possible challenges to the epistemic status of religious belief or merely aim 
to show that there is no incompatibility. Jonathan Jong, for example, writes: 
“Prima facie, naturalistic explanations and theological explanations of 
phenomena in general appear to be in mutually exclusive competition.”17 
David Leech and Aku Visala write: “Critics of religion have recently 
claimed that the natural explanation of religious-belief formation offered by 
the Cognitive Science of Religion (…) is incompatible with theism.”18 
 

3.3 The argument stated 
 
Though a lot of authors make suggestions for how an incompatibility 
argument could go (some more elaborate than others), none makes a precise 
statement. In this section I will therefore construe a well-developed 
argument on the basis of these implicit suggestions. 
 
First of all it is important to note that in themselves CSR-theories and 
religious belief cannot be incompatible or stand in mutual competition. Both 
can, and do, coexist, and the emergence of one need not result in the eclipse 
of the other.19 There is no clear incompatibility because CSR-theories and 
religious belief are two very different things. As all beliefs, religious belief is 

																																																								
14 (Atran 2002: 95)quoted by (Leech and Visala 2011b: 51) 
15 (Boyer 2002: 68) quoted by (Leech and Visala 2011b: 51-52) 
16 (Boyer 2003: 119 emphasis added) quoted by (Leech and Visala 2011b: 52) 
17 (Jong 2012: 525) 
18 (Leech and Visala 2011a: 301) 
19 It is worth noting that some CSR-theorists are religious believers themselves. 
Justin Barrett is an evangelical Christian and Jonathan Jong is a minister in the 
Church of England. 
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a doxastic state people can have. CSR-theories provide a description of the 
mechanisms that produce religious belief or of the evolutionary pressures 
that gave religious belief its edge (see chapter 2). Being very different 
things, prima facie it is therefore hard to see how religious belief and CSR-
theories can stand in conflict. 
 
However, if CSR-theories would imply that religious beliefs are false, it is 
clear that the two are incompatible. A well-known example of a scientific 
theory that implies the falsity of some religious beliefs is the Darwinian 
theory of evolution. Some religious believers believe that God created the 
earth less than 10.000 years ago. If the Darwinian theory of evolution is true, 
it implies (among many other things) that the earth is much older. CSR-
theories do not obviously imply that religious belief is false, though. They do 
not imply that no god can exist or that any of the creeds of major religious 
traditions is false.  
 
What the authors above probably are getting at when they raise the issue of 
incompatibility is that there might be a conflict between propositions. They 
suggest that there is a possible conflict between the propositional content of 
claims made in CSR-theories and some propositions that religious believers, 
as religious believers, believe to be true. As most theories do, CSR-theories 
make certain claims about what is true. In this case claims are made about 
the evolutionary history of religious belief and/or about the cognitive 
systems that give rise to it. Religious believers hold some propositions to be 
true (like ‘God exists’ or ‘people’s souls survive death’) (however, see the 
discussion of premise 2 below). The incompatibility argument can be stated 
as follows:  
 

(1) CSR-theories state true propositions. [premise] 
(2) Religious believers, as religious believers, believe that some 
propositions are true. [premise]  
(3) Some of the propositions stated by CSR-theories conflict with 
propositions which religious believers, as religious believers, believe 
to be true. [premise] 
(4) Two (or more) conflicting propositions cannot both be true. 
[premise] 
(5) Therefore, some propositions believed to be true by religious 
believers, as religious believers, are not true. [from 1,2,3,4]20 

 

																																																								
20 This formulation is drawn from (Van Eyghen 2016: 968) The rest of this section is 
an expanded version of what I wrote in this paper. 
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All five premises of the argument can be questioned, though some will be 
doubted more than others. Premise 1 will be questioned by some 
philosophers of science.21 A majority of them most probably agrees that 
scientific explanations do state true propositions or aim to do so, but some 
argue that scientific explanations are aimed at empirical adequacy rather than 
truth.22 When it comes to CSR-theories, most theorists in the field appear to 
aim at true propositions. The evolutionary theories (see chapter 2) make 
certain claims about the evolutionary use of rituals or religious beliefs and 
thus about why they were selected for by natural selection. The cognitive 
explanations make claims about which mechanisms produce religious beliefs 
and/or about the proximate causes of religious belief (for example 
experiences of wispy forms in HADDT and moral patiency in the Moral 
Dyad Theory). Assessing whether CSR-theories are aimed at truth or 
something else (let alone assessing whether scientific theories in general are 
aimed at truth or not) lies far beyond the scope of this chapter. I will 
therefore proceed as if CSR-theories are aimed at truth. 
 
Apart from debates about whether scientific theories are aimed at truth or not 
there is another reason to doubt premise 1. We noted in chapter 2 that some 
doubts can be raised about the status of CSR-theories.23 For this reason 
premise 1 is also not uncontroversial among CSR-theorists. In this chapter I 
will, however, proceed as if premise 1 is true. Most authors who discuss 
potential incompatibility claims appear to follow a similar strategy. 
 
Some theologians and philosophers of religion deny premise 2. Dewi 
Zachariah Philips argues that religious utterances are more concerned with 
the sphere of human conduct and experience than with making truth claims. 
He even suggests that his view defuses any conflict with psychological 
explanations of religious belief because these restrict the possibilities of 
what religious utterances mean.24 Like philosophers who deny that scientific 
theories are aimed at truth, deniers of premise 2 constitute a minority 

																																																								
21 To my knowledge, no philosopher of science has criticized premise 1 as I stated it. 
Some have criticized the claim that scientific theories make truth claims but made no 
explicit claim about whether CSR-theories do. Since CSR-theories are scientific 
theories, their criticism applies to them too. 
22 A famous defender is Bas van Fraassen (Van Fraassen 1980). 
23 For example, we saw how Jonathan Jong, Christopher Kavanagh and Aku Visala 
raised doubts about the empirical backing of CSR-theories(Jong, Kavanagh, and 
Visala 2015)  
24 (Phillips 1976) Since his work predates the first CSR-theories, Philips did not 
have CSR-theories in mind when making his claim. 
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position among professional philosophers.25 Minority positions can be true 
but a discussion of the arguments for them falls beyond the scope of this 
chapter. I will go along with the majority positions here and accept premises 
1 and 2. It is worth noting though that if one of both minority positions is 
true, no incompatibility argument gets off the ground.26 
 
Premise 3 is the vital premise in the argument. As it is stated, premises 1 and 
2 say nothing about which CSR-propositions and religious propositions are 
in potential conflict.27 It should be noted that it is difficult to make a case in 
which religious propositions that form the core of most religious traditions 
conflict with CSR-theories. No proposition stated by CSR-theories conflicts 
with propositions like ‘God (or another supernatural being) exists’, ‘Jesus 
rose from the dead’ or ‘people’s souls survive biological death’. The 
religious propositions that are in potential conflict with CSR-propositions are 
more peripheral, as we will see below. It therefore seems that an 
incompatibility argument, if sound, will not do a lot of damage for most 
religious believers. They can nonetheless create some damage and the 
damage might be greater for some traditions.28 An important incompatibility 
could exist between the proposition that religious belief is formed reliably 
and a proposition based on CSR that religious belief is formed unreliably. In 
this case, the argument amounts to an unreliability argument. I discuss these 
arguments in the next chapter. 
 
Dawkins and various popular writers suggest that the incompatibility is 
obvious and therefore, as mentioned previously,  they do not elaborate on 
their claims. I take it that their argument is best cashed out as an 
																																																								
25 In a recent survey among academic philosophers 75,1% agreed with scientific 
realism (Bourget and Chalmers 2013: 15). No data for philosophy of religion are 
available to my knowledge. 
26 One might object that another conflict can arise if science is aimed at empirical 
adequacy and religious belief at human conduct and experience. This is however not 
the case. Claims about human conduct and experience do not conflict with claims 
about what is empirically adequate. 
27 I omitted a possible conflict between a religious claim that God wants all people 
to know him and a scientific claim that some individuals are more susceptible to 
religious ideas than others. Some research suggests gender differences in religious 
beliefs and differences along the autism spectrum (e.g. Gervais and Norenzayan 
2012b). I omitted this potential conflict because the theories that (allegedly) support 
the scientific claim have not developed as far as the theories I discussed in chapter 2. 
28 For example, the first conflict we discuss below targets the proposition that people 
get their religious beliefs from a supernatural cause. If the incompatibility argument 
against this proposition is sound, it might be more damaging for new age traditions 
that emphasize the importance of direct contact with God or gods. 
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incompatibility argument between how CSR-theories state that religious 
beliefs are formed (i.e. through various cognitive mechanisms) and how 
religious believers believe they are formed. Popular writers suggest that CSR 
shows us the real causes why people hold religious beliefs (or perform 
rituals) and that CSR shows that the causes religious believers cite are false.  
 
Another candidate for conflicting propositions might be the claim how 
people come to hold religious beliefs. Gijsbert van den Brink argued that 
CSR-theories could conflict with a claim that religious beliefs result from 
divine revelation.29 Many religious traditions claim that people come to hold 
religious beliefs as a result of some divine revelation. CSR-theories by 
contrast show that religious belief comes naturally and requires no 
revelation. For example, Jonathan Jong writes: “At least in principle then, 
successful naturalistic explanations of religious belief have the potential of 
defeating particular kinds of theistic arguments: theistic arguments that 
religious belief itself is only or best explained by the existence and activity 
of God.”30 Although similar, this claim is different from the previous one. 
The previous claim is that what we learn from CSR-theories is incompatible 
with the proposition that religious beliefs are caused by some supernatural 
being. The second claim argues that what we learn from CSR-theories is 
incompatible with the belief that religious beliefs result from a revelatory act 
by a supernatural being. While revelation can be considered a cause of 
religious belief, supernatural beings can cause religious beliefs in more ways 
(as we will see below). The second claim can thus be considered as a more 
specific claim than the first.  
 
A final incompatibility argument is raised by Helen de Cruz. Though her 
argument does not aim at strict incompatibility, it is not far off. According to 
De Cruz what we learn from CSR-theories makes it doubtful that humans 
truly engage with God through rituals. 31  De Cruz argues that if some 
statements made in CSR-theories are true, it is highly unlikely that rituals 
can be successful ways of engaging with God. The claims in question are 
incompatible because the etiology described in Costly Signaling Theory 

																																																								
29 (Van den Brink 2018: chapter XX) 
30 (Jong 2012: 526) 
31 De Cruz adds that CSR-theories do not render this metaphysically impossible 
though. She writes: “[W]hile the etiology of RRPs [ritual religious practices] does 
not rule out that humans would connect with God through rituals, the etiological 
accounts outlined here (which are the main CSR accounts about rituals on offer) 
make this doubtful. They give us good independent reason to think that the practice 
is not successful in engaging God.” (De Cruz forthcoming: 21) 
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shows that rituals were selected by natural selection.32 De Cruz argues that 
this etiology does not fit well with an Anselmian conception of an almighty 
omnibenevolent God. 33   She writes: “Under the assumption that God is 
omnibenevolent, it is peculiar that God would engage with us, using these 
particular mechanisms. Why would God use mechanisms that result in 
outgroup hostility, warfare, and terrorism?” 34  These phenomena imply 
anxiety and fear which De Cruz calls ‘sinister factors.’35 She argues for the 
presence of sinister factors in rituals by referring to three bodies of research. 
She refers to (1) Will Gervais36 and (2) Hall et al.37 to argue that rituals lead 
to outgroup hostility and to (3) Scott Atran38 to argue that rituals lead to acts 
of terrorism because an act of terrorism can be seen as “the ultimate costly 
signal towards one’s religious group.”39  
 
Premise 4, two conflicting propositions cannot both be true, hinges on the 
logical law of noncontradiction. The law is accepted by a large majority of 
philosophers. A minority denies that the law always holds and allows for 
true contradictions. They sometimes refer to Buddhist and especially Jain 
philosophers. Some Jaina philosophers hold the view that reality is always 
perceived differently from different points of view. They deny that any point 
of view can claim to represent the complete truth. Instead, all views together  
comprise the truth. Since some points of view might contradict one another, 
contradictions can be true on this view. 40  Recently, some philosophers 
revived this idea in a position known as ‘dialetheism.’ 41  Defenders of 
dialetheism claim that religious propositions and scientific propositions can 
be seen as different points of view that may contradict. Apart from the fact 
that dialetheism is highly controversial, denying premise 4 faces another 
problem. Modern day dialetheists certainly do not claim that all 

																																																								
32  De Cruz also refers to another CSR-theory of rituals, namely The Hazard 
Precaution Model. Her arguments are mostly drawn from the etiology laid out in 
CST. 
33 (De Cruz forthcoming) 
34 (De Cruz forthcoming: 21) 
35 (De Cruz forthcoming) 
36 See (Gervais 2013) 
37 See (Hall, Matz, and Wood 2010) 
38 See (Atran 2002) 
39  (De Cruz forthcoming: 13) 
40 (Dundas 2004) 
41 See for example (Priest and Berto 2013). The term ‘Di-aletheism’ is derived from 
the Greek term for double truth. 
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contradictions are true, they only allow for some true contradictions.42 The 
well-known paradoxes of self-reference is one of the examples they give. 
The most famous among the paradoxes of self-reference is the claim ‘All 
Cretans are liars’ when claimed by a Cretan.43 Dialetheists only allow for a 
small number of contradictions and it is not clear whether they would allow 
a contradiction between a religious and scientific proposition. 
 

3.4 Criticizing the argument(s) 
 
As mentioned before, the crux of the argument lies in premise 3 (Some of 
the propositions stated by CSR-theories conflict with propositions which 
religious believers, as religious believers, believe to be true.). From here on I 
assume (for the sake of the argument) that the other three premises are true 
and  focus solely on this one. We can distinguish two kinds of responses to 
premise 3. Criticizing premise 3 can come in two ways. The more obvious 
way is responding against a specific incompatibility claim. Some have 
argued that there is no conflict between what CSR-theories show and the 
Christian claim to revelation. 44  Others have argued against the conflict 
suggested by popular writers.45 A third kind of response is more general and 
aims to do more by denying the possibility of any incompatibility. I first 
discuss the specific responses and then the more general ones. 
 

3.5 Specific responses  
 
In the previous section I mentioned three specific incompatibility claims: 
 

(1) The CSR-proposition that religious belief is caused by cognitive 
mechanisms and evolutionary pressures is incompatible with the 
religious proposition that religious belief is caused by some 
supernatural being. 

																																																								
42  Priest and Berto write: “[T]hat dialetheism challenges the LNC [Law of 
Noncontradiction] needs qualification, since the LNC is accepted as a general 
logical law in the mainstream versions of the theory. But a dialetheist manifests her 
dialetheism in accepting, together with the LNC, sentences that are inconsistent with 
it, that is, true sentences whose negations are true: dialetheias.” (Priest and Berto 
2013) 
43 (Priest and Berto 2013) 
44 (Van den Brink 2018: chapter 9) Although I believe his response is aimed more 
against the claim that the CSR-causes of religious belief conflict with religious 
causes (see below). 
45 (e.g. Van Inwagen 2009) 
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(2) The CSR-proposition that religious belief arises intuitively 
conflicts with the religious proposition that religious belief 
results from revelation. 

(3) The CSR-proposition that religious rituals serve an evolutionary 
function is incompatible with the religious proposition that 
rituals are means for engaging with one or more supernatural 
beings. 

 
In what follows I argue that none of these claims hold water. 
 

(1) The CSR-proposition that religious belief is caused by 
cognitive mechanisms and evolutionary pressures is 
incompatible with the religious proposition that religious belief 
is caused by some supernatural being. 

 
We noted that some popular writers suggest a conflict of causes. They 
suggest that the CSR-proposition that religious belief is caused by 
evolutionary pressures or cognitive mechanisms is incompatible with the 
religious proposition that religious belief was caused by some supernatural 
being. Gijsbert van den Brink responds that the causes laid bare by CSR are 
not the whole story. He argues that God can make use of cognitive 
mechanisms to let himself be known. He compares it to how Christian 
missionaries made use of Roman roads to spread the Christian faith across 
the empire. While one can rightly claim that the spread of Christianity 
depended on Roman roads, claiming that its spread can solely be attributed 
to Roman roads goes way too far.46 
 
Peter van Inwagen offered a similar response. In his discussion of Paul 
Bloom’s work (see above section 3.5) he notes that the causes47 of religious 
belief that scientific theories lay bare need not exclude that supernatural 
agents causally interact with humans.48 He writes: “[I]f there are supernatural 
agents it does not follow that the explanation of the fact that human beings 
believe in them has no evolutionary component. (…) Naturalistic 
explanations of supernaturalistic belief offered by naturalists like Professor 
Bloom (…) tend to convey the implication that they are ‘all the explanation 
there is’. But this implication is not logical.”49 Van Inwagen states that the 

																																																								
46 (Van den Brink 2018: chapter 9) 
47 Van Inwagen insists that the mechanisms Bloom discusses are best understood as 
causes.  
48 (Van Inwagen 2009) 
49 (Van Inwagen 2009: 134-35) 
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explanations offered by CSR-theories can easily be accommodated in a 
supernaturalistic framework. 50  He thus argues that there is no conflict 
between claims made in Bloom’s theory and the claim that there exists 
something supernatural.  
 
Van Inwagen’s argument is above all one for compatibility between 
(propositions implied by) Paul Bloom’s theory and theism. He does not 
indicate whether his claim can be expanded to cover more specified 
traditions like Christianity or Hinduism and different CSR-theories. I note 
that religious traditions do not make many claims about the causes of 
religious belief. Most merely claim that religious belief is caused by one or 
more supernatural beings.51 Van Inwagen’s argument can thus accommodate 
most religious traditions. His argument can also accommodate other CSR-
theories. In chapter 2 we distinguished evolutionary theories and cognitive 
theories. Few problems arise for cognitive theories. Most supernatural beings 
people in major religious traditions believe in have the ability to make use of 
people’s cognitive mechanisms. They can trigger the Agency Detection 
Device like other agents do, do moral actions to trigger the Moral Dyad, 
cause meaningful experiences to trigger the Existential Theory of Mind or 
enter into Attachment Relations with people. The mechanisms that feature in 
the Preparatory Account are harder to exploit. I described, however, that the 
biases in the Preparatory Account do not produce religious beliefs but make 
humans prone to see teleology and believe in ontologically diverging things. 
Therefore, they cannot be seen as causes of religious belief but merely as 
preparers of the way. Evolutionary theories suggest that religious belief is 
caused by evolutionary pressures. This proposition can easily be wedded to 
supernatural causes if the supernatural being is believed to be responsible 
for, or able to control, the evolutionary process. In many religious traditions 
people believe that a supernatural being created the universe and everything 
in it. A being that created the world could easily have set up the evolutionary 
process in such a way that people have religious beliefs. In this way this 
being indirectly causes religious belief. Other, smaller supernatural beings 
cannot be said to cause religious belief by setting up the evolutionary 
process. Supernatural beings like demons or demigods lack the power to do 
so since they are not believed to have created the world. By consequence 

																																																								
50 (Van Inwagen 2009: 135)   
51  They sometimes claim that religious belief is caused by divine revelation. I 
discuss the potential conflict between CSR-claims and revelation below. 
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there might be a conflict between a religious proposition about smaller, non-
creating supernatural beings and evolutionary CSR-theories.52 
 
Kelly Clark and Justin Barrett offer a different response. They argue that 
what CSR-theories show, fits well with the Christian tradition of the sensus 
divinitatis (SD). They trace this idea back to Thomas Aquinas and John 
Calvin. Alvin Plantinga offered a recent defense of the sensus divinitatis. He 
argued that God could have implanted a cognitive device in humans to let 
himself be known.53 Clark and Barrett note that CSR and the SD-tradition 
agree that: 
 

 (i) Religious belief is formed immediately without inference,  
(ii) Religious belief is (nearly) universal and  
(iii) Religious belief is hard to shake.54  

 
Clark and Barrett add that the idea of the Sensus divinitatis has to be 
reformulated to some extent to fit the data of CSR but the general idea is the 
same. For example, they note that some CSR-theories state that supernatural 
beliefs emerge with greater detail while on most accounts of the Sensus 
divinitatis they are rather vague.55 Clark and Barrett state that the causes laid 
bare by CSR-theories can coexist with a supernatural cause who indirectly 
causes religious beliefs by implanting the required cognitive mechanisms in 
humans. Their response is only valid when cognitive CSR-theories are taken 
into account. In evolutionary CSR-theories there is no mention of cognitive 
mechanisms that could have been implanted.56 This response is also only 
valid for supernatural beings with the ability to create; in this case they need 

																																																								
52  It is worth noting that the conflict will probably only arise with the broad 
Supernatural Punishment Theory, the Attraction of Religion Theory and the Religion 
and Health Theory. The Big Gods Theory only aims to explain bigger (creating) 
gods and the Costly Signaling Theory explains the role of rituals.  
53 (Plantinga 2000) Plantinga does not take a firm stance on whether the sensus 
divinitatis actually exists in his book. He argues that if God exists he likely endowed 
people with a sensus divinitatis, if he doesn’t exist he obviously did not. Plantinga’s 
other work (see for example (Plantinga 1986)) makes it abundantly clear that he 
believes that the first part of the conditional is true. We can thus conclude that he 
believes that the sensus divinitatis exists. 
54 (Clark and Barrett 2010) When Clarck and Barrett use the expression ‘Hard to 
shake’, they mean to say that religious beliefs often maintain a hold on people even 
if they do not explicitly avow them. This feature is apparent when self-proclaimed 
atheists pray during times of great distress or at important moments in their lives. 
55 (Clark and Barrett 2010: 184)  
56 This is of course possible in hybrid theories. 
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to have created humans with the required cognitive mechanism(s). Clark and 
Barrett make a more substantial claim in their response than the one I 
discussed above. Just like Van Inwagen’s response, Clark and Barrett’s 
argument suffices to deny incompatibility between CSR-causes and (most) 
supernatural causes. However, they need to take a more substantial and more 
controversial claim 57 (i.e. the claim that there is a Sensus divinitatis) on 
board. 
 
We thus have two responses to the first incompatibility claim: one response 
states that (most) supernatural beings can make use of cognitive mechanisms 
or evolutionary processes to cause religious beliefs, the other states that 
supernatural beings implanted cognitive mechanisms in humans or made 
them evolve. Although there might be a problem for belief in smaller, non-
creating supernatural beings, the first incompatibility claim does not seem to 
harm most religious beliefs. 
 

(2) The CSR-proposition that religious belief arises intuitively 
conflicts with the religious proposition that religious belief 
results from revelation. 

 
We noted a second incompatibility claim in the previous section, namely 
between the CSR-proposition that religious belief is formed naturally, 
without much need for instruction, and the religious proposition that 
religious beliefs result from revelation. This claim resembles the first but is 
different since the previous claim makes no reference to revelation. This 
claim (if correct) will not harm all religious traditions equally. The concept 
of revelation is much more important in Christianity than in some other 
traditions. Eastern religious traditions put more emphasis on the importance 
of intuitive beliefs. 
 
As to religions where revelation is (very) important, a good response is to 
refer to the tradition of general revelation. Christian thought knows a 

																																																								
57 For example, Herman Philipse raises some worries about the sensus divinitatis 
(Philipse 2012) . Erik Baldwin and Michael Thume argue that Reformed 
Epistemology (the broader framework wherein Plantinga’s idea of the sensus 
divinitatis features) has problems coping with religious pluralism (Baldwin and 
Thune 2008). Jeroen de Ridder (in collaboration with Mathanja Berger) argues that 
the problems to which all three authors point are not problems or that they can be 
overcome (de Ridder and Berger 2013; de 2011). Whether the problems with the 
sensus divinitatis can be overcome or not, it is clear that opting for Clark and 
Barrett’s response is a more difficult route than opting for the first response where 
supernatural beings make use of cognitive mechanisms. 
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distinction between special and general revelation. Special revelation is often 
considered God’s revelation as it was recorded in the Bible. Hugh Ross 
defines general revelation as: “[I]nformation about God and His plan for 
humanity that comes from considering the creation, or nature, the tangible 
expression of His divine nature and character.”58 Jeroen de Ridder and René 
van Woudenberg are more elaborate and write: 
 

God reveals himself to all human beings in at least two different 
ways—through the works of nature that present themselves to the 
human senses, and through human conscience (cf. The Belgic 
Confession, Article 2). (…) The guiding idea is that when humans 
observe and inspect the cosmos, either with the naked eye, or 
through telescope and microscope, they are in effect facing the 
manifestations of divine majesty, effects of divine activity, 
instantiations of God’s power. And when humans reflect on what 
they ought and ought not to do, on what is good and what is bad, on 
what is valuable and what is not, they will, when all goes well, think 
thoughts that are in effect divine revelations of God’s will.59 

 
Although some theologians are critical about the value of general revelation, 
it is widely accepted in Christianity.60 General revelation is easily expanded 
to include information about God (or gods) that comes naturally through 
cognitive mechanisms. Some of the responders I mentioned earlier refer to 
theistic evolution to match the evolutionary history of religious belief with 
God’s activity. They also reinterpret God’s activity as activity through 
secondary means instead of through direct action. A similar response is on 
offer against this claim. 
 

(3) The CSR-proposition that religious rituals serve an 
evolutionary function is incompatible with the religious 
proposition that rituals are means for engaging with one or 
more supernatural beings. 

 
We saw that De Cruz suggested incompatibility between the evolutionary 
function and the function claimed by religious believers. De Cruz’s 
argument can be understood in two ways. She herself emphasizes the poor fit 

																																																								
58 (Ross 1998: 13)  
59 (De Ridder and van Woudenberg 2014) De Ridder and van Woudenberg add that 
this view on general revelation draws from the Reformed tradition. I believe that it 
applies to many other Christian traditions as well. 
60 See for example (Barth 1957: Volume I.1) 
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between a claim to God’s omnibenevolence and the sinister factors in CSR-
theories of rituals. Her argument resembles the well-known problem of 
evil. 61  The sinister factors to which De Cruz refers imply anxiety, 
uncertainty and wishful thinking. Anxiety and uncertainty certainly worried 
older defenders of the problem of evil,62 so pointing to those does not add 
much to the problem of evil. Wishful thinking is generally considered a bad 
way of forming beliefs but it is not clear whether it is also evil. Evil is 
usually understood as involving suffering or moral evil. Wishful thinking 
does not obviously lead to suffering or moral evil. It is therefore not clear 
whether De Cruz’s claim adds much to older defenses of the problem of 
evil.63 Some responses to the problem of evil have been proposed.64 Since 
De Cruz’s claim appear to add little to the problem, these responses might 
serve as responses to De Cruz’s argument as well. 
 
Rather than trying to respond to the problem of evil, I note that CSR-theories 
of religious rituals need not involve the sinister factors that De Cruz alludes 
to. Hall et al. do not refer to the Costly Signalling Theory and Gervais only 
mentions it in a reference. Gervais tries to explain an out-group bias towards 
atheists by referring to the Big Gods Theory. BGT holds that believing in big 
gods fostered prosociality. Gervais argues that the theory suggests that 
people who do not believe in big gods (nowadays atheists) will be expected 
to act less prosocial and hence be discriminated against. His argument can be 
expanded to CST by claiming that people who do not engage in costly 
displays will not (or less) be trusted because they do not signal adherence to 
prosocial norms. The expansion is, however, not obvious. On BGT, belief in 
big gods has the role of enforcing prosocial norms. It predicts that societies 
that have this belief will cooperate more and better. CST operates much 
more on the individual than on the societal level. By performing costly 

																																																								
61 The problem of evil has a long history. It argues that the presence of (massive) 
evil in the world is hard to reconcile with the existence of an omnibenevolent, all-
powerful being.  
62  For example, Bertrand Russell sees human fear as an element that supports 
naturalism over theism when he writes: “Man's origin, his hopes and fears, his loves 
and beliefs, are but the outcome of 
accidental co-locations of atoms.” (Russell 1957: 107) quoted by (Howard-Snyder 
1996: 143). Daniel Howard Snyder also discusses fear in the context of the problem 
of evil: “[T]here is fear that I'll once more make an ass of myself in an upcoming 
sticky situation, embarrassment at some foolish or ill-conceived thing I've said, 
pique or disappointment.” (Howard-Snyder 1996: 255) 
63 For example (Rowe 1979). 
64  Influential responses are John Hick’s ‘soul-making defense’ (Hick 1974) and 
Alvin Plantinga’s ‘free will defense’ (Plantinga 1975). 
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rituals an individual can signal to others that she is committed to prosocial 
norms and hence is a reliable cooperator.65 Since it operates more on the 
individual level, CST does not predict that people from one society (or 
group) will have an in-group bias. It at best predicts that people will prefer to 
cooperate with people who engage in costly rituals. The claim that CST 
foster terrorism, as Atran suggests, goes too far. Acts of terrorism are quite 
rare and are not prosocial acts. 
 
The argument can also be understood in a second way as a conflict between 
propositions about why people perform rituals. While CSR-theories suggest 
people do so for evolutionary reasons, religious traditions maintain they 
perform them to engage with God (or other supernatural beings). To my 
knowledge, no one has responded to this claim. The religious reasons for 
performing rituals need not conflict with the evolutionary reasons some 
CSR-theories suggest. One way to respond is claiming that the function of 
rituals changed over time. It is possible that people started doing costly 
rituals for their evolutionary use but that this practice was later incorporated 
to serve religious purposes as well. Many religious feasts used to be harvest 
festivals and were only later invested with an explicit religious meaning. An 
example is the Jewish feast of Sukkot. According to the book of Exodus, the 
feast started as a harvest festival. 66  Later the feast became dedicated to 
remembering the exodus from Egypt.67 Clearly the motives for engaging in 
rituals can change and this need not cast doubt on their sincerity. 
 
The incompatibility could also be resolved by distinguishing good and bad 
reasons for performing rituals. From a Christian point of view, the 
evolutionary reasons can be considered hypocritical reasons for performing 
rituals. A distinction can be made between those that engage in rituals to 
signal honesty or other virtues and those that do it to get closer to God.68 

																																																								
65 Similarly, on ATT, someone who performs rituals signals that she is a reliable 
partner. De Cruz, however, does not mention ATT. 
66 See EX 34: 22 “Celebrate the Festival of Weeks with the firstfruits of the wheat 
harvest, and the Festival of Ingathering at the turn of the year.” (NIV) One can 
debate whether the harvest festival had a religious significance. It certainly was not 
an occasion for remembering the exodus. The reason why people took part in the 
festival thus altered and this suffices for my point. 
67 See Lev 23: 42-43: “Live in temporary shelters for seven days: All native-born 
Israelites are to live in such shelters  so your descendants will know that I had the 
Israelites live in temporary shelters when I brought them out of Egypt. I am 
the LORD your God.” (NIV) 
68 A Christian could refer to Mt 6: 5-6: “And when you pray, you must not be like 
the hypocrites. For they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street 
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3.6 General responses 
 
Others raised objections to the possibility of any conflict between CSR-
theories and religious propositions. Some build on the more specific 
responses I discussed above. We can distinguish three responses in the 
literature. The most obvious response is denying incompatibility by claiming 
that an argument misrepresents or misunderstands the propositions under 
discussion. A second response denies incompatibility by claiming that CSR-
propositions and religious propositions are on a different level of 
explanation. A third response reinterprets targeted religious propositions.  
 
A first response denies incompatibility by claiming that the argument 
misrepresents or misunderstands the propositions under discussion. Armin 
Geertz’s response to Daniel Dennett can be seen in this light. Geertz 
criticized Dennett for poorly portraying Cognitive Science of Religion. He 
writes: “Dennett has not only placed the cognitive science of religion in a 
poorly argued and hostile context, he hasn't even introduced that science 
properly.” (Geertz 2008: 9) My reconstruction of Dawkins’ claim (see above 
section 3.2) is vulnerable to a similar response and so is De Cruz’s argument 
to some extent. The response highlights that the burden of proof for premise 
3 is quite high. A defense of premise 3 will require thorough knowledge of 
the (allegedly) conflicting propositions. Since religious traditions and 
scientific explanations are complex and few scholars are experts in both 
fields, showing a conflict seems difficult. Mistakes can easily be made. The 
alleged conflict between the CSR-proposition that religious belief is 
produced by various cognitive mechanisms and the religious proposition that 
it is produced by God is an example. This conflict results from 
misunderstanding both what religious traditions claim and what CSR-
theorists claim. This response casts doubt on any quick claim to an 
incompatibility between CSR-theories and (the content of) religious beliefs. 
 
Another response is defended by Jonathan Jong. Jong responds to potential 
incompatibility claims that religious propositions and claims made by CSR-
theories are on a different level of explanation.69  Justin Barrett and Ian 
Church make a similar but less elaborate argument.70 Jong writes:  “In the 

																																																																																																																																		
corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received 
their reward. 6 But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to 
your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 
(ESV). Interestingly, these Bible verses endorse a ritual practice that would not be 
evolutionary beneficial on CST or AT because the prayer is not public. 
69 (Jong 2012; Plantinga 2011) 
70 (Barrett and Church 2013) 
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same way that cognitive, developmental and evolutionary explanations of 
religion do not compete with one another, theological explanations do not 
compete with either of them insofar as they occur at a still higher level of 
explanation than do evolutionary theories.”71 Here Jong distinguishes at least 
three levels of explanation. He first makes a distinction between cognitive 
explanations and evolutionary explanations of religious belief. He writes: 
“[C]ognitive explanations of religion are proximate explanations, whereas 
evolutionary explanations of religion are ultimate explanations (…).”72 The 
distinction is thus one between ultimate and proximate explanations. 
Proximate cognitive explanations show the cognitive mechanisms by means 
of which a religious belief is formed in an individual’s mind and ultimate, 
evolutionary explanations explain why these cognitive mechanisms were 
selected in the first place. Jong distinguishes an even more ultimate level of 
explanation. He notes that some theological explanations aim to explain why 
evolution occurred at all and why there is life. 73  As an example he refers to 
the cosmological argument. He writes: ““Cosmological arguments for the 
existence of God, for example, seek to establish God as the ultimate cause of 
all events and entities. (…) If such an argument were successful, the theist 
might say that God worked through these natural processes to cause religious 
belief.”74 Jong does not give a verdict on the cosmological argument or other 
ultimate theological explanations. 75  He merely aims to show that no 
incompatibility is possible because religious propositions and CSR-
propositions function on different levels of explanation. 
 
Apart from its dependence on the success of natural theology, the major 
problem with Jong’s response is that it only evades some incompatibility 
claims. It can show that there is no conflict between supernatural activity (in 
the production of religious beliefs) and evolutionary processes. It can 

																																																								
71 (Jong 2012: 528) 
72 (Jong 2012: 527) Although Jong refers to ‘religion’ it is safe to assume he has 
‘religious belief’ in mind. 
73 Jong adds that some theological explanations, like creationism and intelligent 
design, are on the same level of explanation as evolutionary explanations and hence 
can stand in conflict with them. 
74 (Jong 2012: 528) 
75 He writes: “There is, of course, no guarantee that such an argument could be 
successful; there is no guarantee that it makes sense to ask questions about ultimate 
causes or that a theological explanation will turn out to be the best one for such 
questions. The evaluation of such theistic arguments are certainly beyond the scope 
of this current project, but must be undertaken for a fuller analysis of the 
implications of any naturalistic explanation of any phenomenon for theistic or 
religious belief.” (Jong 2012: 528) 
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however, be of little aid for incompatibility claims about why rituals are 
performed or about the role of revelation. Furthermore, it is not clear that 
putting religious propositions at a more ultimate level will remove all 
incompatibilities. The proposition that God used evolutionary processes to 
make sure humans have the right cognitive mechanisms for religious belief 
seems to conflict with the Christian proposition that God is omnibenevolent. 
The evolutionary process is characterized by survival of the fittest and a lot 
of suffering. As De Cruz argues, claiming that God used this evolutionary 
process does not square well with the idea that God is omnibenevolent. The 
conflict boils down to the old problem of evil. Numerous responses have 
been proposed to defend the possibility of an omnibenevolent God in a 
world with (pervasive) evil.76 Again I lack space and time for a thorough 
discussion of the problem of evil. My point is that Jong’s response might not 
solve all incompatibility problems or could raise new ones. 
 
From some of the responses to specific incompatibility claims, we can derive 
a different more general response. Many responders reinterpret the targeted 
religious propositions in such a way that the conflict disappears. In doing so 
they make use of the rich hermeneutical possibilities of their (usually 
Christian) religious traditions. 
 
Defenders of the second response reinterpret the targeted religious 
propositions to defuse incompatibility with CSR-propositions. Kelly Clark 
and Justin Barrett’s claim that what we learn from CSR theories fits well 
with the tradition of the Sensus divinitatis, can be regarded as one such 
response. When reconciling the idea with CSR-data they note that the CSR-
data do not fit entirely. Clark and Barrett note that CSR-theories do not agree 
with Plantinga’s claim that religious belief is formed under tranquil or 
thoughtful conditions. 77  Barrett’s HADD and Bering’s EToM suggest 
instead that the conditions are mostly ignorance and terror.78 The data from 
CSR-theories also do not support the claim that religious belief is innate as 
Calvin believed.79 Responding to the alleged incompatibility between CSR 
and revelation also follows this strategy. While the idea of general revelation 

																																																								
76 Above I referred to the Influential responses of John Hick’s (Hick 1974) and 
Alvin Plantinga’s (Plantinga 1975). 
77  To my knowledge, Plantinga does not state this explicitly. Clark and Barrett 
probably have Plantinga’s examples of the sensus divinitatis being triggered by 
contemplating nature or when reading Scripture in mind. 
78 (Clark and Barrett 2010) It is not immediately clear what Clark and Barrett mean 
with ignorance and terror as grounding conditions. Maybe they have ignorance of 
what agents are around and terror of them in mind.  
79 (Clark and Barrett 2010)  
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is old, it did not include the experiences that trigger CSR-mechanisms or 
beliefs shaped by natural selection. Traditionally it meant that God’s 
existence is apparent in his creation.80 Incorporating the experiences that 
trigger cognitive mechanisms or beliefs that evolved is not a far stretch from 
the original idea but it is applied in a new way. 
 
What the limits of this strategy are is hard to assess. If CSR-propositions 
were to target core tenets of a religious tradition, like the belief that there is a 
supernatural being or (for Christianity) the belief that Jesus rose from the 
dead, reinterpretation is harder. The propositions targeted by specific 
incompatibility claims I discussed in section 3.3 did leave room for 
reinterpretation and many others likely will too. Future incompatibility 
claims should thus be mindful of the complexity and richness of religious 
traditions and this increases their burden greatly. 
 

3.7 Conclusion 
 
The incompatibility arguments inspired by CSR-theories do not hold water. I 
noted, unlike some other authors, that there is no obvious incompatibility 
between CSR-theories and religious belief. I also argued that the alleged 
conflicts (between the causes of religious belief, revelation or natural 
religion and the role of rituals in CSR-theories or religious traditions) can be 
resolved. I also discussed some general strategies for responding to 
incompatibility arguments. Some of them might also be useful for refuting 
future incompatibility arguments. For now, we can conclude that there is no 
real threat that propositions of CSR-theories are incompatible with religious 
propositions. The epistemic status of religious belief thus remains unharmed. 

																																																								
80 cf. Romans 1: 20 “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—
his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from 
what has been made, so that people are without excuse.”  (NIV) 
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Chapter 4: Is supernatural belief unreliably formed? 
 

4.1. Introduction  
 
A number of authors have claimed that recent scientific evidence shows, or 
at least strongly suggests, that supernatural belief is unreliably formed and 
hence its epistemic status is tainted. Let us call their arguments ‘unreliability 
arguments’. Another group of authors argues that scientific evidence shows 
or suggests no such thing. In this chapter, I distinguish four kinds of 
unreliability arguments in the literature. I suggest they either fail to make a 
case for unreliability or that they need not affect the status of supernatural 
beliefs. 
 

4.2. What is the argument? 
 
Unreliability arguments using CSR-theories take the following generic form: 
 

(1) CSR  shows that the mechanisms that produce supernatural beliefs 
are unreliable. 

(2) Beliefs that are produced by unreliable mechanisms suffer from a 
serious epistemic deficiency. 

(3) Therefore, supernatural beliefs suffer from a serious epistemic 
deficiency. 

 
All unreliability arguments I discuss in the next sections follow this general 
schema. The main differences lie in how they argue for premise (1). Some 
conclude to unreliability because CSR shows that the mechanisms for 
supernatural belief were shaped by natural selection. Others argue that CSR 
shows that the mechanisms produce many false god-beliefs. A related 
argument states that the mechanisms produce mutually incompatible beliefs. 
A final argument concludes to unreliability because there are independent, 
internal reasons to believe the mechanisms are unreliable. Before discussing 
these arguments in more detail I move to some clarificatory remarks about 
the existing arguments.  
 

Supernatural belief 
 
To understand unreliability arguments, more clarity is needed over some 
terms and phrases. The first one that needs to be made clear is ‘supernatural 
belief.’ The literature on unreliability arguments using CSR shows a wide 
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variety of other terms. Some who discussed unreliability use the term 
‘religious belief.’1 What amounts to religious belief is notoriously hard to 
define (see also chapter 1). Many authors, who defend or attack unreliability 
arguments, use the terms ‘belief in God’ or ‘belief in gods’. Kelly Clark for 
example explicitly discusses belief in God, both in solo work and in a paper 
with Justin Barrett.2 Liz Goodnick’s argument is also aimed at belief in 
God.3 Joshua Thurow uses the term belief in “a god of some kind.”4 Justin 
Barrett uses the term “belief in gods.”5 Those who use the term ‘belief in 
God’ appear to have belief in the Christian God in mind. Thurow and Barrett 
are more inclusive and use the term ‘belief in god’ or ‘belief in gods’ as 
including belief outside of Christian communities as well. Some use the term 
‘theism’ or ‘theistic belief(s)’. In a paper with Dani Rabinowitz, Kelly Clark 
uses ‘theistic belief’.6 Matthew Braddock uses the term ‘theistic beliefs’ and 
‘god-beliefs’ interchangeably. 7  Jonathan Jong and Aku Visala refer to 
‘theism’.8 Theism is often defined as the thesis that there exists at least one 
god. Therefore ‘theistic belief’ includes both belief in one god and belief in 
multiple gods. Still others, like Chris Kavanagh, Jonathan Jong and Aku 
Visala, use the more technical term ‘belief in a supernatural agent’9. The use 
of this term is more in line with the scientific theories the authors refer to. It 
stresses a qualitative aspect gods are believed to have, namely that they 
resemble human agents to some extent. One author who stands out is Peter 
van Inwagen. He uses ‘supernaturalistic belief’. 10  This term is the most 
inclusive. It can include belief in more abstract supernatural forces like Qi or 
Brahman. 
 
In this chapter I will use the term ‘supernatural belief’. As the previous 
paragraph shows, the arguments I discuss are not aimed at other religious 
beliefs that are not supernatural beliefs. My main reason is that it allows 
inclusion of non-Abrahamic beliefs and does not suffer from the vagueness 
and generality associated with ‘religious belief’. The term is also wider than 

																																																								
1  Examples are John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013), 
Michael Murray (Murray 2008), James Jones (Jones 2016), David Leech and Aku 
Visala (Leech and Visala 2011a) and Robert Nola (Nola 2013). 
2 (Clark 2010) (Clark and Barrett 2010) 
3 (Goodnick 2016) 
4 (Thurow 2013: 77) 
5 (Barrett 2007: 57) 
6 (Clark and Rabinowitz 2011) 
7 (Braddock 2016) 
8 (Jong and Visala 2014) 
9 (Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015: 244) 
10 (Van Inwagen 2009: 129) 
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‘theism’ or ‘theistic belief’ and includes beliefs about the nature of 
supernatural beings.  As in chapter 1, I take supernatural belief to mean 
beliefs about the existence or nature of supernatural beings 
 
I believe using the term ‘supernatural belief’ is in line with the intentions of 
the authors I discuss below. Although some use broader terms, they seem to 
have mainly supernatural belief in mind. The arguments of those that use 
narrower terms can also be applied to supernatural beliefs. 
 

CSR 
 
The scientific evidence unreliability arguments refer to is drawn from the 
theories I discussed in chapter 2. One author, Robert Nola, also refers to 
Sigmund Freud’s theory but his argument does not depend on it. All 
arguments I discuss below refer to the Hyperactive Agency Detection 
Device (see chapter 2 section 2.3.5). One debunker refers to the Existential 
Theory of Mind (see chapter 1 section 2.3.7) and to the Cognitive Optimum 
(see chapter 2 section 2.3.9). One argument refers to the Broad Supernatural 
Punishment Theory (see chapter 2 section 2.2.4) and the Big Gods Theory 
(see chapter 2 section 2.2.5). The caveat I made in chapter 2 that caution is 
in place when arguments rely on these theories holds for all arguments to be 
discussed in this chapter. Though this might cast doubt on the unreliability 
arguments I will, however, not pursue this line any further in this chapter.  
 
Some authors claim that their argument also works if another CSR-theory is 
plugged in. Nola sees his unreliability argument as a general schema for a 
number of theories. 11  Wilkins and Griffiths ambitiously claim that all 
contemporary evolutionary explanations of theistic belief hypothesize that 
they are unreliably formed.12 Braddock also suggests his argument does not 
depend on a specific theory when he writes: “Mechanisms [responsible for 
theistic belief] include the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device (HADD), 
the Theory of Mind faculty, and mechanisms underlying various content 
biases (e.g. for minimally counterintuitive concepts, teleological thinking, 
and mind/body dualism).”13  
 

																																																								
11  He writes: “This suggests a general schema for a number of naturalistic 
hypotheses about how the operation of our minds can be claimed to cause religious 
belief.” (Nola 2013: 163) 
12 They write: “[N]one of the contemporary evolutionary explanations of religious 
belief hypothesizes that those beliefs are produced by a mechanism that tracks 
truth.” (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 141) 
13 (Braddock 2016: 269 emphasis added) 
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Authors use different terms to refer to the cognitive mechanisms laid bare by 
CSR. Some use the term ‘mechanism’ or ‘belief-forming mechanism’. Other 
use ‘faculty’ or ‘belief-forming process’. All terms are interchangeable. I 
will use the term ‘mechanism’ or ‘CSR-mechanism’. 
 

Epistemic deficiencies 
 
The epistemic deficiencies mentioned in the second premise can be manifold. 
Braddock draws the conclusion that theistic beliefs are rendered unjustified 
by scientific theories.14 Nola concludes that theistic beliefs are debunked.15  
Wilkins and Griffiths write that debunking arguments should undermine our 
confidence in theistic beliefs.16 Goodnick concludes that theistic beliefs are 
unwarranted.17 Clark responds to “arguments that claim to demonstrate that 
evolutionary psychology undermines rational belief in God”.18 He thereby 
suggests that unreliability arguments undermine the rationality of theistic 
belief.  
 
Being unjustified, being debunked, being undermined and being irrational 
are not the same. Nonetheless, these qualifications all give a negative verdict 
on the epistemic quality of a belief. All the unreliability arguments conclude 
to some epistemic deficiency of supernatural belief. In the remainder of the 
chapter I will not opt for one of these negative qualifications and leave it at 
epistemic deficiencies.  
 
In what follows, I discuss five unreliability arguments. In section 3 I discuss 
two evolutionary unreliability arguments; in section 4, I discuss an argument 
that claims CSR-mechanisms produce many false god-beliefs; and in section 
5 I discuss a similar argument that claims the mechanisms produce 
incompatible beliefs. Finally in section 6 I discuss an argument that points 
out that CSR-mechanisms are off-track. 
 

4.3. Evolutionary unreliability arguments 
 

4.3.1 Goodnick’s evolutionary debunking argument  
 

																																																								
14 (Braddock 2016 emphasis added) 
15 (Nola 2013 emphasis added) 
16 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013 emphasis added) 
17 (Goodnick 2016 emphasis added) 
18 (Clark 2010: 514 emphasis added) 
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The most popular unreliability arguments applied to supernatural belief are 
evolutionary unreliability arguments. Arguments of this kind are defended 
by Liz Goodnick as well as by John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths. The two 
arguments differ from each other. I discuss Goodnick’s argument first 
because hers is the most straightforward. She writes: 
 

[B]eliefs caused by HADD + ToM + EToM + MCI [The Cognitive 
Optimum HvE] are caused by faculties that were selected for by 
natural selection. Faculties that were selected for by natural selection 
are, first and foremost, selected for their facilitation in survival and 
reproduction — not because they attempt to represent the truth. 
Because religious beliefs are not caused by a belief-forming 
mechanism aimed at the production of true beliefs, they should not 
be trusted. The beliefs they produce are unwarranted for the same 
reason beliefs based on wish-fulfillment are unwarranted: even if 
they happen to be true, it will be because the believer “got lucky” in 
this case.19 (Goodnick 2016: 26) 

 
Goodnick’s argument can be summarized as follows: 
 

(1) CSR shows that the mechanisms that produce supernatural 
beliefs were selected by natural selection. 

(2) Mechanisms selected by natural selection are primarily aimed at 
survival and not at truth. 

(3) Mechanisms that are not primarily aimed at truth are unreliable. 
(4) Therefore, CSR shows that the mechanisms for supernatural 

beliefs are unreliable. 
 
Goodnick rightly notes that (many) CSR-theories state that the mechanisms 
at the root of supernatural belief were selected by natural selection. 20 
Combined with the premise that natural selection selects primarily for 
survival success and not for truth, she concludes that the mechanisms 
responsible for supernatural belief are unreliable and its resulting beliefs 
unwarranted. 
 
To my knowledge, no author has responded directly to Goodnick’s 
argument. Some have offered responses to similar arguments they 

																																																								
19 (Goodnick 2016: 26) 
20 Whether the mechanisms are adaptations in themselves or by-products does not 
matter here. By-products were also selected for by natural selection along with the 
adaptations they hinge upon. 
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constructed themselves.21 They deny that an evolved mechanism cannot be 
primarily aimed at truth. Justin Barrett and Ian Church argue that a cosmos-
designing god could have appropriately tuned the mechanism(s) responsible 
for religious belief to make himself known.22 Kelly Clark and Justin Barrett 
claim that God could have implanted the mechanism responsible for 
religious belief.23 Alvin Plantinga makes the same argument.24 They claim 
that, because it was guided by God, evolution can select for mechanisms that 
are aimed at truth. It can, because, for the responders, evolution is not a blind 
process aimed solely or even primarily at survival; in their view evolution is 
to some extent guided by a god. Clearly their responses rely on a form of 
theistic evolution. Theistic evolution does not deny that evolutionary 
processes are usually aimed at survival. It adds that a god sometimes directs 
or tweaks the evolutionary processes or that a god laid out the path of 
evolution in a particular direction. The responders suggest that a god 
directed evolutionary processes to form the mechanism for supernatural 
belief. This move defuses the debunkers’ unreliability claim because on 
theistic evolution the mechanism can be primarily aimed at truth. In doing 
so, these authors deny the second premise. 
 
Another response is that unambiguously claiming that belief-forming 
mechanisms which were selected by natural selection are not aimed at truth 
is problematic. Many (if not most) of our belief-forming mechanisms were 
selected by natural selection. These include our sense perception and 
common sense and maybe even our ability to do science. Goodnick’s 
argument could thus do a lot more damage than she intends: it leads to what 
might be called ‘evolutionary skepticism.’ Evolutionary skepticism also 
casts doubt on Goodnick’s own premises since they were likely formed by 
common sense. Another evolutionary debunking argument proposed by John 
Wilkins and Paul Griffiths attempts to evade this problem. I now move to 
their argument.  

																																																								
21 One line of criticism against Goodnock’s and all unreliability arguments is that it 
is difficult (if not impossible) to show which processes or mechanisms produce a 
belief or a set of beliefs. This problem is known as ‘The Generality Problem’ (Conee 
and Feldman 1998). This criticism does not seem valid against these arguments 
because they assess the reliability of processes or mechanisms and not the epistemic 
status of a given belief or set of beliefs. Concluding to the unreliability of a process 
or mechanism only casts doubts on the beliefs that are produced by it. I will indeed 
argue when criticizing Braddock’s argument that it is not clear that the beliefs he 
targets are produced solely by the mechanisms he criticizes. 
22 (Barrett and Church 2013) 
23 (Clark and Barrett 2010) 
24 (Plantinga 2011: Chapter 5) 
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4.3.2 Wilkins and Griffiths’ evolutionary unreliability argument 
 
Wilkins and Griffith proposed a different evolutionary unreliability 
argument. They argue for the following: 
 

(5) Mechanisms that were selected by natural selection can either be 
constrained by reality or not. 

(6) If they are constrained by reality they are reliable. 
(7) If they are not constrained by reality they are unreliable. 
(8) CSR shows that the mechanisms for supernatural beliefs are 

unconstrained by reality. 
(9) Therefore, CSR shows that the mechanisms for supernatural 

beliefs are unreliable. 
 
These authors do not claim that natural selection taints all belief-forming 
faculties. They accept that natural selection does not primarily select for 
truth but add that this does not force the conclusion to evolutionary 
skepticism. They write: “To defeat evolutionary scepticism, true belief must 
be linked to evolutionary success in such a way that selection will favour 
organisms which have true beliefs.”25 They thus start with a suspicion of 
skepticism of any evolved belief-forming process. Unlike Goodnick, they 
leave room for a possibility of overcoming the skepticism and argue that this 
does not happen for the mechanisms behind supernatural belief.  
 
They go on to argue that in the case of many common sense beliefs, true 
belief (or rather having true beliefs) is linked to evolutionary success. 
Wilkins and Griffith call the link a ‘Milvian Bridge’.26  In their view, a 
Milvian bridge is: 

Milvian Bridge: X facts are related to the evolutionary success of X 
beliefs in such a way that it is reasonable to accept and act on X 
beliefs produced by our evolved cognitive faculties.27  
 

Applied to common sense, they argue that common sense facts can be 
related to the evolutionary success of common sense beliefs in such a way 
that it is reasonable to accept and act on common sense beliefs. They suggest 
																																																								
25 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 134) 
26 The use of the term is an allusion to the battle at the Milvian bridge in 312 AD. 
Here Constantine beat his opponent Maxentius after having received a vision of the 
Christian God. According to the legend, Constantine won the battle because 
Christianity (or Christian beliefs) was true.  
27 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 135) 
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that if most common sense beliefs were false, survival would be difficult. 
They write: “If an animal acts as if the world is a certain way when the 
world is that way, those actions will be successful. If it acts as if the world is 
a certain way and it is not, then those actions will be frustrated by the way 
the world is, and thus constitute a waste of precious resources.”28 Having 
true common sense beliefs is thus evolutionarily beneficial whereas having 
false common sense beliefs is not.  
 
Wilkins and Griffiths, however, do not go as far as claiming that common 
sense beliefs match reality. They argue that common sense beliefs can be 
accepted and acted upon but they are not as tolerant for common sense 
concepts. They elaborate:  
 

Our commonsense concepts are themselves an evolutionary 
inheritance, and we know that they differ systematically from those 
of other animals. So it is plausible that if our evolution had followed 
a different course, we would have a different conceptual scheme. It 
is possible to see in this observation grounds for another kind of 
evolutionary skepticism. (…) [T]he commonsense way in which 
humans see the world has no more or less ontological authority than 
the ways in which other animals see the world.29 

 
They refer to the physicist Arthur Eddington who contrasted the common 
sense belief that tables are solid objects with the scientific belief that tables 
are areas of mostly empty space of which the best that can be said is that the 
probability of his elbow sinking through it was small enough to be neglected 
for the purpose of writing his lecture (Eddington 1930). 30  Wilkins and 
Griffiths note that an obvious rejoinder is that a belief in solid tables is a 
mere illusion and that, in fact, there are no solid tables. Their response is 
ambiguous, as they write:  
 

But there is no reason to abandon the world of commonsense, as 
long as we are prepared to accept that we are not the only animal 
whose evolved perceptual and conceptual schemes can stand 
alongside the measurement and conceptual schemes of science, and 
be explained by it. There really are red things and green things, but 
there are also things which have ultra-violet colours that we cannot 
detect but other animals can. There are many ways of classifying the 

																																																								
28 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 155) 
29 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 138) 
30  (Eddington 1930) Quoted by (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 138) 
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world which are not purely arbitrary and (…) the fact that these 
classifications are constrained by reality explains why they have 
some degree of pragmatic utility.31 

 
In this response Wilkins and Griffiths seem to move from a claim that 
common sense beliefs are true to a claim that common sense beliefs are not 
purely arbitrary and constrained by reality. They add that our cognitive 
faculties evolved because they track truth in the human ‘Umwelt’. As to 
scientific beliefs they claim its status does not depend on the reliability of the 
cognitive mechanisms that produce them. They write: “The reasons we have 
to think that our scientific conclusions are correct and that the methods we 
use to reach them are reliable are simply the data and arguments which 
scientists give for their conclusions, and for their methodological 
innovations.”32  
 
Wilkins’ and Griffiths’ argument for a Milvian bridge for common sense 
boils down to a claim that common sense beliefs can be considered not 
purely arbitrary and constrained by reality because of the pragmatic success 
they yield. According to Wilkins and Griffiths, no Milvian bridge is 
available for the mechanisms that give rise to supernatural belief.  They 
write: “No Milvian bridge is available for religious beliefs, because none of 
the leading accounts of the evolution of religious belief makes any reference 
to the truth or falsity of those beliefs when explaining their effects on 
reproductive fitness.”33 The theories they refer to are the Costly Signaling 
Theory (see section 2.2.6), Hyperactive Agency Detection (see section 2.3.5) 
and the Big Gods Theory (see section 2.2.4).34 Since these theories show that 
supernatural belief can be produced without it being true (because they are 
adaptations or by-products). They therefore show that supernatural cognition 
is not driven by truth in the same way sense cognition is. 
 
Wilkins and Griffiths entertain the possibility of religious non-cognitivism 
where supernatural beliefs need not be about something but are mere 

																																																								
31 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 138 emphasis added) 
32 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 138) 
33 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 140) Bearing in mind their own line of reasoning, 
their claim is best rephrased as ‘No Milvian bridge is available for supernatural 
beliefs, because none of the leading accounts of the evolution of supernatural belief 
makes any reference to them being constrained by reality when explaining their 
effects on reproductive fitness.’ 
34 For HADD and BGT, Wilkins and Griffith do not refer to the theorists mentioned 
in chapter 2 but to older versions as held by Stewart Guthrie (Guthrie 1993) and 
David Sloan Wilson (Wilson 2002). 
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expressions or ways of life (see also chapter 3). They conclude, however: 
“The truth of religious beliefs does seem to be a matter of tracking some 
external state of affairs, so that the question of whether evolution is an off-
track process with respect to religious beliefs cannot be sidestepped. But the 
leading evolutionary explanations of these beliefs all suggest that they are 
produced by cognitive adaptations which do not track supernatural truths.”35 
They do allow for a possibility how supernatural beliefs can be saved when 
they add that supernatural belief might be supported for other reasons like 
natural theology.36  
 
Though they use ‘religious belief’, Wilkins and Griffiths appear to have 
mainly supernatural belief in mind. For reasons of clarity, I will use this term 
when discussing their argument. Wilkins’ and Griffiths’ claim that 
supernatural beliefs do not yield pragmatic success and hence no Milvian 
Bridge is available for the mechanism that produces them is problematic. I 
argue that they are wrong and a case for pragmatic success of supernatural 
belief can be made. The pragmatic success of supernatural belief lies in the 
spiritual fruits it delivers. Supernatural beliefs can lead to greater spiritual 
fulfillment and a life of increased sanctity. To make a case for pragmatic 
success of supernatural beliefs, I draw on an argument made by William 
Alston who argued that supernatural beliefs allow for a test of sanctity. 
Alston made his claim as part of a broader defense of the rationality of 
religious experiences. His main claim is that religious experiences 37 
resemble sense perception in important regards and should therefore enjoy 
the same (or a similar) status. He notes that, at first glance, sense perception 
seems different because it allows for a test. Sense perception provides a 
‘map’ of the physical and social environment and enables us to adjust our 
behavior accordingly and it enables us to anticipate events. The ‘map’ allows 
us to test the outputs of sense perceptions and corrects them where they go 
wrong. Religious experiences cannot be tested by a ‘map’ of the physical 
and social environment. However, Alston claims they can be tested by a 
‘map’ of the divine environment. The divine environment allows for a test of 
sanctification. When the outputs of religious experiences lead to a life of 
greater sanctity, they can pass the test.38 In this way, Alston shows that 
supernatural beliefs can make a claim to pragmatic success. Their success 
can consist of a life of greater sanctity. Greater sanctity can help people 
flourish. If supernatural beliefs were to lead to a life of lesser sanctity or 

																																																								
35 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 141) 
36 (Wilkins and Griffiths 2013: 141) 
37 (Alston 1991)uses the term ‘mystical perceptions’. 
38 (Alston 1991: 250-54) 
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more evil, people would function less well. In this case, one could claim that 
their supernatural beliefs are frustrated by reality as well. 
 
I have thus far claimed that the outputs of the mechanism responsible for 
supernatural belief can make the claim to pragmatic success Wilkins and 
Griffiths demand. My claim is, however, not yet sufficient. The debunker 
can still drive a wedge between the pragmatic success of sense perception 
and that of supernatural belief. She can claim that the pragmatic success of 
sense perception is much greater. Sense perception allows for scientific 
beliefs. Their pragmatic success is a lot more impressive than that of 
supernatural beliefs. The success of scientific beliefs ranges from space 
rockets to cures for diseases. Its impressive success makes it very unlikely 
that beliefs resulting from sense perception are not aimed at truth. By 
comparison the success of supernatural belief appears meager.  

This route is, however, not open for Wilkins and Griffiths. They appear to 
deny that scientific beliefs depend on human cognitive mechanisms by 
claiming they rely on the data and arguments scientists give. 39  When 
assessing the pragmatic success of supernatural beliefs, the comparison 
should be limited to common sense beliefs. 

The difference can be framed in another way that avoids reference to 
scientific beliefs. The debunker could claim that a world where humans lack 
sense perception will be a very different world. People will be unable to 
navigate their environments and there will not be technological innovations. 
A world without mechanisms for supernatural belief would be far less 
different. Maybe people then would lead a life of greater sanctity and 
subjectively feel closer to God than without such mechanisms. However, the 
difference would clearly be less noticeable than the absence of sense 
perception, though. It is thus far less clear what difference or what use 
supernatural beliefs make. In response, I don’t see why supernatural belief 
should have the same degree of pragmatic success as sense perception does. 
It suffices that supernatural beliefs yield considerable pragmatic success. 
Wilkins and Griffiths deny that supernatural belief has any success at all. 
Alston shows that this is not the case. Furthermore, the difference 
supernatural belief makes should not be underestimated. Christianity clearly 
had a profound influence on western societies. Hinduism and Buddhism 
																																																								
39 Rik Peels argues that science depends to a large extent on common sense. In this 
view scientific beliefs are partly formed by the same cognitive mechanisms that 
produce common sense beliefs (Peels 2017). Since Wilkins and Griffiths deny this 
point and I lack the time and space to assess it, I will not discuss this point any 
further. 
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shaped the Indian subcontinent and spiritist beliefs influenced large parts of 
the world. While the difference supernatural belief make might not be as 
great as the difference of beliefs resulting from sense perception, its impact 
is surely big. 
 
Additional evidence for my claim to pragmatic success for supernatural 
beliefs is that some supernatural beliefs can fail. In the case of perceptual 
beliefs, some will be discarded because they do not live up to the test of the 
environment. Someone who forms the belief that walls are penetrable will be 
kept in check when she hits her first wall. The belief can be said to lack 
pragmatic success because it resulted in failure to navigate the environment. 
In the case of supernatural belief, some beliefs will also be discarded for lack 
of pragmatic success as well. Examples are beliefs in premodern fertility 
cults. After the rise of city-states they lost their ground because they were 
unable to make sense of people’s needs. They thus failed to cope with the 
(new) environment. 
 
Wilkins and Griffiths also suggest a different way to argue that the 
mechanism behind supernatural belief is unconstrained by reality.40 Wilkins 
and Griffiths discuss how another belief-forming mechanism can make a 
claim to a Milvian bridge, namely common sense, and argue that the 
mechanism behind supernatural belief does not resemble it sufficiently. 
Apart from issues of vagueness, this argument is problematic because the 
comparison is limited. If a mechanism does not resemble formation of 
common sense beliefs, it does not follow that the process is unconstrained by 
reality. A better way to rank the mechanism for supernatural beliefs under 
unreliable processes is by comparing it to a belief-forming mechanism we 
know is unconstrained by reality. I will do so by making a comparison to the 
self-serving bias. 
 
The self-serving bias is a clear example of a belief-forming mechanism that 
is (largely) unconstrained by reality. Keith Campbell and Constantine 
Sedikides define the self-serving bias as: “[A tendency for] taking credit for 
personal success but blaming external factors for personal failure”41 The bias 
thus makes people prone to believe that they deserve all praise for personal 
successes and do not deserve blame for personal failures.42 Campbell and 
																																																								
40  I leave out ‘completely arbitrary’ because no belief-forming mechanism is 
completely arbitrary. All mechanisms are constrained in some way. What matters 
for Wilkins and Griffiths’ argument is whether they are constrained by reality or not. 
41 (Campbell and Sedikides 1999: 23) 
42 For a number of reasons it cannot be claimed that the bias is solely responsible for 
the production of beliefs. Other factors like the social environment and the 
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Sedikides review evidence for the claim that counterevidence to personal 
merit and external blame is very easily discarded or rationalized. Especially 
in situations of perceived threat people’s beliefs persist. 43  Campbell and 
Sedikides thus provide clear evidence that the beliefs resulting from the self-
serving bias are unconstrained by reality. Sander Koole notes that biases like 
the self-serving bias often serve to ward off negative emotions like anxiety. 
He also claims they serve the larger goal of emotion-regulation. These are 
defensive responses, which protect the individual from changing her 
outlook.44 From Campbell and Sedikides and Koole’s discussion of the self-
serving bias I derive the following characteristics of belief-forming 
mechanisms that are unconstrained by reality. They: 
 

(i) Are insensitive to counterevidence. 
(ii) Ward of negative emotions.  
(iii) Have a rather fixed outcome. 

 
The first is to be expected for belief-forming mechanisms that are 
unconstrained by reality. If a mechanism is unconstrained by reality its 
operations will not be altered by evidence from reality. Its operations will 
also be insensitive to evidence that is not from reality, for example false or 
confabulated evidence, but this is irrelevant for our purposes. The 
mechanism responsible for supernatural beliefs does not meet the first 
criterion. Of the three theories Wilkins and Griffiths refer to, HADD 
unambiguously has an important role for evidence in the production of 
supernatural beliefs. We noted how Barrett argued that supernatural beliefs 
can be formed after experiences of things like wispy forms (see chapter 2 
section 2.3.5). There are also independent reasons to think that supernatural 
beliefs and how they are formed are sensitive to evidence. People sometimes 
report life-changing religious experiences that gave their lives a radically 
new direction. There are also ample examples of people coming to belief in 
supernatural beings. Therefore, supernatural beliefs and how they are formed 
do not appear to share the first characteristic. 
 
The second characteristic stems from the observation that biases are defense 
mechanisms. They defend people against perceived threats and allow them 
to function better. In a way biases like the self-serving bias lead people to 
																																																																																																																																		
proximate reasons that give rise to the belief also must be taken into account. In any 
case, the self-serving bias is still a major contributor to belief in personal merit and 
external blame and other factors are probably less important. This suffices for our 
purposes here. 
43 (Campbell and Sedikides 1999) 
44 (Koole 2009) 
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believe that states of affairs are better than they are in reality. While 
evidence against personal merit or for external merit can lead to feelings of 
failure or anguish, the self-serving bias makes sure that feelings of self-
worth survive. In short, it makes people feel better. The mechanism behind 
supernatural belief does not unambiguously make people feel better. We 
noted in chapter 1 section 1.7.5 that supernatural beings are believed to be 
compassionate and this might make people feel better. However, we also 
noted that they are believed to have a moral concern. This might put 
demands on people that they perceive as burdensome. Therefore, 
supernatural beliefs and how they are formed do not appear to share the 
second characteristic either. 
 
The third characteristic is that mechanisms that are unconstrained by reality 
produce rather similar beliefs that are not subject to much change. The self-
serving bias only has belief in personal merit and external blame as output. 
Furthermore, the beliefs are not subject to much change. This fits well with 
mechanisms unconstrained by reality because the beliefs are not shaped by 
reality. Clearly supernatural beliefs can differ to some extent depending on 
the experience an individual has had. Supernatural beliefs also often change 
over time. Alston noted that sometimes an increase in sanctity can be 
observed in supernatural beliefs. Therefore, supernatural beliefs do not seem 
to share the third characteristic either. 
 
I conclude that both evolutionary arguments are unconvincing. Goodnick’s 
argument suffers from obvious flaws. Wilkins’ and Griffith’s argument, 
though more intricate, also does not hold water upon further scrutiny.  
 

4.4. False god-beliefs unreliability arguments 
 
Matthew Braddock proposes a different unreliability argument. He claims 
that the mechanism responsible for supernatural belief is unreliable because 
it produces many false god-beliefs. His argument is the following: 
 

[9] Polytheistic beliefs and finite-god beliefs are false god 
beliefs. 
 
[10] CSR mechanisms have disposed us humans to such god 
beliefs across ordinary environments and throughout human 
history. 
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 [11] So, CSR mechanisms have disposed us humans to a large 
percentage of false god-beliefs across ordinary environments 
and throughout human history. [From [9] and [10]] 
 
 [12] Given [11], we should suspend judgment about the 
reliability of CSR mechanisms in ordinary environments with 
respect to the class of god beliefs, unless we have independent 
evidence favoring reliability. 
 
 [13] We have no independent evidence favoring the reliability 
of CSR mechanisms in ordinary environments with respect to 
the class of god beliefs. 
 
 [14] So, we should suspend judgment about the reliability of 
CSR mechanisms in ordinary environments with respect to the 
class of god beliefs. [From [12] and [13]]45  

 
Braddock’s conclusion [14] is slightly different than the conclusions from 
the arguments I discussed above. He merely concludes that we should be 
agnostic about the reliability of CSR-mechanisms; the arguments above 
concluded that the mechanisms are shown to be unreliable. It is not 
immediately clear whether agnosticism about the unreliability of a belief-
forming mechanism implies a serious epistemic deficit of the beliefs it 
produces. One could argue that the burden of proof is on the one who argues 
against the reliability of a mechanism. Those who have a stricter take on the 
matter might argue that the burden of proof is on the defender.46 Braddock’s 
expanded argument (see below) shows that he belongs to the stricter camp. I 
will not take a stance on this matter and go along with Braddock and the 
stricter camp in this section. In this regard, Braddock’s conclusion comes 
very close to the conclusions of the arguments above. 
 
His first premise makes clear that Braddock takes false god-beliefs to be 
non-monotheistic god-beliefs. According to monotheism, there is only one 
God. If monotheism is true, then polytheistic beliefs must be false. He adds 
																																																								
45 (Braddock 2016: 270). I changed the numbers in the quotations. 
46 Both camps echo William James’s discussion in ‘The Right to Believe’. He argues 
that people should strive to gain truths and avoid falsehoods. He notes that some will 
focus on gaining truths while others will emphasize avoiding falsehoods. The stricter 
camp appears to be motivated by an urge to avoid falsehoods. A mechanism of 
which we do not known whether it is reliable might produce false beliefs. The more 
lenient camp appears to be motivated by an urge to gain truths since a mechanism of 
which the status is unclear might produce truths. 
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that many non-theists will also accept the premise and even many polytheists 
too if the premise was changed only slightly to ‘The vast majority of 
polytheistic and finite god beliefs are false’.47  
 
With premise [10], Braddock notes that the mechanisms laid bare by CSR-
theories dispose humans to having polytheistic beliefs and finite god-beliefs.  
Braddock argues for this point at length. In his discussion of [10], he is less 
firm. He writes: “[V]arious lines of converging evidence suggest that CSR 
mechanisms have disposed us humans to polytheistic and finite (…) god 
beliefs throughout the human past.”48 His use of ‘suggests’ reminds us of the 
caveats against relying on CSR-data I noted in chapter 2. His phrase 
‘throughout the human past’ reveals that much of the alleged false outputs of 
CSR-mechanisms are to be situated long ago in human history. Braddock 
discusses how polytheistic and finite god-beliefs were prevalent among 
ancestral humans. He then refers to a version of the Big Gods Theory to 
argue that monotheistic beliefs are a recent innovation.49 Braddock thereby 
suggests that an assessment of (un)reliability should look at the whole 
evolutionary history of a mechanism. It is far from clear that such a 
requirement is needed. If we would apply this logic to our perceptual 
faculties, we would note that they too produced many false beliefs. For a 
good part of human history, people formed the belief that the earth was flat 
and that the sun revolved around the earth based on perception. If we follow 
Braddock’s requirement, we should conclude that perception produces a lot 
more false beliefs and is a lot more unreliable. It makes much more sense to 
assess perception by looking at how many false beliefs it produces in the 
present. If we assess CSR-mechanisms in the same way, we note that 
nowadays they produce a lot more monotheistic beliefs and the case for [10] 
is less strong.50  
 
Braddock also refers to other CSR-theories than the Big Gods Theory to 
argue for [10]. He refers to Justin Barrett and Paul Bloom who both state that 
polytheism is more natural or intuitive than monotheism.51 Premise [10] is 

																																																								
47 (Braddock 2016: 272) 
48 (Braddock 2016: 272 emphasis added) 
49 (Braddock 2016) 
50  A recent study claimed that over 50% of the world population were either 
Christian or Muslim (Hackett and Grim 2012). To this Jews, a subset of Hindus, a 
subset of Buddhists and some adherents of folk religions can be added. Nowadays, 
more people are monotheistic than polytheistic. 
51 (Braddock 2016) Barrett writes: “In a certain respect, believing in numerous 
superhuman agents appears to be the most natural type of belief system.”  (Barrett 
2012a: 141-42) quoted by (Braddock 2016: 274 emphasis added) 
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probably correct on a number of CSR-theories. However, some CSR-
theories do seem to predict more monotheistic beliefs. The Moral Dyad 
Theorypredicts belief in an ultimate moral agent (see chapter 2 section 
2.3.6); the Existential Theory of Mind predicts belief in an ultimate 
meaning-giver; and the Big Gods Theory predicts belief in big gods. 
Furthermore, Barrett also claims that the human Theory of Mind produces 
intuitive beliefs in superproperties like omniscience that fit much better with 
monotheistic beliefs.52 Although the truth of premise [10] is not established, 
there are reasons to think that some CSR-mechanisms produce more 
polytheistic and finite god beliefs. For this reason, I will grant [10] in the rest 
of this section. 
 
I also will not dispute premise [13], or Braddock’s conclusions [12] and 
[14]. I merely note at this point that Braddock’s argument is not an argument 
for the conclusion that supernatural belief is unreliably formed. It merely 
concludes that the mechanisms laid bare by CSR-theories are unreliable. The 
unreliability of CSR-mechanisms might be overcome by other forces that 
shape supernatural beliefs. Braddock acknowledges this point and expands 
his argument with the following:  
 

[15] CSR mechanisms operating in ordinary environments 
are significant contributors to the god beliefs of past and 
present humans. [CSR’s empirical thesis] 

 
[16]  If we should suspend judgment about the reliability of 
significant contributors to a belief-forming process P with 
respect to a class of beliefs C, and we have no good reason 
to think other significant contributors would confer 
reliability upon P with respect to C, then we should suspend 
judgment about the reliability of P with respect to C. 

 
[17] We have no good reason to think other significant 
contributors to our belief-forming processes would confer 
reliability upon them with respect to the class of god beliefs. 

 

																																																																																																																																		
Bloom writes: “[T]here is no evidence that a belief in a single God…is unlearned. 
As best we know, such a belief is not a universal, and it does not emerge without 
social contact. (…) but these properties apply better to supernatural belief more 
generally, not to belief in God.” (Bloom 2009: 127) quoted by (Braddock 2016: 274) 
52 (Barrett 2004b: 77) 
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[18] So, we should suspend judgment about the reliability of 
our belief-forming processes with respect to the class of god 
beliefs. [From [14] to [17]] 

 
[19]  If we should suspend judgment about the reliability of 
a belief-forming process P with respect to a class of beliefs 
C, then we are not justified in holding a particular belief B 
that is both produced by P and falls into class C, absent 
independent evidence for B. 

 
[21] So, we are not justified in holding our god beliefs, 
absent independent evidence for them. [From [19 and [20]]53  

 
I will contend [17] and argue that there is reason to think that other 
significant contributors to supernatural belief can confer reliability. I thus 
grant for the sake of the argument that the mechanisms can be judged 
unreliable (although I claimed that the case for [10] is not as strong as 
Braddock argues), but I hold that such unreliability need not affect all 
supernatural beliefs. A number of CSR-theorists acknowledge that the 
mechanisms they discuss do not work in isolation but always work in a 
cultural context. Though they do not give details, they leave it open that 
cultural input can give further direction to supernatural belief. Will Gervais 
and Joseph Henrich, for example, note that most CSR mechanisms cannot 
explain why people used to believe in ancient gods like Zeus but do not 
anymore. To explain this, culture must be taken into account.54 
 
A similar point was also raised by Aku Visala and David Leech. They write: 
 

[I]t is not, in fact, the case that the standard model [the Cognitive 
Optimum, HADD, EToM, HvE]gives us a complete account of the 
existence and persistence of particular and content-specific theistic 
beliefs. […] [T]here are far more mechanisms involved in particular 
belief formation than are specified by the standard model. Even if it 
turns out that the cognitive mechanisms that the standard model 
posits are unreliable, the irrationality of theism does not follow. In 
other words, if the standard model catches only some causal 
pathways through which the theist’s beliefs come about, then it is 
perfectly possible that the other pathways are rational. This is 

																																																								
53 (Braddock 2016: 271) 
54 (Gervais and Henrich 2010) 
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enough, we claim, to dismantle the unreliability arguments as they 
stand now.55 

 
Visala and Leech’s response is not exactly the same as mine.56 They argue 
that the mechanisms laid bare by CSR are only one pathway among others 
that lead to supernatural beliefs. The other pathways remain unaffected by 
the alleged unreliability of CSR-mechanisms. In my response, I argue that 
the unreliability of CSR-mechanisms can be overcome by other factors. 
 
Braddock did not claim that the mechanisms laid bare by CSR-theories are 
wholly unreliable. From a monotheist perspective, they occasionally produce 
true god beliefs, namely monotheistic beliefs. Cultural input, like education, 
study or growing up in a religious community, can work on the initial 
outputs of the mechanism and redirect them to jointly produce monotheistic 
beliefs. 
 
A comparison to the mechanisms responsible for moral beliefs is helpful. 
Evolutionary biologists and evolutionary psychologists argue that our moral 
beliefs are rooted in our biological nature. Some have discussed mechanisms 
that make us altruistic. Examples are reciprocal altruism and kin selection.57 
According to defenders of reciprocal altruism, organisms engage in altruistic 
behavior because they expect other organisms will act altruistically towards 
them. Without this reciprocity, altruism cannot survive. Defenders of kin 
selection argue that organisms engage in altruistic behavior to help the 
survival odds of related organisms. Since they are related, they share a great 
deal of genetic material. In helping them, an organism thus helps shared 
genetic material. Apart from altruistic tendencies, organisms also have 
selfish tendencies. Above all, most organisms will look out for their own 

																																																								
55 (Leech and Visala 2011a: 311) Leech and Visala refer to a standard model. I 
argued in chapter 2 that speaking of a standard model in CSR is misleading . This is 
not essential for their argument. 
56 Braddock responds to Leech and Visala’s claim by limiting the scope of his 
argument. He argues that people who don’t have access to other pathways still face a 
problem. He writes: “[T]he dialectical context of the paper’s question is this: if such 
arguments are not available (because the believer is not aware of them, or because 
there are no such convincing arguments), does the believer possess a defeater for her 
non-inferential belief?” He answers this question affirmatively (Braddock 2016: 
277). By limiting the scope of his argument in this way, Braddock seems to 
acknowledge that Leech and Visala’s response can help supernatural beliefs evade 
the charge of unreliability. 
57 For a discussion of these theories and their philosophical implications see e.g. 
(Okasha 2013). 



142	
	

survival and reproduction. The selfish tendencies will likely produce moral 
beliefs that are usually considered false. The altruistic tendencies will also 
produce beliefs many will consider false. Reciprocal altruism will likely 
produce an in-group bias where members of one’s own family or tribe are 
favored over others. Reciprocal altruism can produce the belief that one 
should only help another if she will return the favor. This does not force the 
conclusion that our moral faculties are unreliable and its outputs should not 
be trusted. This concludes to moral skepticism and makes any outrage over 
war or genocide uncalled for. For clearly, its outputs can be cultivated by 
moral education or context. 
 
This all goes to show that the mechanisms laid bare by cognitive science of 
religion are not themselves responsible for false finite or polytheistic beliefs. 
Their initial outputs can lead to many false god-beliefs but this deficiency 
can be overcome. Two factors that can bear on religious belief is upbringing 
and cultural context. Someone who grows up in a monotheistic household 
and lives in a cultural setting where most people are monotheists is more 
likely to become monotheistic herself. Influence of upbringing and cultural 
context can come in two forms. A child can be instructed with words, for 
example by religious education. A child can also be influenced by seeing 
outward religious behavior. Research by Jonathan Lanman and Michael 
Buhrmester showed that exposure to CRED’s (Credibility Enhancing 
Displays) predicts theism, certainty of God’s existence and religiosity.58 
CRED’s are outward behaviors that clearly indicate that someone is strongly 
committed to a belief.59 Examples are engaging in rituals, praying before 
each meal or wearing religious symbols. Outward behavior by people who 
are monotheistic can make people more likely to become monotheistic 
themselves. 
 
I thus conclude that while Braddock makes a good case for the unreliability 
of CSR-mechanisms, he did not make a good case that this affects 
supernatural beliefs. He did not take into account other contributors to 
supernatural beliefs that could overcome the unreliability of CSR-
mechanisms. 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
58 (Lanman and Buhrmester 2017) 
59 (Henrich 2009) 
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4.5. Incompatible god-beliefs unreliability arguments 
 
Another reason why the mechanism responsible for supernatural belief might 
be judged unreliable is because it produces incompatible beliefs. CSR-
mechanisms appear to produce both the belief in monotheism and infinite 
gods and the belief in polytheism and finite gods. Since monotheism is the 
belief that there is only one god, it is logically incompatible with polytheism, 
the thesis that there are multiple gods. A belief that god(s) is (are) finite is 
also incompatible with a belief that god(s) is (are) infinite. A mechanism that 
produces incompatible beliefs will produce many false beliefs and can thus 
be judged unreliable. To my knowledge this argument has not been defended 
at length. Matthew Braddock mentions it but deems it less promising than 
his own debunking argument. He writes: 
 

Why does the argument need to rely on the falsity of polytheistic and 
finite god beliefs when the diversity of god beliefs already 
establishes many incompatible (and thus false) god beliefs?”  The 
main reason for relying on [9] [Braddock’s premise that CSR-
mechanisms produce god-beliefs] is that doing so enhances the 
strength of the argument’s case against reliability. The 
incompatibility established by religious diversity only implies that at 
least some god beliefs are false. That is not enough to doubt 
reliability. Premise [9], on the other hand, helps generate the 
requisite level of doubt. To appreciate this, suppose that there are in 
fact many finite gods. When we add to this the empirical premise 
that most god beliefs have been of the polytheistic and finite sort, it 
is no longer clear that our natural god belief-forming mechanisms 
are off track.60  

 
The argument goes as follows: 
 

(22)  CSR shows that the mechanisms for supernatural 
beliefs produce many incompatible beliefs. 

(23)  Mechanisms that produce many incompatible beliefs 
are unreliable. 

(24)  Therefore, CSR shows that the mechanisms for 
supernatural beliefs are unreliable. 

 
Despite the shortcomings to which Braddock hints, arguing that the 
mechanism is unreliable because it produces incompatible beliefs has the 

																																																								
60 (Braddock 2016: 272) 
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benefit that it need not take a monotheistic or naturalistic perspective. 
Braddock’s own argument I discussed above rests on the claim that the 
mechanism produces many finite and polytheistic god-beliefs. From a 
monotheistic and naturalistic perspective these beliefs are judged false. This 
argument need not take any perspective. 
 
This argument rests on the claim that mechanisms that produce incompatible 
beliefs are unreliable. A mechanism that produces incompatible beliefs will 
produce some false beliefs. This follows from the logical law of non-
contradiction. Apart from a few voices of opposition, 61  the law of 
contradiction is widely accepted. However, claiming that the mechanism 
produces some false beliefs is not sufficient to judge it unreliable. An 
unreliability judgment requires that the mechanism is error-prone, or 
produces many false beliefs. The mechanisms responsible for supernatural 
belief we discussed in chapter 2 do indeed appear to produce many 
polytheistic, finite god-beliefs and also many monotheistic, infinite god-
beliefs. So both on monotheism and polytheism, they produce many false 
beliefs. 
 
Still, we can claim that the mechanism is not wholly unreliable and needs 
cultivation in order to arrive at true beliefs. There is yet another response 
possible, though, which denies that the mechanism produces many 
incompatible god-beliefs. I will claim that although the mechanisms can be 
claimed to produce supernatural beliefs, a belief that a supernatural being is 
a god requires more.62 In my response I do not accept the claim that the 
mechanisms responsible for supernatural belief produce many finite and 
polytheistic god-beliefs. I do accept that the mechanisms produce beliefs in a 
multitude of supernatural beings but these beings need not be considered 
gods. These supernatural beings can be considered gods and thus lead to a 
polytheistic worldview. However, they can just as well be considered 
intermediary supernatural beings and be fitted in with a monotheistic 
worldview. In this framework, the incompatibility between polytheistic 
belief and monotheistic belief is due to how the beliefs produced by the 
mechanisms are considered or interpreted, not because of how the 
mechanisms operate. Therefore, incompatible god-beliefs (or rather 
supernatural beliefs) cannot be attributed to the mechanisms. 
																																																								
61 See for example (Margolis 1995; Priest and Berto 2013). 
62 Distinguishing gods from supernatural beings that are not gods is difficult and 
religious traditions appear to have different criteria. In general, gods appear to enjoy 
a higher standing than other supernatural beings. They are often considered as more 
powerful or more worthy of praise. For the purposes of this chapter, it suffices that 
there is a distinction between gods and other supernatural beings. 
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The beliefs produced by CSR-mechanisms are rather vague. They produce 
beliefs that some supernatural being exists or that some supernatural being is 
like this or that. For example, on the Existential Theory of Mind Theory, the 
EToM produces the belief that some supernatural being is communicating 
something through a meaningful event. It does not produce the belief that 
this supernatural being is the one and only god or that the being is (in)finite. 
The Moral Dyad produces belief that some supernatural being is responsible 
for a morally significant event. It also does not produce the belief that there 
is only one god that causes these events or that that being is (in)finite.  
 
None of the mechanisms produces concrete beliefs that the Christian God 
exists or that Vishnu descended in the form of a tortoise. Concrete beliefs 
require cultural input and more interpretation. Justin Barrett notes that 
cognitive theories of supernatural belief focus on cross-culturally recurrent 
ideas (and practices). Focusing on Christianity, he claims that many 
components of it consist of only small elaborations on the cross-culturally 
recurrent ideas. On the other hand, some Christian ideas deviate. Examples 
are the idea of God as absolutely sovereign or God as all-knowing.63 Barrett 
points to a gap between what cognitive mechanisms yield and the more 
elaborate, concrete beliefs people hold. I argue that what cognitive 
mechanisms yield does not suffice to make a distinction between 
‘supernatural being’ and ‘god’. A mechanism can produce beliefs that some 
supernatural being exists and also beliefs about that being’s nature. 
Classifying that being as a ‘god’ requires more. In some traditions, a 
multitude of supernatural beings will be considered gods and a polytheistic 
worldview will emerge. This was the case in ancient Rome and in some 
strands of Hinduism. In other traditions, only one supernatural being will be 
considered a god. Other supernatural beings will have an intermediary status; 
they are not considered human or gods. This is the case in Christianity where 
many supernatural beings are considered angels or demons and in Islam 
where many are considered jinns.  
 
My response to incompatible unreliability arguments differs from my 
response against false god-beliefs arguments. In the latter, I granted the 
unreliability of the CSR-mechanisms but argued that they can be corrected 
by other input (like culture or upbringing). In the former I did not grant the 
unreliability CSR-mechanisms are accused of. I deny that the production of 
both monotheistic and polytheistic beliefs can be attributed to the 
mechanisms. Here the root of the incompatibility lies in other factors like 

																																																								
63 (Barrett 2012b) 
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culture or upbringing. This raises an interesting point. Whereas factors like 
culture or upbringing can correct false god-beliefs, they can also lead people 
astray. The factors can thus be both a source of epistemic good and of 
epistemic bad. I certainly cannot shed light on when these factors are a 
benevolent influence and when they are malevolent in this chapter and I 
doubt whether it can be done at all. I merely note that in both cases extra 
input on top of the CSR-mechanisms can defeat unreliability arguments and 
this suffices for now. 
 

4.6. Off-track unreliability arguments 
 
A final unreliability argument concludes to unreliability from the internal 
logic of some CSR-theories. Robert Nola proposes an unreliability argument 
in which the mechanisms that produce supernatural beliefs are deemed 
unreliable because those mechanisms can independently be judged error-
prone. The argument can be stated as follows: 
 

(25) CSR shows that the mechanisms for supernatural 
belief are off-track. 

(26) Mechanisms that are off-track are unreliable. 
(27) Therefore, CSR shows that the mechanisms for 

supernatural belief are unreliable. 
 
Apart from raising similar worries about the reliability of evolved belief-
forming mechanisms we discussed earlier, Nola offers a different 
unreliability argument. He writes: “[V]arious mechanisms causing religious 
belief are ‘off-track’.”64. Nola does not define ‘being off-track’. He seems to 
argue that various mechanisms for supernatural belief are not appropriately 
tuned for tracking truth. A first off-track mechanism Nola discusses is 
Sigmund Freud’s theory of wish fulfillment.65 I will leave this discussion 
aside because Freud’s theory is now widely discarded.66 Another mechanism 
Nola discusses is the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device (HADD) and 
the Cognitive Optimum. Nola stresses HADD’s proneness to overdetect and 
thus to produce ‘false positives’. He also argues that HADD is off-track 
because humans no longer live in the domain for which HADD evolved. The 
cognitive environment in which humans live now is very different to the one 
of our ancestors for whom HADD evolved.  He also stresses the same 

																																																								
64 (Nola 2013: 169) 
65 (cf. Freud 1961) 
66 See for example (Whittaker 1978). 
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shortcoming of human folk ontology as it features in Boyer’s theory of the 
Cognitive Optimum.  
 
I will argue against premise (26). I argue that although some mechanisms for 
supernatural belief are somewhat off-track, they are not unreliable. Against 
Nola’s first claim I argue that there is no non-question begging way to rank 
all detected supernatural agents under ‘false positives’. On Barrett’s theory, 
HADD indeed produces many false positives. However, all falsely detected 
agents are supernatural; a subject will also often falsely detect non-existing 
predators or other humans. Humans will also occasionally identify inanimate 
objects as agents. 67  When laying out his theory, Barrett discusses how 
HADD can give rise to belief in ghosts or spirits. He claims that they can 
result from identifying ambiguous things, such as wispy forms, as intentional 
agents. He writes: “Whether the sighting is an illusion or not, if the right 
information is fed to these mental tools, the outcome is a nonreflective belief 
in a ghost or spirit. Without sufficient reflective defenses, this nonreflective 
belief will become a reflective one.”68 The quote shows that Barrett leaves 
open the possibility that not all sightings that lead to belief in ghosts or 
spirits are illusions. Barrett also discusses a second way HADD can produce 
supernatural beliefs. HADD can register evidence as resulting from a known 
agent. A storm cloud can be identified as an act of God. In cases like these, 
HADD does not so much produce a new supernatural belief but rather 
encourages belief in a known supernatural agent.69 It is clear that Barrett 
does not rank all detected supernatural agents under false positives.  
 
HADD thus does not allow the conclusion that all detected supernatural 
agents are false positives. While some beliefs in supernatural beings will 
result from hyperactivity, this also holds for non-supernatural agents. The 
argument thus targets supernatural and non-supernatural agents equally. 
Since claiming that some beliefs about non-supernatural agents result from 
hyperactivity does not disqualify all of them, the same can be claimed for 
belief in supernatural agents. 
 
With this in mind, Nola could still maintain that HADD is off-track. Even if 
not all detected supernatural agents can be ranked under false positives, the 
mechanism still leads to beliefs in agents when none are present. HADD can 
																																																								
67 Barrett refers to the famous Heider Simmel study (Heider and Simmel 1944). In 
this study people were shown a short video of two geometric figures moving and 
were asked to describe what they saw. Many gave descriptions using mental states 
like ‘the figure liked each other’ or ‘the figures fell in love’. 
68 (Barrett 2004b: 33) 
69 (Barrett 2004b) 
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thus be argued to be off-track in the detection of supernatural agents and 
natural agents. If he argues for that, Nola compromises the epistemic status 
of our beliefs in human and animal agents too. In a paper with Ian Church, 
Justin Barrett makes a similar claim. He claims that any claim that CSR-
mechanisms are off-track has implications that range far wider than 
supernatural beliefs. They write: “Religious beliefs [including supernatural 
beliefs HvE] are not the only beliefs these faculties [CSR-mechanisms HvE] 
form, however. If they are unreliable when forming metaphysical beliefs 
about the existence of gods, souls, and the afterlife, are they reliable to 
deliver true beliefs regarding the features and causal properties of the natural 
world, the social world, human minds, and moral realities?”70 Applied to 
HADD, especially belief in human minds seems to be compromised if 
HADD is judged off-track. In response to this challenge, Nola could grant 
that HADD is also off-track when producing belief in natural agents but add 
that there are additional reasons for holding beliefs about natural agents. He 
could also respond that when an agent is repeatedly detected, HADD is more 
reliable. If he responds in this way, Nola can no longer use HADD’s being 
off-track to argue for a serious epistemic deficiency of supernatural beliefs. I 
noted when criticizing Braddock’s argument that there can be additional 
reasons for holding supernatural beliefs. HADD can also repeatedly detect 
supernatural agents.  
 
Defenders of other CSR-theories also suggest that the mechanism producing 
supernatural beliefs is off-track. Kurt Gray and Daniel Wegner suggest that 
people erroneously attribute disasters and the like to an ultimate moral agent 
(see chapter 2 section 2.3.6). Jesse Bering suggested that people mistakenly 
see meaningful events as communications of an ultimate meaning-giver. 
Both theories thus suggest that supernatural beliefs result from cognitive 
mistakes or false positives. Both claims, however, seem to presuppose that 
there are no ultimate moral agents or ultimate meaning-givers. Gray and 
Wegner do not entertain the possibility that there is an actual ultimate moral 
agent that is detected by the Moral Dyad. Bering also does not argue against 
the possibility of an actual ultimate meaning-giver. This strongly suggests 
that all shared the presupposition that no supernatural being can be involved 
in the production of supernatural beliefs. With this presupposition it is no 
surprise that the authors see supernatural beliefs as resulting from mistakes. 
Arguing for unreliability with theories that share such a presupposition 
makes the argument question begging. 
 

																																																								
70 (Barrett and Church 2013: 16-17) 
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Nola’s claim that the HADD-mechanism and human folk ontology evolved 
to solve problems for our distant human ancestors might imply being off-
track does not imply unreliability. His claim also faces a backlash against 
many other belief-forming mechanisms. One cognitive mechanism that is 
compromised by Nola’s argument is the Theory of Mind, the human ability 
to understand other people’s intentions, beliefs and desires. According to 
Daniel Povinelli and Todd Preuss the cognitive mechanisms for 
understanding mental states like intentions, desires an beliefs might be the 
result of evolutionary changes in the prefrontal cortex. 71  The prefrontal 
cortex evolved early in human history. Following Nola, a case can be made 
that our mechanism for understanding mental states is not well suited for our 
current environment and is therefore unreliable. We, however, do appear 
able to form many correct beliefs about other people’s mental states. We 
often err and suffer from biases but this does not disqualify our whole ability 
to understand mental states. Its shortcomings can be rectified by other 
cognitive mechanisms or by reasoning processes. There is no reason to think 
that this is not also possible for HADD and folk ontology. 
 
My responses to both of Nola’s claims show that being off-track does not 
amount to unreliability. Nola rightly claims that HADD and human folk 
ontology are somewhat off-track and result in false positives. The errors are, 
however, not as grave as Nola argues.  
 

4.7. Conclusion  
 
None of the arguments I surveyed in this chapter make a successful case that 
supernatural beliefs are unreliably formed. One argument, namely 
Braddock’s argument that CSR-mechanisms are unreliable because they 
produce many false god-beliefs, might be able to make the case that the 
mechanisms laid bare by CSR-mechanisms are unreliable. I argued that this 
unreliability can be overcome. 

																																																								
71 (Povinelli and Preuss) 
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Chapter 5: Is everything supernatural superfluous for religious 
experiences? 
 

5.1 Introduction  
 
CSR-theories can be put to use in another way to argue for a serious 
epistemic deficit of supernatural belief. It can be claimed that CSR-theories 
show that religious experiences are produced naturalistically. This could 
render beliefs based on religious experiences unjustified. 
 
Like the previous arguments I discussed, it is not immediately clear how the 
argument(s) goes and what damage it could do to the epistemic status of 
religious beliefs, if sound. The argument targets only a limited number of 
supernatural beliefs, namely those that are based on religious experiences. 
Supernatural beliefs that are based on explicit reasoning or testimony1 are 
unaffected. Below I will discuss the argument in more detail and argue the 
argument is not sound because it is not clear that CSR-based explanations 
are naturalistic and are of a sufficiently wide scope to explain religious 
experiences. Before I discuss the argument, I lay out how CSR-theories 
could yield naturalistic explanations of religious experiences.  
  
After having discussed and criticized the argument, I will discuss the 
relevance of my arguments for a broader argument for naturalism. This 
argument concludes to the truth of naturalism by pointing to naturalisms’ 
greater explanatory scope and parsimony compared to supernaturalism. First, 
I start with defining some terms; they are ‘naturalism’, ‘supernaturalism’, 
‘religious experience’, ‘parsimony’ and ‘explanatory power’. 
 

5.2  Preliminaries 
 

Naturalism 
 
Naturalism is a term used to cover many meanings.2 In this chapter, I use 
‘naturalism’ to refer to the thesis that there is nothing supernatural 

																																																								
1  Some beliefs based on testimony might be affected if the testifier based her 
supernatural beliefs on religious experiences. 
2 For an overview of some of the theses ‘naturalism’ can designate see (Flanagan 
2006; Papineau 2007; Rosenberg 1996) 
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whatsoever.3 Usually the idea that there is something supernatural is cashed 
out as the idea that there are one or more supernatural beings. Supernatural 
beings are beings like gods as they are worshipped in various religions, 
demigods, angels, demons and the like. Stating that there is something 
supernatural need not commit one to the idea that there are supernatural 
beings. The supernatural might be an abstract force like Qi or abstract 
entities like the Hindu Brahman. Distinguishing necessary and sufficient 
conditions for what counts as supernatural is notoriously difficult. Like I did 
for ‘religious beliefs’ in chapter 1, I will use the concept of supernatural as a 
family resemblance concept. This approach means that I will refrain from 
formulating necessary and sufficient conditions (though I will discuss some 
sufficient conditions for ranking beings under ‘supernatural beings’ below). 
Instead, a small number of uncontroversial examples of what is commonly 
referred to as ‘supernatural’ like the Christian God, Hindu gods, angels, 
demons, ancestor spirits, and Qi4 can be taken as exemplars. Things can be 
counted among the supernatural agents if they are agents and resemble these 
exemplars to a sufficient extent.  
 
This approach raises issues of vagueness because it is not immediately clear 
how much a being must resemble the exemplar to qualify as supernatural. 
This need not be a problem because the phenomenon we try to capture with 
the term is somewhat vague. There is some more clarity as to what counts as 
members of the narrower category of ‘supernatural being’. Naturalists tend 
to be quick to categorize something as a supernatural being. Most naturalists 
nowadays are reluctant to limit the natural to the physical, but the non-
physical things they allow for are usually limited to things that supervene5 on 
physical things or are at least very common, like social institutions or 
relations between people. For example, James Ladyman excludes everything 

																																																								
3  Like Plantinga I take naturalism to be “the idea that there is no such person as God 
or anything like him; immaterial selves would be too much like God, who, after all, 
is himself an immaterial self.” (Plantinga 2011: 319) I omitted immaterial souls 
because they play no role in supernatural beliefs or (as Plantinga notes) are covered 
by supernatural beliefs. 
4 One could wonder whether more abstract forces like Qi or Brahman are properly 
called agents. Mark Schlosser defines ‘agent’ broadly as “a being with the capacity 
to act”(Schlosser 2015). On this definition, Qi and Brahman can be ranked under 
‘agent’. I go along with his definition. 
5 There is considerable debate over what the tern ‘supervenience’ amounts to. For a 
discussion of varieties of supervenience see (McLaughlin and Bennett 2005). In its 
most generic form something supervenes on something else if there can be no 
changes in the supervening thing without changes in the thing it supervenes upon. 
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that is ‘spooky’.6 He is not specific over what ‘spooky’ amounts too but it 
has an air of being strange or being out of the ordinary about it. In any case, 
the non-physical things naturalists allow in their ontology are not beings7, so 
it is safe to say that all non-physical beings can be counted among the 
supernatural agents. Some physical beings will however also be considered 
supernatural. For example, members of the Church of Latter Day Saints hold 
that God is a physical being. Since the Mormon God resembles the Christian 
God to a large extent, he can be counted among the supernatural beings. 
Naturalists do not usually allow for invisible beings either. The range of 
invisible beings is taken not to include extinct or long-deceased beings (who 
cannot currently be seen) but is limited to beings that because of their own 
nature cannot be seen by humans or have the ability of being unseeable by 
humans. It is hard to think of such a being that is acceptable for naturalists. 
Again not all supernatural beings are invisible in this sense. For example, 
some Hindu gods, like the avatars of Vishnu, are believed to be visible. So 
invisibility is also a sufficient but not a necessary condition for being a 
supernatural being. A final sufficient but not necessary condition is existing 
outside space and time. No being that exists outside space and time or is able 
to do so will be acceptable for naturalists. However, many spirits are 
believed to be bound by space and time just like human beings are or be able 
to do so8. In summary, I discussed three properties of a supernatural agent 
that can be considered sufficient conditions. An agent is supernatural if is: 
 

(i) Non-physical. 
(ii) Invisible.  
(iii) Able to exist outside of space and time. 

These three sufficient conditions can get us a long way towards 
distinguishing supernatural beings and thereby towards defining what 
naturalism is. However, since we lack necessary conditions for what counts 
as supernatural beings and lack conditions for the broader category of the 
supernatural, we cannot avoid using the supernatural as a family 
resemblance concept.  

																																																								
6 (Ladyman 2011) 
7 Here, I use a common sense definition of ‘being’ where beings are living beings. 
This excludes non-physical things like social institutions, which naturalists tend to 
allow in their ontologies. 
8  Sometimes supernatural beings are believed to exist in space and time. The 
Christian God is sometimes claimed to exist in space and time after creation. For a 
discussion see (Ganssle and Woodruff 2002; Craig 2001). Christians also believe 
that God was incarnate in Jesus in space and time. 



154	
	

 
Supernaturalism 

 
I use ‘supernaturalism’ to refer to the opposite thesis, namely the thesis that 
there exists at least one supernatural being or something supernatural. Thus 
defined supernaturalism is quite vague and it can be cashed out in many, 
rather different, ways likes monotheism, polytheism, full-blown Christian 
belief, and many others. All of these imply supernaturalism. Whether 
supernaturalism can be equated to theism depends on how the latter is 
defined. Theism is the thesis that there exists at least one deity. If ‘deity’ is a 
synonym for ‘supernatural being’, ‘theism’ is interchangeable with 
‘supernaturalism’. Sometimes spirits, angels and demons are not considered 
deities. For example, Christianity (at least in some forms) accepts the 
existence of angels but claims that there is only one God. Many forms of 
Islam accept the existence of jinn9 and uphold a strict monotheism. The vast 
majority of traditions that accept supernatural beings like spirits or angels 
also accept a supreme god or supreme gods. Some new age traditions are 
exceptions. The Faery Wicca tradition emphasizes the intervention of elves, 
fairies and spirits in people’s lives while it remains largely silent about 
gods.10 They would be an example of supernaturalists that are not theists. I 
choose to focus on supernaturalism because a lot of supernatural beliefs 
people hold are about spirits and not about deities. The term also has no 
problems including supernatural forces like Qi and Brahman.  
 

Religious experiences 
 
In this chapter, I use the term ‘religious experiences’ to denote experiences 
of something supernatural. In this way the term covers intense mystical 
experiences of union with the divine and experiences of (vague) supernatural 
presence but it is not limited to them. It excludes experiences like the feeling 
of being a sinner or an experience of being saved by God. Some include 
these as religious experiences. For the purposes of this paper I will not and 
beliefs formed by these experiences are not affected by the argument.11 

																																																								
9 Jinns can roughly be identified with spirits. 
10 The Faery Wiccans, like many other neo-pagan groups, do not have a clear list of 
beliefs and are very liberal towards individual preferences in belief. Therefore it is 
possible that Faery Wiccans do accept supreme gods. The emphasis is, however, 
usually on other supernatural beings. 
11 Another reason for limiting the argument to experiences of supernatural beings 
and things is that other religious experiences like the feeling of being saved or being 
a sinner probably rarely are how people come to hold supernatural beliefs. They 
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Often the term ‘religious experiences’ is used to refer to intense mystical 
experiences where a person is overcome by a strong feeling of supernatural 
presence or enters into a state of union with something supernatural. The 
experiences of Theresa of Avila, to which Evan Fales’ argument refers (see 
below section 5.3), are a textbook example. Limiting the argument to these 
experiences greatly limits its scope. Few people have had these intense 
experiences. For those who did, like Theresa of Avila, it was probably not 
their basis for believing in anything supernatural.12 More people have vaguer 
experiences that led them to hold supernatural beliefs. Philosopher Basil 
Mitchel, for example, describes his religious experience as: “The sense that I 
often had, when walking alone in the countryside (…), that some intense 
reality was just on the point of breaking through the surface of things and 
revealing itself to me.”13 Another philosopher, Stephen Davis, describes his 
experiences during a religious service: “I remember the sense that God was 
speaking to me that night. (…) God was somehow picking me out and 
calling me by name.” 14  Kai Kwan gives some examples of religious 
experiences in his defense of the argument from religious experiences.15 He 
gives some examples of people who experienced a vision of Jesus. He also 
discusses vaguer experiences like “a sublime consciousness of a 
personalized sustaining power which defies description.” 16  Another 
experience Kwan discusses is “[a feeling of] a presence more personal, more 
certain, more real than that of any human being, though inaccessible to the 
senses and the imagination.”17 
 
Many CSR-theorists also seem to suggest that supernatural beliefs of a lot of 
people have their roots in vague experiences. We saw in chapter 2 that some 
CSR-theories argue that cognitive mechanisms lead to supernatural beliefs. 
Some of their outputs take the form of experiences. For example, on HADD, 
hypersensitivity makes people prone to get the feeling that agents are 

																																																																																																																																		
likely occur most often to people who already hold supernatural beliefs. This is of 
course an empirical claim and I only have anecdotal evidence. 
12 Theresa of Avila was a Carmelite nun at the time of her experiences so she likely 
already believed in God. Her experiences probably did reinforce her belief.  
13 (Mitchel 1993: 26)  
14 (Davis 1993: 107) 
15 The argument from religious experiences roughly states that religious experiences 
can lend justification for belief in the existence of God or that religious experiences 
make theism more probable than atheism. 
16 (Kwan 2009: 500) 
17 (Kwan 2009: 500) 
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around.18 If those agents are believed to be supernatural, the feeling can be 
considered as a religious experience. In the rest of this chapter, I will use the 
term ‘religious experiences’ as including these vaguer experiences. This 
broadens the argument’s scope and makes it more damaging if successful. 
 

Justification 
 
Various accounts of justification are defended in recent epistemology. Like 
Matthias Steup, I take justification as having to do with the basis for a 
subject’s belief. He defines ‘justification’ as: 
 

S is justified in believing that p if and only if S believes that p on a 
basis that properly probabilifies S's belief that p.19 
 

I take a basis to properly probabilify p if, and only if, that basis makes p 
more probable than not-p. What makes a proposition more probable can be 
subject to further analysis. This is, however, not needed for my purposes 
below. 
 
While other accounts of justification are available. This one adequately 
captures the intuition that a basis for belief should make that belief probable. 
Therefore, an argument concluding to a belief not being justified along those 
lines is not trivial. 
 

Explanatory power 
 
Like parsimony, which I discuss below, explanatory power is a theoretical 
virtue. According to Peter Brössel, the core of all measures of explanatory 
power is that “how well a hypothesis explains the evidence depends on how 
much the hypothesis increases the probability of the evidence.”20 However, 

																																																								
18 Barrett adds that the workings of the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device can 
remain below the radar of consciousness. He does allow that it sometimes leads to 
conscious experiences (Barrett 2004b).  
19  (Steup 2005) Steup defends his definition (which he calls non-deontological 
justification) against other (deontological) accounts. I need not go into this 
discussion for the purposes of this chapter. 
 
Steup’s definition can be read along internalist and externalist lines. He does not 
make clear whether a subject should know whether her basis properly probabilifies 
her belief or not before it can affect her justification. I will not take a stance in this 
debate. My conclusion can be interpreted in both ways. 
20 (Brössel 2015: 3880) 
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explanatory power is often ill defined by philosophers.21 Petri Ylikovski and 
Jaako Kuorikoski note that explanatory power is usually used in two broad 
ways. In its first use ‘explanatory power’ means the power of a theory to 
explain many facts or many kinds of facts. Ylikovski and Kuorikoski claim 
that explaining many kinds of facts is more important than the number of 
facts of the same kind because the actual number of explananda is a 
contingent matter and does not make a theory preferable. In its second use, 
‘explanatory power’ means the theory’s general power to explain. Ylikovski 
and Kuorikoski note that this second use is vague and covers a range of other 
virtues that have little in common.22 
 
My use of ‘explanatory power’ in this section is in line with Ylikovski and 
Kuorikoski’s first use. I take ‘explanatory power’ to be indicative of the 
number of phenomena a theory can explain. The more kinds of phenomena a 
theory can explain, the stronger its explanatory power. 
 
For the purposes of this chapter, I take it that a theory can explain a thing 
when that thing is probable on the theory. Because my arguments below 
address phenomena, my definition applies to phenomena rather than facts23.  
 

Parsimony 
 
Another theoretical virtue I use in this chapter is parsimony. Parsimony 
states that, all other things being equal, a theory that postulates fewer entities 
is more likely true. Alan Baker distinguishes two kinds of parsimony. 
Quantitative parsimony states that theories should not postulate a greater 
number of entities than needed. Qualitative parsimony states that theories 
should not postulate more kinds of entities than required.24 Both principles 
are not without their critics,25 but are widely accepted. For my purposes, 
qualitative parsimony is the most important. The fewer kinds of entities a 
theory postulates, the higher its degree of qualitative parsimony. The 
principle of qualitative parsimony, which I will accept for the purposes of 
this chapter, states: 

																																																								
21  Petri Ylikoski and Jaakko Kuorikoski note that philosophers often seem to 
attribute explanatory power on the basis of very different principles or without 
specifying what principle they have in mind at all (Ylikoski and Kuorikoski 2010). 
22 (Ylikoski and Kuorikoski 2010).   
23  I use a common sense understanding of ‘phenomenon’ and ‘thing’ where a 
phenomenon is something that appears to a subject and a thing is a mind-
independent entity. 
24 (Baker 2010) 
25 See for example: (Sober 2001). 
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All other things being equal, a theory that postulates fewer kinds of 
entities is more likely true than a theory postulating more kinds of 
entities. 

 
With these definitions in mind I now discuss how CSR could show that 
religious experiences can be explained naturalistically. 
 

5.3  Naturalistic explanations of religious experiences 
 
Most theories I discussed in chapter 2 have (the occurrence of) supernatural 
beliefs as their explanandum and not religious experiences. Nonetheless 
some CSR-theories can be used to construct explanations of religious 
experiences. I first discuss how they can do so and then investigate whether 
these explanations can properly be called naturalistic. 
 
A first way in which CSR-theories can explain religious experiences is by 
claiming they were the result of natural selection. We noted in chapter 2 that 
supernatural beliefs are not obviously evolutionary advantageous. 
Nonetheless there are four recent theories that claim they are and I added a 
fifth one. Of all five, three can be used to argue that supernatural beliefs can 
arise through strictly naturalistic means. Using Broad Supernatural 
Punishment, one can argue that people have supernatural beliefs because 
they fostered prosocial behavior. On the Attraction of Religion theory, one 
could argue that people have supernatural beliefs because they aided sexual 
selection. On the Religion and Health Theory, it can be argued that 
supernatural beliefs arose because they increased people’s health. The two 
other adaptationist theories either only explain the prominence of a subset of 
some supernatural beliefs (i.e. the Big Gods Theory) or why people engage 
in religious rituals (i.e. the Costly Signaling Theory). 
 
A problem for adaptive explanations is that they do not explain religious 
experiences but only why some beliefs (or mechanisms for belief) were 
inherited. They merely state that people’s supernatural beliefs yield an 
evolutionary advantage and say little about how that belief is formed. Some 
defenders of adaptationist theories acknowledge this point. In a defense of 
the Big Gods Theory Norenzayan et al. argue that cultural selection 
‘harnesses’ or ‘drafts’ beliefs that have their roots in cognitive 
mechanisms.26 The cognitive mechanisms they refer to are (among others) 

																																																								
26 They write: “These cognitive tendencies can be harnessed by cultural evolution 
(they provide potential raw material) in constructing particular elements of religions 
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the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device, the Existential Theory of Mind 
and intuitive mind-body dualism.27  Norenzayan et al. argue that cultural 
evolution selects on beliefs that were produced by various cognitive 
mechanisms and favored some over others. The cognitive mechanisms were 
thus already in operation before they were selected by cultural evolution and 
were already producing certain experiences. Their point also applies to CSR-
theories according to which supernatural beliefs were selected by biological 
evolution. Contrary to the Big Gods Theory, these theories can allow that 
evolution selected on cognitive mechanisms. A defender of Broad 
Supernatural Punishment, for example, could argue that the Moral Dyad was 
inherited because it produced beliefs in punishing supernatural beings. In 
this scenario, the Moral Dyad was already producing belief in punishing 
supernatural beings before it was selected for its evolutionary advantage. 
 
A better route how CSR can yield naturalistic explanations for religious 
experiences is claiming that religious experiences result from cognitive 
biases. A number of CSR-theories suggest different ways how a bias could 
lead to religious experiences. An important question here is whether bias 
explanation is accurate, i.e. whether they predict the supernatural beliefs we 
find in the world. I will discuss this point at length in the next chapter. For 
now I assume they do. In what follows I will investigate whether the theories 
that point to a cognitive mechanism can explain religious experiences 
without referring to anything supernatural.  
 
The Preparatory Account does not appear able to do so. We noted that the 
Preparatory Account points to a number of biases that prepare the way for 
supernatural beliefs. Since these biases only prepare the way, they do not 
yield an explanation for why people have religious experiences. 
 
The theory of the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device appears to do 
better. Some authors argued that false positives could lead to beliefs in 
invisible agents.28 They argue that since HADD is overly sensitive, it will 
often trigger people to feel that agents are around. 29  Sometimes these 
experiences will be followed by seeing an actual visible agent. Other times it 

																																																																																																																																		
or other aspects of culture. (…) Our argument is that some of them have been 
drafted by cultural evolution in more recent millennia to underpin particular 
supernatural beliefs, such as an afterlife contingent on proper behavior in this life, 
because those beliefs promoted success in intergroup competition (…).” 
(Norenzayan et al. 2016: 4) 
27 (Norenzayan et al. 2016) 
28 (e.g. Guthrie 1980) 
29 See for example (Guthrie 2007)  
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will not for the simple reason that no agent is around. In these cases people 
could be inclined to think that an invisible agent caused their experience of 
agency. In this way the operations of the HADD can explain why people 
have religious experiences. It can make plausible that people, upon hearing 
noises or other vague cues of agency, will feel that an invisible agent is 
around. These invisible agents are often considered supernatural. The HADD 
can thus make them feel that a supernatural being is present. 
 
Defenders of the Moral Dyad Theory argue that the Moral Dyad can bring 
about belief in supernatural beings. Experiences of great moral patiency 
without a clear moral agent suffice to prompt the Moral Dyad to arrive at 
belief in an ultimate moral agent. There is no need for an actual ultimate 
moral agent to be involved in the process. The experience of great moral 
patiency and its association with God (or another supernatural being) can be 
regarded as a religious experience. For example after suffering an 
earthquake, a person can have the feeling that the earthquake was a 
manifestation of a supernatural being. 
 
Another explanation can be constructed using the Existential Theory of 
Mind Theory. Here meaningful experiences can lead to supernatural belief 
because the human Theory of Mind intuitively connects meaning to 
intentionality. The experiences can be considered to be a religious 
experience as well. Again there is no need for a supernatural intervention. 
For example, a person who sees an especially beautiful sunset can have the 
feeling that a god is sending her a message through it. 
 
On the Attachment Theory, it is less easy to construct an explanation for 
religious experiences. This is so because the theory (at least in its main 
defense by Kirkpatrick) does not explicitly refer to feelings or experiences. 
We noted that Kirkpatrick suggests a role for other cognitive mechanisms 
like HADD and ToM in the production of supernatural beliefs. These 
mechanisms could produce a belief in an invisible agent after which the 
attachment system produces experiences of attachment to these agents. In 
this scenario, the Attachment Theory can yield an explanation for religious 
experiences as well. 
 

5.4 Are the explanations naturalistic? 
 
It is not immediately clear that the bias-explanations I laid out above are 
naturalistic explanations. To argue for this some extra (metaphysical) claims 
must be taken on board. These are the claims that natural selection is 
unguided and that the cognitive mechanisms in bias-explanations go astray. 
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To argue that CSR-explanations need not refer to anything supernatural, the 
claim must be added that the cognitive mechanisms that produce religious 
experiences were the result of a naturalistic process. Since the process that 
gave rise to the mechanisms is natural selection, we thus need the claim that 
natural selection is unguided. When this claim is added, the theories are 
naturalistic because the random occurrence of traits is the end of the matter; 
asking why supernatural beliefs popped up is similar to asking why 
opposable thumbs popped up; they just did. The trait then spread and was 
transmitted because it led to an evolutionary advantage. The claim that 
natural selection is random and unguided is controversial. Alvin Plantinga 
makes a case that this claim is not part of the standard Darwinian 
evolutionary theory. He argues that while the claims that organisms evolve 
and traits are selected for on the basis of their adaptive value are widely 
accepted, the claim that the whole process is random and unguided is not. 
René van Woudenberg and Joelle Rothuizen van der Steen argue that a 
distinction should be made between the biological use of ‘random’ and a 
metaphysical use.30 The widely accepted claims (organisms evolve and traits 
are selected for their adaptive value) could also be wedded to a claim that the 
whole process is guided or designed.31 Claiming that the whole evolutionary 
process is guided or designed strongly suggests that Darwinian evolution is 
not an essentially naturalistic theory. A being or something that guides or 
designs the evolutionary process must have existed before the process started 
and must be able to exist outside of it. This rules out all human guidance or 
design and strongly suggests a supernatural controller or designer.32 Some 
naturalists have defended random and unguided evolution by claiming it is 
the most likely interpretation of the evolutionary process.33 I will not take a 
stance on the matter and accept that natural selection is random and 
unguided by a designer for the sake of the argument. 
 
Some go back in time even further and argue that a supernatural being must 
be added to explain why there is anything at all. They argue that it is not 

																																																								
30 (Van Woudenberg and Rothuizen 2014) 
31 (Plantinga 2011: chapter 2) 
32 Possible alternatives are evolution being guided by platonic information or by 
some non-supernatural, non-earthly beings (i.e. extraterrestrials). While these 
alternatives might be naturalistic, they go far beyond what most naturalists are 
willing to accept. Therefore I do not take them into account. 
33 In a review of Plantinga’s book Maarten Boudry writes: “[H]e [Plantinga] is 
hammering on the excessively weak claim that it is logically and metaphysically 
possible that, all evidence to the contrary, evolution unfolds under supernatural 
guidance.” (Boudry 2013: 1220) 
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clear that any explanation is naturalistic. This is because God is (or might 
be) needed to explain why there is anything at all. I return to this point 
below. 
 
The second claim that must be added is that religious experiences result from 
a cognitive mechanism going astray or a bias. The bias-explanations must 
argue that the cognitive mechanisms go astray during religious experiences. 
Without this claim, it is not clear that the cognitive mechanisms under 
discussion can lead to religious experiences without supernatural 
involvement. Above we saw how some authors argue that HADD goes 
astray when producing belief in invisible agents due to its hyperactivity. The 
other explanations must also explicitly claim that the respective cognitive 
mechanism is stepping beyond its appropriate range during religious 
experiences and that the mechanism is not triggered by an actual moral 
agent, supernatural messenger or attachment figure. None of the defenders 
shows why we should think that this is the case. In chapter 4 I suggested that 
this claim might be question begging. I will not reiterate this point and 
assume that a strong case for biases during religious experiences can be 
made. 
 
On one interpretation of Hyperactive Agency Detection Device, all detected 
supernatural agents are false positives. Barrett argued that the human agency 
detection device often goes astray and detects agents where in fact there are 
none. 34  One could claim that all detections of supernatural agents are 
instances of HADD going astray.35 The Moral Dyad Theory can also be 
interpreted in this light. The Moral Dyad can often make accurate judgments 
about who (or what) is a moral agent or moral patient. When arriving at an 
ultimate moral agent, Gray and Wegner strongly suggest the Moral Dyad 
goes astray.36 People arrive at belief in an ultimate moral agent because they 
have no other way of fitting in perceived evils like natural disasters. In these 
cases the use of the Moral Dyad is stretched, or so it can be argued. Bering 
also suggests that the human Theory of Mind is stretched when it interprets 
meaningful events as communication from some supernatural being. Finally, 

																																																								
34 (Barrett 2004b) 
35 I noted some problems with this line of reasoning in the chapter on unreliability 
(see chapter 4 section 4.7). 
36  Gray and Wegner write: “We suggest that the dyadic structure of morality 
compels the human mind to infer the presence of an agent when confronted with an 
isolated patient (i.e., someone who seems beset by good or evil). When people 
experience unjust suffering and undeserved salvation, they search for someone to 
blame or praise, but when no person can be held responsible, they look to the 
supernatural for an agent, finding God.” (Gray and Wegner 2010: 8) 
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Kirkpatrick’s Attachment Theory can be interpreted as a bias explanation 
although this is less straightforward.37 One could argue that the attachment 
system is working properly when it leads to attachment to caregivers or 
romantic partners but goes astray when it leads to attachment to invisible 
beings. The theory states that the psychological attachment system makes 
people attach to invisible figures under certain circumstances. Attachment to 
visible figures usually happens as a result of how people interact with those 
figures or how people perceive the interaction with these figures. This all 
suggests that attachment to invisible figures (and accompanying 
experiences) needs interaction with an actual invisible figure. If this is so, 
the Attachment Theory of Religion does not yield a naturalistic explanation. 
It could be argued that the attachment system is more creative in the case of 
invisible attachment figures. Possibly the attachment system fills in the 
blanks when it leads to attachment to invisible figures and there is no need 
for an actual interaction 
 

5.5  The argument  
 

5.5.1 What is the argument? 
 
With the naturalistic explanations yielded by CSR in mind, I will now 
discuss the argument where they serve in one of the premises. 
 
A number of authors defend similar arguments like the one I discuss below, 
though they are not always based on CSR. Evan Fales offered the most 
elaborate argument. He argues that naturalistic explanations for mystical 
experiences can undo their evidential significance. 38  The naturalistic 
explanation to which Fales refers is defended by I.C. Lewis.39 Lewis argues 
that mystical experiences can be explained as a means to access political and 
social power or control. Fales applies Lewis’ theory to explain the mystical 
experiences of Theresa of Avila40. He also argues that Lewis’ theory can 
probably explain other religious experiences as well. Fales concludes that 
naturalistic explanations of religious experiences are more powerful than 
theistic explanations.41  
 

																																																								
37 (Kirkpatrick 2005) 
38 (Fales 1996a) 
39 See (Lewis 1989) 
40 (Fales 1996a) 
41 (Fales 1996b) 
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Recently, some have used CSR-theories to make a similar claim (or rather to 
respond to it). Justin Barrett writes: “We have identified the regions of the 
brain responsible for religious experience and can artificially induce 
religious experience. Therefore, its causes are entirely natural and so, we 
have no need to appeal to anything supernatural to account for them. Hence, 
theistic belief is unjustified.”42 Barrett does not defend this claim himself and 
his argument is not formally valid. From the fact that the causes of religious 
experiences are natural we cannot conclude that theistic belief is unjustified. 
Barrett’s conclusion at least requires some additional premise like ‘if the 
causes of religious experiences are entirely natural theistic belief is 
unjustified’. He does suggest, however, that a superfluity argument for 
religious experiences can be made based on recent developments. Michael 
Murray also discusses a similar claim and writes: 
 

Cognitive psychological accounts of religion can account for the 
origin of religious belief in a way that makes no reference to and 
requires no causal connection with supernatural reality. However, 
properly justified belief requires that the target of the belief be 
causally connected to the belief itself in certain ways. Since these 
accounts show us that none of those ways are in fact in play in the 
origins of religious belief, beliefs so generated are unjustified.43 

 
Murray responds to this claim by claiming the causal theory of knowledge44 
is not evidently true. Murray’s claim applies to supernatural beliefs rather 
than religious experiences. Both he and Barrett do suggest that CSR-theories 
can yield naturalistic explanations for religious experiences.  
 

5.5.2 The argument stated 
 
I state the argument as follows: 
 

(1) CSR-explanations are the best explanations for religious 
experiences. 

(2) CSR-explanations do not refer to anything supernatural. 
(3) Therefore, nothing supernatural is likely involved in religious 

experiences [from 1,2]. 

																																																								
42 (Barrett 2007) 
43 (Murray 2008: 395-96) 
44 (cf.Goldman 1967) 
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(4) If nothing supernatural is likely involved in religious 
experiences, religious experiences do not justify supernatural 
belief. 

(5) Religious experiences do not justify religious experiences [from 
3,4]. 

 
This argument is fairly straightforward. I discussed the second premise 
above. I now discuss the other premises. 
 
Premise (1) is controversial. We noted in chapter 2 that some authors raised 
doubts about the current state of CSR.45 Furthermore, it is possible that other 
explanations of religious experiences (for example, the one discussed by 
Evan Fales) are better. I will not pursue these points and accept that CSR can 
yield the best explanations of religious experiences on offer. I will criticize 
premise (1) on other grounds below. 
 
I discussed premise (2) above. Though a reference to a supernatural being 
could be added to each of the explanations, no such reference is necessary. 
Although the CSR-explanations appear to be naturalistic, it is not clear that 
they are. I return to this below. 
 
Intermediate conclusion (3) follows from (1) and (2) if we accept the 
principle of parsimony, which I discussed in the preliminaries. Though the 
explanations I discussed in the previous section do not rule out that 
something supernatural may be involved in religious experiences, adding 
something supernatural would make the explanation less qualitatively 
parsimonious. It seems that if we accept that, all other things being equal, 
more parsimonious explanations are more likely true than less parsimonious 
and accept premise (1) we can conclude that nothing supernatural is 
probably involved in religious experiences. The principle of parsimony (both 
the quantitative and qualitative version) is not wholly uncontroversial.46 The 
principle is, however, in line with common sense and widely accepted. I will 
therefore accept the principle for the rest of this chapter.  
 
Premise (4) depends on a principle stating the following: 
 

For any putative experience of X to justify belief in the existence of 
X, X needs to be involved in the experience. 
 

																																																								
45 (Jong 2014; Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015) 
46 See (Sober 1975, 1981) for some criticisms. 
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Although few epistemologists who discuss the justification by experiences 
defend a claim like this, they sometimes appear to assume it or hint at a 
similar claim. When discussing coherentism 47  Jack Lyons writes: 
“[C]oherentism is unable to do justice to perception, for it does not require 
any genuinely perceptual contact with the world.”48 Claims similar to this 
principle are also found in the literature on epistemological disjunctivism. 
Defenders of epistemological disjunctivism distinguish veridical experiences 
from illusions and hallucinations. They usually claim that only veridical 
experiences can confer justification. 49  According to one defender of 
epistemological disjunctivism, Duncan Pritchard, veridical experiences 
differ from illusions and hallucinations because in veridical experiences 
there is access to a relevant factive reason.50 A claim like premise (4) also 
seems to be implied in Pritchard’s definition of illusion and hallucination. 
He defines ‘illusion’ as roughly “[an experience] where a different object is 
presented to one” and hallucination as roughly “[an experience] where no 
object is presented to one”.51 
 
Above all the principle is in line with common sense. In normal 
circumstances we tend to think that beliefs in or about X following an 
experience where X was not involved in are suspect. Most people will agree 
that people who believe in the existence of aliens based on an experience of 
what later turned out to be a weather balloon are not justified in their belief. 
Most people also agree that a belief that wild bears exist in the Netherlands 
based on a putative perceptual experience of a bear is not justified because 
wild bears have long been extinct in the Netherlands. 52 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
47 Coherentism is an account of justification where S is justified in believing that p 
if, and only if, p coheres well with S’s body of knowledge. 
48 (Lyons 2016 emphasis added) 
49 I draw this definition from Declan Smithies. He writes: “The defining thesis of 
epistemological disjunctivism is that one's rational support is radically different in 
kind depending on whether one's perceptual experience is an instance of veridical 
perception, illusion, or hallucination” (Smithies 2013). For discussions of the theory 
see (Soteriou 2014; Pritchard 2012). 
50 Pritchard writes: “[I]n the non-deceived case, one has reflective access to the 
relevant factive reason.” (Pritchard 2012: 21) 
51 (Pritchard 2012: 23) 
52 Internalists will insist that these people should know that what they experienced 
was in fact a weather balloon and know that bears are extinct in the Netherlands. 
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5.5.3 Objections 
 
I will now criticize premises (1) and (2). I argue that the bias explanations I 
discussed are potentially too limited of scope to be able to explain religious 
experiences and hence do not qualify as the best explanations of religious 
experiences. I first argue that it is not immediately clear that the bias 
explanations are naturalistic and cast doubt on premise (2). 
 
A first problem for premise (2) is that it is not obvious that bias explanations 
are naturalistic explanations. While the mechanisms in bias explanations do 
not need any reference to something supernatural to offer a proximate 
explanation of religious experiences, they might have to do so to offer an 
ultimate explanation. A supernatural being might be needed to explain how 
the mechanism came about in the first place. If this is the case, bias 
explanations cannot explain religious experiences in a fully naturalistic way. 
Michael Murray makes a similar point. He writes:  
 

I, for example, don’t think there would be a universe if there were no 
God. I don’t think the universe would be fine-tuned for life if there 
were no God. And I don’t think there would be any actual life, 
believers, human beings, or religion either if there were no God. I 
might be wrong of course. But let us remember that it is the person 
arguing against religious belief that bears the burden of defending 
[the contrary position]. Good luck to them. I have no idea how one 
would argue for its truth aside from arguing that I am wrong on the 
claims noted in this paragraph.53 
 

Murray’s claim makes premise (2) dependent on the success of natural 
theology. He alludes to the cosmological argument when he claims that there 
would be no universe if there were no God, to the fine-tuning argument and 
to the design argument from complexity in nature. He suggests that all three 
arguments make it unlikely that explanations based on CSR-theories are 
naturalistic. Murray appeals to design in nature. For the purposes of this 
chapter, I accepted that the evolutionary process is unguided. Therefore this 
appeal does not help.  That leaves two arguments that might conclude that a 
supernatural being must be added to the bias explanation. If the 
cosmological argument is sound, a creator god must be added. If the fine-
tuning argument is sound, a designer god must be added.  
 

																																																								
53 (Murray 2009: 175) 
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While both explanations are not naturalistic, opting for both comes at a 
price. In both cases much of the explanation for why people have religious 
experiences is still naturalistic. If the cosmological argument is sound, we 
need to refer to a supernatural being to explain the origin of the universe but 
not to account for how the necessary cognitive mechanisms took shape and 
how they produced religious experiences. Much of the qualitative character 
of religious experiences is thus not influenced by any supernatural 
intervention. For example, the bias explanation yielded by The Moral Dyad 
Theory predicts a morally concerned god. The idea of being morally 
concerned is entirely because of natural factors. It therefore seems that a 
subject is no longer justified in believing that there is a morally concerned 
supernatural being on the grounds of her religious experience. If the 
cosmological argument is sound, it only leaves room for justification of a 
very limited belief, namely that there exist a creator god, on the grounds of 
religious experiences. 
 
If we accept the fine-tuning argument we get similar problems. While a 
designer god could have more control over what cognitive mechanisms 
humans have and what religious experiences the cognitive mechanisms 
produce, this does not hold for the designer god to which the fine-tuning 
argument concludes. The argument states that a number of physical 
constants had to be very precisely for life to arise. Defenders of the argument 
claim that this fact points in the direction of a god. 54  God (or another 
supernatural being) is thus only needed to explain the alignment of some 
physical constants in the universe. If the argument is sound, much of the 
explanation for religious experiences is still natural. The qualitative 
character of religious experiences is still due to natural factors. A subject 
will thus at best be justified in believing that some supernatural being 
arranged the physical constants, but not that that being is interacting with 
people, is morally concerned, justified, etc. 
 
Both arguments do, however, cast doubts on the truth of premise (2). The 
discussion on both arguments is far from finished. Murray argues that the 
burden of proof is on those who argue for naturalistic explanations. If this is 
the case, the ongoing discussion on the cosmological and design arguments 
makes premise (2) problematic. 
 
A second objection can be raised but now to premise (1). It can be argued 
that that the scope of bias-explanations for religious experiences might be 
too limited. All of the explanations I discussed earlier only explain a limited 

																																																								
54 See for example (Holder 2002) 
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number of religious experiences. HADDT only explains religious 
experiences where people experience the presence of an invisible agent. 
MDT explains moral religious experiences where people experience an 
ultimate moral agent. EToM only explains religious experiences of deep 
supernatural meaning. Finally, the Attachment Theory explains religious 
experiences where people experience supernatural support. Religious 
experiences are more diverse. For example, none of the explanations covers 
the experiences of mystical union like the experiences of Teresa of Avila to 
which Fales refers. The problem is that the explanations might have a too 
limited scope to explain all religious experiences. A thorough assessment of 
their scope would require empirical data on what religious experiences 
people have worldwide and how widespread they are. I did not find such 
data, so assessing the scope is not possible at this point. 
 
As a result, we lack sufficient data to back up premise (1). At most, we can 
claim that the best explanation for some religious experiences does not refer 
to anything supernatural. If we take this claim as a premise, no general 
conclusions about the justification of supernatural beliefs based on religious 
experiences can be drawn. It might render some supernatural beliefs 
unjustified, namely those based on the limited number of religious 
experiences that are explained by the bias explanations I discussed above. It 
is not clear how widespread these experiences are or how many people 
formed supernatural beliefs based on them. 
 

5.6 Naturalistic explanations and the case for naturalism. 
 
The argument discussed above and my criticism of it are relevant for a 
broader argument, which I will call the retreat argument. Some authors argue 
or suggest that as science advances the supernatural domain becomes ever 
smaller. They point to how God (or anything supernatural) became 
superfluous in cosmology in the early modern era.55 Later God was also 
rendered superfluous for biology. Here Darwin’s theory of evolution by 
means of natural selection offers a naturalistic explanation for biological 
diversity. A naturalistic explanation for how religious experiences arise 
could be the next step in this retreat. Modern CSR-theories would show that 
no supernatural intervention is needed to explain why people have religious 
experiences. If the argument is correct, it concludes to the (likely) truth of 
naturalism. This metaphysical conclusion has important epistemic 

																																																								
55 Pierre Simon Laplace exemplifies this development. When asked how God fitted 
in his cosmological model he responded with: ‘I have no need for that hypothesis’. 
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implication too. If the (likely) truth of naturalism is established, most 
religious believers have a rebutting defeater for their supernatural beliefs.56 
 
Maarten Boudry hints at a retreat argument when he writes: “[A]s a result of 
centuries of scientific investigation, earlier animistic, anthropomorphic, and 
teleological views have gradually been superseded by more parsimonious, 
impersonal explanations”57 and “Whenever scientific knowledge advances, 
religion is forced to retreat”.58 
 
One author who made a more elaborate retreat argument as part of a broader 
argument is Victor Stenger. His retreat argument is part of a broader 
argument for the conclusion that belief in the Abrahamic God is a failed 
hypothesis. The hypothesis states that a god with the following attributes 
exists: 
 

a. God is the creator and preserver of the universe. 
 

b. God is the architect of the structure of the universe and the author of 
the laws of nature. 

 
c. God steps in whenever he wishes to change the course of events, 

which may include violating his own laws as, for example, in 
response to human entreaties. 

 
d. God is the creator and preserver of life and humanity, where human 

beings are special in relation to other life forms. 
 

e. God has endowed humans with immaterial, eternal souls that exist 
independent of their bodies and carry the essence of a person's 
character and selfhood. 

 
f. God is the source of morality and other human values such as 

freedom, justice, and democracy. 
 

g. God has revealed truths in scriptures and by communicating directly 
to select individuals throughout history. 

 

																																																								
56 This will not be the case for some religious believers like religious naturalists and 
some Buddhists. 
57 (Boudry 2015) 
58 (Boudry 2015) 
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h. God does not deliberately hide from any human being who is open 
to finding evidence for his presence.59 
 

Stenger claims that his hypothesis closely matches the god in which 
Christian, Jews and Muslims believe. He argues that the God hypothesis has 
been refuted or superseded. Element e would have been refuted by scientific 
advances that show there is no such thing as an immaterial, eternal soul. 
Other elements are not refuted but superseded when scientists offered better 
explanations for them. Stenger argues that the structure of the universe and 
its laws do not need an explanation that refers to something supernatural. 
Instead they can be explained by our best theories in physics. The 
phenomena in d, i.e. life and humanity, are better explained by Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection and hence there is no need to refer to a god 
according to Stenger. 60  Superfluity plays an important role in Stenger’s 
overall argument. Partly because God became superfluous to explain a large 
number of phenomena, the God-hypothesis fails. 
 
Herman Philipse suggests a retreat argument as well.61 He gives examples 
from the history of science where theories were proposed that could better 
make sense of certain phenomena than theism could. Thereby theism entered 
into competition with scientific theories because both attempted to explain 
the same phenomena. Again and again theism proved no match for the 
rivaling theory according to Philipse. Philipse draws an inductive conclusion 
when he writes:  
 

[T]he history of science taught many contemporary theists that it is 
too risky to appeal to particular empirical phenomena in support of 
theism. In countless cases, scientists or scholars came up with more 
precise and detailed explanations of the phenomena, so that religious 
explanations were massively superseded. Should we not conclude by 

																																																								
59 (Stenger 2007: 41-42) I changed the numbering for reasons of clarity. 
60 (Stenger 2007) 
61 (Philipse 2012: chapter 10) Philipse’s argument can be reconstructed from his 
‘God-of-the-gaps argument’. In it he argues that theists should not rely on God (or 
another supernatural being) to explain certain observed phenomena. Philipse argues 
for a “pessimistic induction” which should “convince sophisticated natural 
theologians that they should avoid the risk of [a] God-of-the-gaps [argument].” 
(Philipse 2012: 161) 
Elsewhere, Philipse states: “[T]he increasing scientific progress of the last four 
centuries, during which religious accounts of phenomena have been gradually 
eliminated in favour of natural explanations, which are vastly superior in terms of 
explanatory power and predictive capacity.”(Philipse 2013: 9) 
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a pessimistic induction that this is always likely to happen, or that it 
is at least a real possibility?62 

 
Following Philipse, the retreat argument is best considered as an inductive 
argument against the existence of anything supernatural and thus for 
naturalism. On this view, phenomena in cosmology and biology along with 
religious experiences are reasons for believing that something supernatural 
exists that lost their force when better scientific, naturalistic explanations for 
those phenomena were proposed. A defender of the retreat argument need 
not claim that we now arrived at a point where no phenomena that serve as 
evidence for anything supernatural are left. She rather claims that we can 
expect a scientific explanation for those phenomena, which will remove the 
evidential force. 
 

5.6.1 The argument stated 
 
The retreat argument can be stated as follows: 
 

(6)  The origin of the universe is best explained without 
reference to anything supernatural. 

(7)  The laws of nature are best explained without reference to 
anything supernatural. 

(8)  Human morality is best explained without reference to 
anything supernatural. 

(9)  Apparent design in nature is best explained without 
reference to anything supernatural. 

(10) Religious experiences are best explained without reference to 
anything supernatural. 

(11) Phenomenon Xn is best explained without reference to 
anything supernatural. 

(12) Therefore, nothing supernatural is probably needed to 
explain anything. 

(13) If nothing supernatural is needed to explain anything, 
naturalism is more likely true than supernaturalism. 

(14) Therefore, naturalism is more likely true than 
supernaturalism [from 12,13]. 

																																																								
62 (Philipse 2012: 162) 
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I lack the space to discuss all premises at length as Stenger does. I do note 
that for all phenomena in premises (6) to (10) it has been argued that they are 
best explained with reference to something supernatural.63  
 
Especially Philipse suggests that the consecutive successes of naturalistic 
explanations for phenomena, which serve as reasons for belief in God, lead 
to an inductive conclusion. He suggests that remaining reasons are suspect 
and we should expect a future naturalistic explanation for them too. He 
thereby suggests that in the end nothing supernatural is probably needed to 
explain anything. Since the argument is inductive, it cannot conclude to a 
stronger claim like ‘nothing supernatural is needed to explain anything’. 
 
The conclusion (12) by itself does not speak in favor of naturalism or 
supernaturalism. To argue from this conclusion to naturalism, we need to 
rely on the principle of qualitative parsimony (see above). Supernatural 
beings are entities of a different kind than natural entities. Adding them to a 
theory 64  will thus make the theory less qualitatively parsimonious. 
Qualitative parsimony is not the only virtue that guides theory choice. We 
discussed explanatory power above. If premises (6) to (10) are true and an 
inductive conclusion like (12) can be drawn, adding something supernatural 
will not make a theory more explanatory powerful. If (12) is true, naturalism 
can explain all kinds of phenomena and a non-naturalist metaphysical theory 
will not be able to explain more. Conclusion (12), if true, shows that 
naturalism compares favorably to supernaturalism on both explanatory 
power and parsimony. Therefore, naturalism is argued to be more likely true 
than supernaturalism. 
 
Premise (13) depends on qualitative parsimony and explanatory power. We 
noted that qualitative parsimony states that a theory that postulates fewer 

																																																								
63  Defenders of the cosmological argument argue for the existence of God by 
claiming that God best explains the origin of the universe (e.g. Craig 1979). 
Frederick Danny discusses how many (older) philosophers claimed that the laws of 
nature are a manifestation of God’s activity (Frederick 2013). Keith Ward suggests a 
similar position (Ward 2008).  Defenders of intelligent design claim that some 
complexities in nature require reference to design (see also below). Moral arguments 
for the existence of God argue that universal, true morality is not possible without 
God (see Evans 2014). Religious experiences also feature in a prominent argument 
for the existence of God (Kwan 2009). 
64 There is some discussion whether theism can or should be regarded as a scientific 
theory. Like William Alston I accept that theism can be regarded as a metaphysical 
theory (Alston 1995). This also applies to supernaturalism. Whether both can be 
regarded as scientific hypotheses is irrelevant for my purposes in this chapter. 
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kinds of entities is more likely true than one that postulates more. If nothing 
supernatural is needed to explain anything, both naturalism and 
supernaturalism score equally well on explanatory power. Naturalism is, 
however, more likely true since it does not postulate any supernatural 
entities. it thus postulates fewer kinds of entities than supernaturalism. When 
we accept qualitative parsimony (which I did for the purpose of this chapter) 
conclusion (14) follows from (12) and (13). 
 

5.6.2 Objections 
 
One objection to the retreat argument as I stated it is that parsimony and 
explanatory powers are not the only virtues that guide theory choice. Other 
considerations for preferring one theory over another include (among others) 
refutability, coherence, unificatory power and simplicity65. Parsimony and 
explanatory power are not the only theoretical virtues that guide theory 
choice. Other virtues on which supernaturalism might do better than 
naturalism are coherence and simplicity. Richard Swinburne argues at length 
that theism is more coherent and simpler than naturalism. Swinburne’s 
definition of ‘theism’ is much narrower than our definition of 
supernaturalism.66 If he is right, at least one version of supernaturalism is 
more coherent and simple than naturalism. Charles Taliafero notes that one 
version of supernaturalism, theism, might be preferable to naturalism on 
unificatory power. He writes: “While naturalism may be thought to be 
privileged on grounds of simplicity (after all, naturalists posit the cosmos, 
whereas theists posit the cosmos plus God), (…) theism has an ideal, greater 
explanatory unity in accounting for both the very existence of a contingent 
cosmos and its goodness.67 
 
Another objection echoes a more general objection to inductive arguments. It 
is not clear how many premises like (6) to (10) you need in order to draw a 
general conclusion. Even if the case for (6) to (10) is strong, there may 

																																																								
65 Sometimes simplicity is taken to be synonymous with parsimony. Here, however, 
I use the term as applying to the number of hypotheses a theory has. A theory with 
fewer hypotheses will be simpler than one with more. 
66 Swinburne writes: “By ‘theism’ I understand the doctrine that there is a God in the 
sense of a being with most of the following properties: being a person without a 
body (that is, a spirit), present everywhere (that is, omnipresent), the creator of the 
universe, perfectly free, able to do anything (that is, omnipotent), knowing all things 
(that is, omniscient), perfectly good, a source of moral obligation, eternal, a 
necessary being, holy, and worthy of worship.” (Swinburne 1993: 1) 
67 (Taliaferro 2009: 208) Taliafero refers to (Swinburne 2004) who made a similar 
point.  
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remain phenomena that serve as reasons for accepting supernaturalism. For 
example, J.P. Moreland argues that the phenomenon of consciousness is best 
explained by referring to God.68 Others argue that beauty is best explained 
by God’s activity.69  
 
Van Inwagen raised another possible objection. He writes:  
 

Why do I believe in God? Certainly not because I can write down 
some reason for believing in God that would force anyone who 
understood it to share my belief. There is no such reason. (…) As far 
as I can see, the reason I believe in God is that belief in God is built 
into me – and, I would add, into everyone else.70  

 
Van Inwagen thus argues that the whole idea behind the retreat argument is 
mistaken. He argues that pointing to alternative naturalistic explanations for 
religious phenomena does not aid the case against belief in God because that 
belief is not based on reasons. He even suggests that reasons are not needed 
for rational belief in God. Van Inwagen’s claim fits well with the position in 
religious epistemology known as ‘Reformed Epistemology’. 71  Defenders 
claim that reasons or evidence is not needed for belief in God to be justified, 
rational or warranted.  
 
I believe that Van Inwagen’s objection is not valid against the retreat 
argument as I reconstructed it. Both Van Inwagen and the retreat argument 
are discussing different things. Van Inwagen appears to be concerned with 
personal justification or the question when a subject is justified in holding 
supernatural belief. The retreat argument argues for the (likely) truth of a 
metaphysical theory, i. e. naturalism. While a sound retreat argument may 
have implications for the justified status of supernatural belief, this is only an 
indirect consequence of the argument. The argument makes no claim about 
how supernatural belief is formed and its conclusion is compatible with Van 
Inwagen’s claim. 
 
My conclusions from the previous section have implications for the retreat 
argument. I noted that it is not clear at this point how many religious 
experiences can be explained naturalistically and thus whether premise (10) 

																																																								
68 E.g. (Moreland 2009)  
69 E.g. (Swinburne 2004: 190-91) 
70 (Van Inwagen 2005: 145) 
71 Important defenders are Alvin Plantinga (Plantinga 2000), Nicholas Wolterstorff 
(Wolterstorff 1983), Kelly Clark (Clark 1990) and Michael Sudduth (Sudduth 2003). 
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holds. Therefore, it is not clear that religious experiences can no longer be 
regarded as a reason for believing there is something supernatural and the 
case for naturalism is not clearly strengthened. 
  
A defender of a retreat argument could argue that the case for naturalism is 
strengthened because we can show that some religious experiences are 
explained naturalistically. She can argue that a successful superfluity 
argument can be made for the religious experiences that the bias explanation 
discussed above can explain. Although her point is valid, lack of empirical 
data suggests that this claim might be trivial for her purposes. The religious 
experiences explained might be rather rare. In this case the argument only 
removes a limited number of reasons for accepting that there exists 
something supernatural. If this is the case the added force to the retreat 
argument will be limited. 
 
Due the lack of empirical data, the case for premise (10) is not strong. This 
weakens the retreat argument. Since it is not clear that religious experiences 
can be explained without reference to God, the case for the inductive 
conclusion (12) is also weakened. One important reason for accepting 
supernaturalism is not clearly explained naturalistically and therefore the 
case for naturalism is weakened at least to some extent. 
 

5.7 Conclusion 
 
I argued that CSR-theories do not support the conclusion that everything 
supernatural is superfluous for explaining religious experiences. They 
therefore do not support an argument against the justification of supernatural 
beliefs based on religious experiences and do not strengthen the case for 
naturalism. I argued that the main problem it is that is not clear how wide the 
scope of CSR-explanations for religious experiences is. 
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Chapter 6: Does CSR harm the evidential status of supernatural 
beliefs? 
 

6.1. Introduction  

A final argument I will discuss states that CSR-theories defuse the evidential 
status of supernatural beliefs. The argument resembles the superfluity 
argument to some extent but is different because it targets the evidential 
value of supernatural beliefs rather than beliefs based on religious 
experiences. 
 
I will first argue that supernatural beliefs indeed have an evidential value and 
how a good naturalistic explanation can defuse it. Next, I will investigate if 
CSR-theories can deliver the goods needed for a good naturalistic 
explanation. 
 

6.2. What is the argument? 

In this section I will defend an argument on how a naturalistic mechanism 
that explains the occurrence of supernatural beliefs can speak in favor of 
naturalism. The core of my argument states that a naturalistic mechanism 
which explains a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs can defuse the 
evidential power of a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs. In the absence 
of such a mechanism, the occurrence of supernatural beliefs lends support to 
supernaturalism over naturalism. The argument makes no conclusions about 
the general probability of naturalism or supernaturalism; it only concludes 
that their probability given a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs alters. 
Claims about naturalism’s or supernaturalism’s general probability require 
that other evidence is taken into account. 
 
In this chapter I defend two claims. I defend (1) that the probability of 
naturalism given a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs is lower than the 
probability of supernaturalism given a wide occurrence of supernatural 
beliefs and (2) that the probability of naturalism given a wide occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs and a mechanism that naturalistically explains that 
occurrence is greater than the probability of naturalism given a wide 
occurrence of supernaturalism and no mechanism that naturalistically 
explains it.   
 
The claims can be summarized schematically as follows: 
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P  = Probability 
N  = Naturalism 
S = Supernaturalism 
Wosb = Widespread occurrence of supernatural beliefs 
Mx = Mechanism that naturalistically and accurately explains how 
supernatural beliefs are formed 
 
(1) P (N/ Wosb) < P (S/ Wosb) 

(2) P (N/ Wosb + Mx) > P (N/ Wosb) 

In this chapter, I will unpack each of the two claims and give arguments for 
them. First I will make clear what I mean with each of the four concepts in 
the schematic summary except for ‘probability’, which I take to be obvious1 
and ‘naturalism and ‘supernaturalism’ which I discussed in the previous 
chapter. 
 

6.3. Preliminaries 

Wosb: wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs 
 

I discussed what supernatural beliefs are in chapter 1. I also discussed 
several supernatural beliefs in more detail. With the wide occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs, I mean the empirical fact that they appear very 
frequently in human populations.2 Apart from its immediate obviousness, 
this fact is also well established by empirical data.  A recent survey based on 
more than 2500 censuses, surveys and official population registers showed 
that 83,7 % of respondents reported they had a religious affiliation.3 Not all 
people who claim to have a religious affiliation have supernatural beliefs. 
For example, some Buddhist traditions are naturalistic and in Western 
Europe some people claim to be Christians but don’t believe the Christian 
God exists.4 Yet it seems plausible that the vast majority of the religiously 
affiliated share a commitment to supernaturalism. 

																																																								
1 There is of course considerable philosophical discussion over the foundations of 
probability but it is fairly obvious what it means for some state of affairs tob e more 
probable than another. 
2 This holds both historically and contemporary. In this argument, I limit the wide 
prevalence to the contemporary human population.  
3 (Hackett and Grim 2012)  
4  Not believing that the Christian God exists does not make one a naturalist. 
Someone who does not believe in the Christian God might still believe in another 
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We noted in chapter 2 that many people do not only share a vague belief in 
something supernatural but have more precise beliefs. I surveyed evidence 
that many people believe in supernatural beings that interact intentionally, 
aid with practical concerns, have special powers, have a moral concern and 
are compassionate. The wide occurrence can thus be considered evidence for 
a more precise claim than mere supernaturalism. More precise belief in 
supernatural beings that are such and such also commits one to mere 
supernaturalism. 
 

Mx: Mechanism responsible for supernatural beliefs 
 

With Mx I mean a mechanism that (i) accurately and (ii) naturalistically 
explains how supernatural beliefs are formed. 
 
The term ‘mechanism’ should be read liberally. I do not mean a clearly 
designated machine or group of machines. My use of the term is more in line 
with how philosophers who are sometimes referred to as ‘new mechanical 
philosophers’ use it.5 To get more clarity about what mechanisms I will be 
talking about, I will give a brief overview of the concept of ‘mechanism’ 
used in the new mechanistic philosophy. 
 
Carl Craver and James Tabery claim that characterizations of mechanisms 
contain four basic features6:  (1) a phenomenon, (2) parts, (3) causings and 
(4) organization. The phenomenon (1) is not really a characteristic of a 
mechanism in itself but that thing that the mechanism brings about or 
produces.7 This can be some behavior, some change in the environment or 
other things. Since we will be discussing mechanisms responsible for 
supernatural beliefs, our phenomena will be beliefs. When discussing (2) 
parts and (4) organization, Craver and Tabery write: “[M]echanisms are 
decompositional in the sense that the behavior of the system as a whole can 
be broken down into organized interactions among the activities of the 

																																																																																																																																		
supernatural being or supernatural force. Some people are  agnostic and claim they 
do not know whether anything supernatural exists. Agnosticism about the 
supernatural is not the same as believing in the thesis that nothing supernatural 
exists, so she will not be a naturalist. 
5 For an overview of the new mechanistic philosophy see (Craver and Tabery 2015) 
6 Craver and Tabery derive their claim from a discussion of the works of a number 
of mechanistic philosophers (among which is Craver himself). They note that all 
authors characterize mechanisms in roughly the same way (Craver and Tabery 
2015).  
7 (Craver and Tabery 2015) 
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parts.” 8  With it they say that a mechanism produces or brings about a 
phenomenon in virtue of its constituent parts and how they are organized. 
Science can get a view on what these constitutive parts of a mechanism are 
by reverse engineering. Reverse engineering means that they investigate 
what it took to produce the phenomenon under investigation. In doing so, 
they can get a view on what was needed to produce the phenomenon as we 
find it.9 
 
Concerning (3) causes, Craver and Tabery write that new mechanistic 
philosophers lack, or refrain from giving, a clear account of the causation at 
work in mechanisms. 10  For our purposes, it suffices to say that the 
mechanisms, in virtues of their constituent parts and their organization, bring 
about or produce a phenomenon. 
 
Organization (4) is important because it denotes that getting a view on what 
constitutive parts a mechanism has is not enough. The way the parts 
cooperate also matters. Organization addresses where the parts are located 
and in what order they function. Most accounts of ‘mechanism’ were 
developed in philosophy of biology and are therefore tailored to biological 
mechanisms where genetic structures and selective pressures play an 
important role. Bechtel and Abrahamsen note that cognitive science has not 
laid bare clear composite parts that give rise to the phenomenon they 
explain. Contrary to biology, we lack a clear view of the subparts and 
components. The evidence from neuro-cognitive science is the most clear. 
Many cognitive models, however, theorize about patterns that are not easily 
observable. 11  Bechtel and Abrahamsen write: “Cognitive operations and 
their dynamics are assumed to be mirrored in the model, but the only 
empirical check on this is the extent to which the model as a whole 
approximates the behavior of humans performing the target task.”12 Another 
thing that is missing from the account of mechanisms is the role of input for 
cognitive mechanisms. In order to produce certain beliefs, it seems that 
cognitive mechanisms require a certain kind of input. Although relevant for 
the discussion below, I leave this point aside as I do not aim to develop a 
detailed account of ‘cognitive mechanism’ here. 
 

																																																								
8 (Craver and Tabery 2015) 
9 (Craver and Tabery 2015) 
10 (Craver and Tabery 2015: section 2.3) 
11 (Bechtel and Abrahamsen 2010) 
12 (Bechtel and Abrahamsen 2010: 329) 
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In the remainder of this dissertation, I will use the following concept of 
mechanism: 
 

A mechanism is something that, in virtue of its constitutive parts and 
how these parts are organized, produces a phenomenon or 
phenomena. 

 
Most elements of my definition are in line with how ‘mechanism’ is 
discussed in the new mechanistic philosophy. I added that what mechanisms 
produce can be many phenomena. 
 
Now we have an idea of what I mean with ‘mechanism,’ I will discuss what 
I think are the requirements for the mechanisms we need. The mechanisms 
we need must be able to (i) accurately and (ii) naturalistically explain 
supernatural beliefs. For both (i) and (ii) we thus need an account of when a 
mechanism explains a phenomenon. A description of the mechanism that 
produces a phenomenon yields an explanation of that phenomenon. We 
noted that new mechanistic philosophers see causation (or some form of it) 
as part of the mechanism itself. This brings them close to causal analyses of 
explanation.13 The difference is that causation is seen as something inherent 
and not something that can be easily separated from the thing that causes it. 
Mechanisms thus explain phenomena in themselves. 
 
With (ii) ‘naturalistically explains’ I mean that the mechanism should be 
able to explain how supernatural beliefs are formed without any need to add 
some act by a supernatural being. The classical example of a mechanism of 
this sort is Sigmund Freud’s theory of belief in God as resulting from an 
outshoot of the Oedipus complex.14 His theory is not defended anymore but 
it did describe a mechanism that could (allegedly) produce supernatural 
beliefs without any need for a supernatural act. The fact that a mechanism is 
able to explain the relevant phenomena without any supernatural act does not 
exclude that a supernatural being can make use of the mechanism. It does 
exclude that the mechanism can only bring about supernatural beliefs 
following an act of a supernatural being. 
 
A mechanism that does require an act by a supernatural being is excluded. 
William Alston proposed an example of such a mechanism. He proposed 

																																																								
13 See for example (Salmon 1984). 
14 (Freud 1961) 
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that supernatural beings (or at least a subset of them)15 result from ‘Christian 
mystical perceptual doxastic practice.’ Alston claims that this mechanism16 
is in many regards similar to sense perception. Like sense perception, it 
requires input before it can produce beliefs. In this case that input is 
(perception of) God. Since the mechanism (if it exists) requires a 
supernatural act (namely input from God), the mechanism does not 
naturalistically explain supernatural beliefs.   
 
Mechanisms where a supernatural being is needed indirectly are also 
excluded. One such mechanism is the sensus divinitatis (see also chapter 3 
section 3.4). Plantinga suggests that supernatural beliefs17 are produced by 
an innate cognitive mechanism that produces these beliefs under a wide 
variety of circumstances. These circumstances can be feelings of being a 
sinner or the majesty of the night sky.18 This mechanism appears not to need 
an act by a supernatural being. The circumstances triggering the sensus need 
not be supernatural and its internal working does not need anything 
supernatural too. However, Plantinga is clear that the sensus is implanted by 
God to let himself be known.19 This mechanism thus, indirectly, requires an 
act by a supernatural being.  
 
Exclusion of indirect acts by supernatural beings (for example by implanting 
a mechanism or creating the circumstances that are required for the 
mechanism to work) raises a problem. Many adherents of supernaturalism 
will argue that a supernatural being created the world (see also chapter 5 
section 5.5). Some will also claim that a supernatural being continuously 
sustains the world. By consequence they claim that all mechanisms, 
indirectly, require an act by a supernatural being. Without a creative or 
sustaining act the mechanism could not exist nor survive. This point touches 

																																																								
15 Since Alston limits his book largely to Christian mystical perceptual doxastic 
practice, his mechanism is limited to the production of Christian supernatural 
beliefs. Non-Christian beliefs are left unexplained by it. 
16 Alston does not call Christian mystical perceptual doxastic practice a mechanism 
and does not discuss any component parts. By claiming it is similar to sense 
perception in many regards Alston does warrant calling it a mechanism. Sense 
perception is often discussed as a mechanism in cognitive science (see for example 
Intraub 2006). Cognitive scientists discuss component (neural) parts and discuss 
how they work together to produce beliefs based on sensory input. If Alston’s 
Christian mystical perceptual doxastic practices exist, it will likely also have some 
component (neural) parts that work together to produce belief in God. 
17 Plantinga uses the term ‘theistic beliefs’ rather than supernatural beliefs. 
18 (Plantinga 2000) 
19 (Plantinga 2000)   
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on the design argument, which states that the universe could not display the 
order it has without it having been designed. I will not take a stance on this 
debate here. For now it suffices to note that the debate over whether our 
universe must have been designed is far from settled. Some naturalistic 
theories about the origin of design have been proposed. One such theory is 
the multiverse theory. It states that, next to the universe we live in, there 
exist a multitude of universes. In this theory the odds of having a universe 
with order is greater.20 The multiverse theory is not uncontroversial but it 
does show that it is not at all clear that all mechanisms need a creative act by 
a supernatural being. The idea of the need for sustaining by a supernatural 
being is less popular in recent philosophy of religion. It is also not clear why 
things, like mechanisms, would need sustaining by a supernatural being. For 
now I will not take a stance on whether all mechanisms were designed or are 
continuously sustained by a supernatural being. I will continue as if a world 
where mechanisms can arise naturalistically is possible and merely focus on 
whether the mechanisms can produce supernatural beliefs without any direct 
supernatural act. Should conclusive evidence for the need for design or 
sustenance be found, no naturalistic mechanism is possible and my claims 
below are untenable. 
 
Apart from being naturalistic, the mechanism also needs to be able to (i) 
‘accurately explain’ supernatural beliefs as we find them. I will illustrate this 
point by discussing a mechanism responsible for the production of tree-
beliefs. To my knowledge, no such mechanism has been discussed in 
science. If scientists were to propose mechanisms for tree-belief, they only 
accurately explain the beliefs if the mechanism is shown to produce the tree-
beliefs people actually have. If a scientist were to propose a mechanism for 
tree-beliefs that produces belief in trees that are made of gold or that only 
produced belief in Dragonblood trees, her mechanism is not accurate and the 
mechanism cannot properly be said to explain the occurrence of tree-beliefs. 
Such a mechanism cannot harm the evidential value of tree-beliefs for the 
claim that trees exist. It might harm the evidential value of golden trees (if 
there were such a thing) or Dragonblood trees, but not of tree-beliefs in 
general.   
 
The need for accuracy can also be illustrated by a real life example. The 
example of a biological explanation for altruism is helpful here. One 
proposed mechanism is kin selection. Defenders of kin selection hold that 
organisms will not behave altruistically towards everybody, but will restrict 
it to relatives. This would be so because organisms share a great deal of 

																																																								
20 See for example (Carr 2009) 
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genes with relatives. By reducing their own fitness in favor of that of 
relatives, they aid in the spread of similar genes. Defenders of kin selection 
claim this advantage suffices for altruism to be a viable evolutionary 
strategy.21 Although kin selection can aid in explaining the occurrence of 
altruism in a Darwinian framework, it faces a problem. It seems obvious 
enough that organisms do not only behave altruistically towards their own 
kind.22 In the human world there are ample examples of people helping out 
others at great distance with (great) costs to their own fitness. Kin selection 
has a hard time accounting for these phenomena and therefore seems to be a 
partial explanation for altruism at best.23 
 
A different way of assessing the accuracy of a mechanism is asking whether 
it predicts the phenomenon accurately. Kin selection predicts that individuals 
will behave altruistically solely (or at least primarily) towards their own kin. 
Since this prediction does not match the phenomenon altruism as we observe 
it, it cannot be said to be accurate.  
 
Similarly mechanisms will need to be able to account for supernatural beliefs 
as they are before it can be said to explain the occurrence of supernatural 
beliefs. For example, a mechanism that is described as only producing belief 
in a flying spaghetti monster cannot account for the vast majority of 
supernatural beliefs people hold. A mechanism merely predicting belief in a 
flying spaghetti monster thus cannot be considered accurate. The mechanism 
we need, needs to be able to explain the supernatural beliefs I distinguished 
in chapter 1. 
 
We should note that assessing a mechanism’s accuracy is not the same as 
assessing whether a mechanism offers a complete explanation of a 
phenomenon. Assessing accuracy means seeing whether the phenomenon in 
question matches what is predicted by the description of the way the 
mechanism works. Assessing completeness is asking whether a mechanism 
can explain everything about a phenomenon. James Jones complained that 

																																																								
21 (Okasha 2013: section 2) 
22 Defenders of kin selection might claim that kin selection can explain altruistic 
behavior towards non-kin too. They might argue that people mistake others for kin 
and behave altruistically as a result. This move is however somewhat ad hoc and 
cannot account for the large number of non-kin that is often treated altruistically. 
23 Other evolutionary mechanisms for altruism have been proposed like reciprocal 
altruism see (Okasha 2013). 
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no mechanism can explain supernatural beliefs completely.24 He goes as far 
as to claim that no explanation from a particular field (e.g. cognitive science, 
biology, physics) can explain everything about a phenomenon. This suggests 
that requiring completeness is too much to ask. The mechanisms explaining 
altruism (see above) do not give complete explanations either yet they do 
seem to defuse the evidential weight of altruism against the Darwinian 
evolutionary theory. A fuller answer to the question whether completeness 
should be a requirement before a mechanism can change the evidential 
weight of supernatural beliefs for supernaturalism is beyond the scope of this 
work. 
 

6.4. Claim 1: P (N/  wosb) < P (S/  wosb) 

My first claim states that the probability of naturalism given the wide 
occurrence of supernatural beliefs is lower than the probability of 
supernaturalism given the wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs. Put 
differently, the wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs provides evidence for 
supernaturalism. The claim hinges on a broader claim stating that when a 
subject is confronted with a wide prevalence of belief in p, she has evidence 
for p. My claim is a reformulation of the Consensus Gentium Argument 
(CGA). The oldest version in Western philosophy is found in Plato’s Laws 
where he writes: 
 

Cleinias: But is there any difficulty in proving the existence of the 
Gods?  
 
Athenian stranger: How would you prove it?  
 
Cleinias: How? In the first place, the earth and the sun, and the stars 
and the universe, and the fair order of the seasons, and the 
division of them into years and months, furnish proofs of their 
existence; and also there is the fact that all Hellenes and barbarians 
believe in them.25  
 

Cicero made the most famous statement of the argument in his De Natura 
Deorum: 
 

																																																								
24 (Jones 2016) Jones does not use the terms ‘mechanism’ or ‘supernatural beliefs’ 
but denies that cognitive theories of religion (which encompass proposed 
mechanisms for supernatural beliefs) can explain their explanandum completely.  
25 (Plato 2006 emphasis added) 
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For the belief in the gods has not been established by authority, 
custom or law, but rests on the unanimous and abiding consensus of 
mankind; their existence is therefore a necessary inference, since we 
possess an instinctive or rather an innate concept of them; but a 
belief which all men by nature share must necessarily be true; 
therefore it must be admitted that the gods exist. And since this truth 
is almost universally accepted not only among philosophers but also 
among the unlearned (…).26 
 

Both Cleinias and Cicero appeal to universality and thus to an actual 
consensus among people. As a result the argument does not hold water 
because atheist beliefs are around. Recent versions do not appeal to a 
consensus but rather appeal to the wide prevalence of religious beliefs.27 
Neither Plato nor Cicero explains why a consensus (or a wide prevalence of 
a belief) is evidence for the existence of God. The claim is an instantiation of 
a more general claim, which states that wide occurrence of a belief, is 
evidence for the truth of that belief. It can be stated formally as: 
 
 P (p/woBp) > P (~p/woBp) 
 
I replace ‘being evidence for’ with ‘making a claim more probable.’ 
Although a wide occurrence being evidence for a proposition is an 
epistemological claim rather than a claim about likelihoods of claims and is 
perhaps broader, my reformulation at least follows from the epistemological 
claim. Most defenses and criticisms of the Consensus Gentium Argument go 
back and forth between this more general claim and the more specific claim 
applied to supernatural beliefs. In my discussion of the support and criticism 
of the Consensus Gentium Argument, I will not make a sharp distinction 
between both. 
 
Alvin Goldman notes that consensus is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
condition for knowledge.28 The same holds for a belief that is widely shared. 
We cannot conclude from the fact that a belief is widely shared that this 
belief is true. Nonetheless there are good reasons why a widely held belief 
constitutes evidence for the truth of that belief. Some have argued that the 
best explanation for a consensus (or a high prevalence of a belief) is that the 
																																																								
26 (Cicero 1913: book I section 44) 
27  Nonetheless modern defenders still refer to the argument as the Consensus 
Gentium Argument. To avoid adding confusion, I will also use the same name. 
28 (Goldman 1999: 357). Goldman discusses knowledge and not truth. However, 
most classical analyses of knowledge state that knowing a proposition requires that 
the proposition is true. 
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belief is knowledge. 29 Loren Meierding argued that it is more probable that  
a belief that is widely shared is true than not.30 Thomas Kelly argues that the 
best explanation for a belief that it is widely shared, is that the belief is 
true.31 In what follows I will argue for Meierding’s point rather than an 
inference to the best explanation. My reason is that inferences to the best 
explanation suffer from some well-known shortcomings. 32  Arguing for 
increased probability is also clearer. 
 
Some authors I discuss below argue that a wide prevalence of supernatural 
beliefs only provides defeasible evidence.33 A wide prevalence indeed does 
not provide insurmountable proof for supernaturalism. Defeasible evidence 
is, however, still evidence and this suffices for my purposes. 
 

Reason 1: Self-trust and trust in others 
 

Claiming that a wide prevalence of supernatural beliefs is evidence for 
supernaturalism can be argued for in a number of ways. Firstly, I argue that 
the evidential value of beliefs with an innocent until proven guilty status can 
transfer to testimony. A number of philosophers have defended a common 
sense approach where beliefs enjoy an innocent until proven guilty status. 
An early defender was Thomas Reid who defended the validity of common 
sense. 34  Michael Huemer claims something similar when he endorses 
phenomenal conservatism. Phenomenal conservatism states: “If it seems to S 
that p, then, in the absence of defeaters, S thereby has at least some degree of 
justification for believing that p.” 35  Huemer adds that the degree of 
justification can vary. A weak appearance will only lead to weak 
justification whereas a strong appearance will lead to stronger justification.36 
Huemer’s (and Reid’s) claim can be reformulated as a claim that states:  
 

																																																								
29 For example, Aviezer Tucker writes: “A consensus on beliefs in a concrete group 
over a certain period is a concrete event that can be explained by competing 
hypotheses. From an epistemic perspective, the most interesting such hypothesis is 
that knowledge is the best explanation of a consensus.” (Tucker 2003: 501)  
30 (Meierding 1998) 
31 (Kelly 2011) 
32 For overviews of criticisms of inference to the best explanation see (van Fraassen 
1989: 143 section 3.1; Douven 2011; Lipton 1993) 
33 This is, for example, claimed by Linda Zagzebski (Zagzebski 2011). 
34 See (Nichols and Yaffe 2014: section 1.1) 
35 (Huemer 2007: 30) 
36 (Huemer 2007) 
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“If it seems to S that p, then, that seeming, in the absence of 
defeaters, gives S evidence for p.”  
 

I claim that a large number of subjects with a seeming that p provide 
evidence for p. The evidential value of the seeming transfers into testimony 
if the number of subjects is large. I will clarify my point with Linda 
Zagzebski’s argument for the need for epistemic self-trust and its transfer 
into trusting others. 
 
Zagzebski notes that people tend to trust their own epistemic qualities and 
indeed should do so. Most people have a desire for truth.37 In addition, they 
also have a natural belief that the desire for truth can be satisfied according 
to Zagzebski. She calls this last belief pre-reflective, meaning that people 
already presuppose it before reflecting on the justification of their beliefs or 
on the reliability of their epistemic faculties. Trusting our epistemic faculties 
(and the beliefs they produce) is thus the state from which people begin 
when they engage in their epistemic strivings. She then argues that we 
cannot escape this epistemic self-trust.38 She refers to Richard Foley and 
William Alston who argue that a case for the reliability of one’s epistemic 
faculties cannot be made in a non-circular way.39 Zagzebski adds that the 
inescapability of circularity is not the deepest reason why we need epistemic 
self-trust. The deeper reason is the assumption that there is a connection 
between getting at truth and our methods of answering our questions (i.e. our 
epistemic qualities). Without epistemic self-trust we are forced to accept that 
there is no connection between reasons and truth since our reasons are 
supplied by our epistemic qualities. Consequently all our strivings for getting 
to truth will be in vain. Zagzebski relies on the intuition that trying hard to 
get at truth (she calls this epistemic conscientiousness) has a better chance of 
succeeding. Without basic self-trust trying hard cannot get off the ground.40 
Later she mentions that there is also evidence that being conscientious is 

																																																								
37 Zagzebski adds that some people might lack a desire for truth or succeeded in 
giving it up. Her example is Pyrrhonian sceptics. She does argue that even they 
recognized that skepticism is not natural since they went through therapy to become 
sceptics.  (Zagzebski 2011: 23). 
38 (Zagzebski 2011) 
39 Alston and Foley’s argument focuses on sense perception and claims that any 
argument for the reliability of sense perception will ultimately depend on claims 
based on sense perception and thus be circular (Foley and Alston 1995). 
40 (Zagzebski 2011: 23-31) 
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truth conducive.41 Zagzebski continues that epistemic self-trust cannot be 
consistently upheld if we fail to trust others epistemically as well. She claims 
that by using one’s own epistemic powers one can come to believe that other 
humans have the same desire for truth and the same epistemic powers. Since 
they are believed to be similar, there is no reason to doubt the 
trustworthiness of others.42 She writes: “In so far as I believe myself to be 
trustworthy when I am conscientious, and I conscientiously believe that 
many other people are at least as conscientious as I am in certain respects, I 
must think of them as epistemically trustworthy in those respects.” 43  It 
follows that when many people share a belief, this provides strong defeasible 
evidence for what they believe. Epistemic self-trust thus transfers into 
trusting others according to Zagzebski. 
 
Self-trust appears to be at work in Huemer and Reid’s defense of an innocent 
until proven guilty status of beliefs. If seeming that p constitutes evidence 
for p for a subject (my reformulation of the claim), that subject is allowed to 
trust her epistemic faculties. Zagzebski convincingly argues, not only that 
this epistemic self-trust is needed, but also that there is no good reason to not 
transfer this trust into testimony. Denying this, means denying that others 
have the same epistemic powers or denying that they are equally 
conscientious. There can be good reasons for denying this. For example, 
evidence that most people are massively deluded or fundamentally lazy. 
This, however, seems unlikely.   
 

Reason 2: Other people’s experiences and evidence 
 

A second reason, apart from the transfer of epistemic self-trust, is that beliefs 
of others reflect their evidence and experiences.44 Thomas Kelly notes that 
we regularly treat the beliefs of others as evidence for that what they believe 

																																																								
41  She writes: “We do have evidence that conscientiousness is reliably truth-
conducive, so if we have evidence that someone is conscientious, we have indirect 
evidence that she is reliable.” (Zagzebski 2011: 29-30) 
42 (Zagzebski 2011) 
43 (Zagzebski 2011: 29) 
44 I will not take a stance on whether testimony reduces to other sources of evidence. 
Epistemologists have long discussed whether justification (or warrant or knowledge) 
from testimony reduces to other sources like perception. For an introduction to this 
discussion see (Adler 2006). A similar question can be asked of the evidential value 
of testimony. My second claim suggests that the evidential value of testimony does 
reduce to the evidential value of the evidence and experiences of the testifiers. 
Answering the question whether this is the case or whether this is always the case 
lies beyond the scope of this dissertation. 



190	
	

and that revising our beliefs in the light of what others believe is often 
reasonable. Especially in cases where truth cannot be discerned directly we 
often rely on evidence. Kelly argues that others might very well possess 
evidence that one lacks or one has had experiences that someone else has 
not. If we regard others as competent interpreters of their evidence and 
experiences we would expect that their beliefs reflect their evidence and 
experiences. Beliefs of others are more than a reflection of how things 
appear from one point in physical space for Kelly. They rather reflect that 
person’s past history and experiences, the particular ways in which she 
responded to and interpreted these experiences, her background assumptions 
and much else.45   
 

Reason 3: Less surprising 
 

A third reason for granting evidential weight to a wide occurrence of a belief 
p is that such a wide occurrence is surprising if p is not true. I illustrate my 
claim with the following thought experiment.  
 

X is blind from birth and without the ability to feel. As a result she 
has never seen or felt a tree.46 When growing up she finds out that a 
lot of people believe that trees exist. She hears them talking about 
living things that shoot from the ground and have branches and 
leaves. She finds out that the belief in trees is not limited to a small 
number of people but is widely shared by a wide majority of people.  

 
The occurrence of tree beliefs appears to be evidence for X in favor of the 
claim that trees exist. Schematically, this can be put as: 
 
 P (NT/ otb) < P (T/otb) 
  

NT : world with no trees 
 T : world with trees 
 Otb : occurrence of tree beliefs 
 
A world where trees exist is more probable given a wide occurrence of tree 
beliefs than a world with no trees given a wide occurrence of tree beliefs. 
The fact that tree-beliefs occur widely is important. Beliefs that are rare 

																																																								
45 (Kelly 2011) 
46 She could still smell a tree’s flowers or hear the wind rustling through a tree’s 
leaves. Since she lacks a clear picture of a tree, she will arguably not be able to draw 
a link between these smells and sounds and trees. 
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likely have a low evidential value or maybe none at all. Belief in the 
existence of Sasquatch or Bigfoot is very rare. There are no statistics, but the 
number of Sasquatch-believers probably does not exceed a few thousand. 
Because of its low prevalence, the occurrence of Sasquatch-beliefs provides 
very little evidence for the claim that Sasquatch exists. Its low prevalence 
makes it more likely that Sasquatch-beliefs result from mistakes or willful 
deceit. The same (probably) holds for other rare beliefs like belief in alien 
abductions or telekinesis.47 The fact that they are rare makes these beliefs 
less likely to be true.48 
 
In line with these ideas I claim that if supernatural beliefs are taken at face 
value, they speak in favor of supernaturalism rather than naturalism. 
Supernatural beliefs are more likely to occur in a world where there exists 
something supernatural than in a world in which there exist nothing 
supernatural. In a world with at least one supernatural being, it is more likely 
that people will form supernatural beliefs than in a world without them. 
Reasoning with possible worlds is tricky when it comes to supernatural 
beings. For many supernatural beings, like angels or spirits, there is no 
problem because we can easily imagine possible worlds in which they do not 
exist. For others, like the God in the Christian tradition, problems arise. The 
God of Christianity is usually considered a necessary being. 49  Being 
necessary implies existing in all possible worlds. Therefore, there appears to 
be no possible world without supernatural beings. One notable defender of 
the contingency of the Christian God is Richard Swinburne. He claims that 
atheism is a coherent position and he thus claims that god’s existence should 
not be considered logically necessary. He defends that God is only necessary 
in a weaker sense, namely that “if He exists at any time He exists at all 
times.”50 On Swinburne’s interpretation of the necessity of God, reasoning 
about possible worlds without supernatural beings is possible.  
 
 
 

																																																								
47 For a discussion of possible mechanisms that produce beliefs of this sort see (Van 
Elk 2013; Bader, Mencken, and Baker 2011) 
48  Elsewhere René van Woudenberg and myself argue that this claim does not 
always hold. We argue that the low occurrence of belief in God among academic 
philosophers does not support the conclusion that belief in God is probably false. 
This is (among other reasons) because the higher occurrence of atheistic beliefs 
among these philosophers does not seem to reflect their evidence and experiences 
(Van Woudenberg and Van Eyghen 2017). 
49 See for example (Davidson 2013). 
50 (Swinburne 1993: 274-77) 



192	
	

Criticisms 
 

Contrary to what I just argued, some have argued that a wide prevalence of a 
belief does not provide evidence for the truth of that belief because other 
people’s beliefs are merely a proxy for the evidence they rely on. John Stuart 
Mill famously made this point. He writes: 
 

It may doubtless be good advice to persons who in point of 
knowledge and cultivation are not entitled to think themselves 
competent judges of difficult questions, to bid them content 
themselves with holding that true which mankind generally believe 
(…) Or that which has been believed by those who pass for the most 
eminent among the minds of the past. But to a thinker the argument 
from other people’s opinions has little weight. It is but second-hand 
evidence; and merely admonishes us to look out for and weigh the 
reasons on which this conviction of mankind or of wise men was 
founded.51 
 

Another criticism goes back to John Locke and David Hume.52 John Locke 
reacted against the Consensus Gentium Argument by claiming that relying 
on the wide prevalence of belief in God53 is not needed because God’s 
existence is easily concluded to by thinking seriously.54 He adds that one can 
find many beliefs about God vulgar and that they lack refinement by 
reason.55 Hume also laments the ‘vulgar opinions’ the Japanese, Indian and 
African peoples had concerning supernatural beings. He also finds remnants 
of these unrefined ideas among ancient Greek philosophers.56 Thomas Kelly 
echoes this point when he writes the following potential criticism: “The 
datum [a wide prevalence of supernatural beliefs] is relatively insignificant, 
because the poorly informed/unenlightened/unsophisticated (etc.) are 
overrepresented among the theists.”57 
 

																																																								
51 (Mill 1998: 155-56) 
52 See for example (Kelly 2011: 2) 
53 Locke also denies that belief in God is widely prevalent. He notes the existence of 
atheism among ancient philosophers. He also claims that many people in Brazil, 
China and the Caribbean island have been found who do not believe in God (Locke 
1979: book I, chapter IV section 8).  
54 (Locke 1979: book I, chapter IV section 8) 
55 (Locke 1979: book I, chapter IV section 14)  
56 (Hume 1976: section XII -XII) 
57 (Kelly 2011: 20) 
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Locke, Mill and Hume deny that epistemic self-trust transfers to trust of 
others. Instead they argue that their own epistemic abilities are superior to 
those of many others. Their remarks might display an old colonial 
paternalism. Denying epistemic worth to beliefs of non-European peoples is 
no longer deemed acceptable. One could still argue that some people have 
better epistemic capabilities than others and hence that only their beliefs 
count as evidence. People with better epistemic capabilities could be people 
with higher IQ’s or with more formal training. I agree with Zagzebski that 
denying trust in (many) others epistemic capabilities is uncalled for. Most 
people do seem able to form true beliefs about many things like trees, people 
and science. There is no good reason to think that their capabilities should 
not be trusted when they form beliefs in or about supernatural beings. To 
this, Thomas Kelly adds that even if there would be evidence that most 
people have lower epistemic capabilities, their beliefs still provide some 
evidence.58  
 
Another possible objection is the problem of religious diversity. This 
argument was originally raised against the argument from religious 
experience. 59  The problem of religious diversity states that supernatural 
beliefs are too diverse to lend support to theism. Some people have religious 
experiences of the Christian God and others of Hindu gods. From this, some 
conclude that religious experiences give contradictory outputs and do not 
lend any justification. The debate whether religious diversity damages the 
argument from religious experience remains open. 60  My discussion of 
supernatural beliefs in chapter 1 suggests that the differences might not run 
as deep as is sometimes assumed. For our purposes, religious diversity seems 
less of a problem because supernaturalism is broader than theism. Even if 
religious experiences are of different supernatural beings, they still lend 
support for the thesis that there exists at least one supernatural being. 
 
Zagzebski discusses another potential criticism.61 She writes: “[I]t might turn 
out that most of these people [who hold the belief] acquired their belief from 
one or a few other people (…).”62 People who hold supernatural beliefs 
might not have arrived at them independently but depend on testimony from 
a limited number of people. Zagzebski acknowledges that the evidential 
value of a widespread belief diminishes in this case. She does claim that the 
																																																								
58 (Kelly 2011) 
59 The argument from religious experience states that religious experiences provide 
justification for theism. See for example (Kwan 2006). 
60 See (Basinger 2015) for an overview. 
61 A similar, less elaborated objection is discussed by Thomas Kelly (Kelly 2011) 
62 (Zagzebski 2011: 38) 
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evidential value of a widespread belief is still higher than that of an 
individual belief because it shows that a lot of people regard the testifier (or 
small group of testifiers) as trustworthy. This in turn provides a defeasible 
reason for trusting her (or them) too.63 To this we can add that if a belief is 
transmitted over a testimonial chain (for example when x testifies to y, y to z 
and so on), widespread trust in that chain is defeasible evidence for trusting 
it. For our purposes, it suffices to note that this scenario is highly unlikely. 
People appear to have formed supernatural beliefs independently. Newly 
discovered cultures that lacked contact with other societies have commonly 
been shown to hold supernatural beliefs. Being devoid from contact with 
other cultures, their beliefs cannot be traced back to the same testifiers as the 
supernatural beliefs of another culture.  
 
Another criticism discussed by Zagzebski reverses the Consensus Gentium 
Argument. Atheists can claim that a large number of people do not believe in 
any supernatural being. This counts as evidence for the claim that no such 
being exists. Zagzebski responds that the number of people who believe is 
larger than the number of people who disbelieve. Therefore, the evidence for 
the existence of supernatural beings is stronger than the evidence against it.64 
 

6.5. Claim 2: P (N/ wosb + Mx) > P (N/wosb) 

This claim states that the probability of naturalism given the occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs alters when a mechanism that naturalistically and 
accurately explains this occurrence is added. I argue that in this case the 
probability of naturalism increases. Thus if a mechanism that naturalistically 
produces supernatural beliefs is found, the probability of naturalism given 
supernatural beliefs goes up. A different way of putting this is that the 
evidential value of the occurrence of supernatural beliefs diminishes if there 
is a mechanism that naturalistically produces supernatural beliefs. This claim 
(or variants thereof) is far less discussed in the philosophical literature. 
Thomas Kelly suggests something similar to this claim when he writes:  
 

Even with respect to a universally held belief, one can imagine 
acquiring evidence that would undermine the potential epistemic 
significance of the fact that it is universally held. (For example, 
imagine a possible world in which literally everyone believes that 
God exists, but in which scientists discover the following fact: 
because of the character of that world, belief in God has proven 

																																																								
63 (Zagzebski 2011: 38) 
64 (Zagzebski 2011: 41) 
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evolutionarily advantageous for non-truth-related reasons, and 
because of this all members of the species are now born with such 
belief hard-wired into their brains.).65  
 

Kelly’s claim does not make it sufficiently clear why a mechanism showing 
that supernatural belief is evolutionary advantageous undermines the 
evidential significance 66  of a wide prevalence in supernatural beliefs. In 
order to explain why this is the case the fact that an evolutionary mechanism 
is a naturalistic one is important. Darwinian evolution is usually seen as an 
account of how a diversity of traits can arise without any need for a 
supernatural act. Only a small minority of scholars deny this.67 Showing that 
supernatural beliefs result from an evolutionary mechanism thus amounts to 
showing that these beliefs can be explained naturalistically. Having a 
mechanism of this sort shows how supernatural beliefs can arise in a 
naturalistic world. One author who made a claim similar to the claim I 
defend in this section is Gijsbert van den Brink. He writes: “When the type 
of explanation for the origin of religion like CSR offers were in principle 
true. (…) It would mean that an alternative explanation is available for the 
origin of religion, with the consequence that the so-called Argumentum e 
Consensus Gentium (anyone can see that a god must exist because all the 
people of the world are religious) no longer holds.”68 
 

Do they still reflect people’s experiences and evidence? 
 

An accurate, naturalistic mechanism could diminish the evidential value of 
supernatural beliefs because it undoes some of the reasons for granting the 
evidential significance for a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs I 
discussed in the previous section. The first reason (people’s beliefs reflect 

																																																								
65 (Kelly 2011: 8) 
66 Kelly writes about epistemic significance rather than evidential significance. I 
phrase my first claim in terms of widely prevalent beliefs being evidence for a claim 
rather than providing justification (see above). Therefore, I reformulated Kelly’s 
claim too. 
67 This group of scholars is known as defenders of intelligent design (e.g. Behe 
1996; Dembski 2002). They claim that the complexity we see in nature requires 
design and could not have arisen by naturalistic means. Their views are highly 
controversial. 
68 “Wanneer het type verklaringen voor het ontstaan van religie zoals CSR die biedt 
in beginsel correct zouden zijn (…). (…) [zou het] betekenen dat er een alternatieve 
verklaring voorhanden is voor het ontstaan van religie, zodat het zogeheten 
argumentum e consensu gentium (‘je kunt toch wel zien dat er een god moet zijn, 
want alle volken zijn religieus’) niet meer opgaat.” (Van den Brink 2015: 125) 
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their evidence and experiences) seems to be affected. I argued in chapter 5 
that naturalistic explanations for religious experiences can render beliefs 
based on religious experiences unjustified. 69 If a mechanism can adequately 
and naturalistically explain these experiences, beliefs resulting from them 
can no longer be evidence for supernaturalism. If nothing supernatural is 
needed to explain how religious experiences come about, religious 
experiences cannot be said to provide evidence for the existence of 
something supernatural. Supernatural beliefs that reflect people’s religious 
experiences therefore cannot count as evidence for supernaturalism anymore. 
 
A mechanism for supernatural beliefs might also harm the evidential value 
of supernatural beliefs based on evidence, although this claim is more 
speculative. In their book ‘A Natural History of Natural Religion’, Helen de 
Cruz and Johan De Smedt suggest that a number of arguments recruit the 
same cognitive mechanisms like ‘ordinary’ religious cognition does. They 
discuss the teleological argument (also known as the design argument), 
cosmological argument, moral argument, argument from beauty and the 
argument from religious experience. For each of these arguments they 
discuss how cognitive mechanisms laid bare by CSR-theories might explain 
why people find them convincing (and in some cases why some people find 
them unconvincing). For example, they suggest that the teleological bias (see 
chapter 2 section 2.3.4) could explain why people find the teleological 
argument convincing. 70  De Cruz and De Smedt are careful to draw 
conclusions about the evidential value of their claim. Their claim does 
suggest that many people do not find arguments in natural theology 
convincing because of the force of the arguments but rather because of the 
operations of some cognitive bias. If the suggestion of De Cruz and De 
Smedt’s is true, a mechanism could also diminish the evidential value of 
supernatural beliefs based on evidence. 
A naturalistic mechanism that produces supernatural belief might also show 
that supernatural belief often does not reflect people’s experiences and 
evidence. The mechanism might operate at the subpersonal or subconscious 
level. It could thus have the result that people find themselves having 
supernatural beliefs without them knowing how they came about. If the 
mechanism works in this way it argues that the first reason for granting 
evidential value to a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs is false. 
 

																																																								
69 I added that CSR-based explanations do not because it is not clear whether they 
are naturalistic and of a sufficiently wide scope. This does not apply here because 
we are still discussing the impact of a naturalistic explanation in abstracto. 
70 (De Cruz and De Smedt 2015) 
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Not improbable under naturalism anymore? 
 

A different way a mechanism reduces the evidential value of supernatural 
beliefs is by showing that supernatural beliefs are not surprising in a 
naturalistic world. We noted that on naturalism the occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs is something strange, something that is not to be 
expected since there are no supernatural beings. If there is a mechanism that 
naturalistically brings about supernatural beliefs this is no longer the case. 
The existence of such a mechanism makes the occurrence of supernatural 
beliefs even likely.71  
 
A comparison to biological mechanisms responsible for altruism is helpful 
here. According to the Darwinian theory of evolution, the survival of fitter 
organisms is favored. Altruism involves reducing one’s own fitness to 
benefit the fitness of another organism. Therefore altruism is a surprising 
phenomenon for adherents of Darwinian evolution, a phenomenon that 
appears not to be in line with it. A number of biological mechanisms have 
been proposed to explain how altruism could have evolved. I focus on one 
proposed mechanism, reciprocal altruism. 72  Robert Trivers argues that 
altruism is driven by the expectation that the other organism will act 
altruistically as well in the future. By engaging in mutual altruism organisms 
would increase their fitness in the long run.73 If there is a reciprocal altruism 
mechanism, altruism is no longer surprising on Darwinian evolutionary 
theory but is rather something to be expected. 
 
Our tree-analogy is also helpful here. In a world without trees, a wide 
occurrence of tree-beliefs is highly improbable. If there is a mechanism that 
produces tree-beliefs without any need for trees, tree-beliefs are no longer 
improbable. If the mechanism shows that tree-beliefs are easily formed 
without any trees, tree-beliefs are even likely. Similarly, a naturalistic 
mechanism for supernatural belief can turn supernatural beliefs from a 
surprising fact to an unsurprising fact for naturalism. If Freud is right, then 
people can be expected to believe in God in a naturalistic world. Provided 
that there are Oedipus complexes and that these can shoot off, 74  the 
occurrence of belief in God is no longer a surprise for the naturalist. 
 
 

																																																								
71 I assume here that the mechanism is not obstructed by some other mechanism. 
72 Other proposed mechanisms are kin selection and inclusive fitness. 
73 (Trivers 1971) 
74 Of course, this part of Freud’s claim is now highly doubtful. 
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Undermines trust? 
 

The reason that seems unaffected is epistemic trust. There is no reason to 
think that a mechanism that naturalistically and accurately explains the 
occurrence of supernatural beliefs undermines trust in one’s own epistemic 
faculties. A claim to the contrary would be that such a mechanism shows 
that supernatural beliefs are unreliably formed. I discussed unreliability 
claims based on some naturalistic mechanisms in chapter 4 and argued that 
they either do not hold water or that the unreliability can be overcome. In 
general, a claim that supernatural beliefs can be produced by a naturalistic 
mechanism does not imply the conclusion that the mechanism and its outputs 
should not be trusted. We noted above that the fact that a mechanism can 
perform its functions naturalistically does not rule out that a supernatural 
being (or supernatural force) can make use of the mechanism. 
 

How much higher? 
 

By affecting supernatural beliefs that reflect people’s experiences and 
evidence and by showing that supernatural beliefs are not improbable on 
naturalism, a mechanism can harm the evidential value of a wide occurrence 
of supernatural beliefs. Its evidential value is however not completely 
defused because epistemic self-trust and its implied trust in others are 
unharmed. Furthermore, the claim that the mechanism harms supernatural 
beliefs that reflect people’s evidence is somewhat speculative. It is thus not 
clear how much the evidential value is harmed and how much more probable 
naturalism becomes. More clarity can be provided by empirical research on 
how much supernatural beliefs have their roots in religious experiences but 
this will still not provide clarity. Furthermore, the claim that naturalism 
becomes more probable is to some extent dependent on whether there is an 
accurate mechanism. I move to this issue now. 
 

6.6. Are CSR-mechanisms accurate? 

One critique of Freud’s explanation of religious belief states that what many 
Christians believe is not what would be expected if that belief resulted from 
wish fulfillment. Kenneth Samples noted that the God of the Bible is 
believed to be perfectly holy, just and even wrathful. These are not beliefs 
one expects to result from wish fulfillment. 75  Freud’s theory is thus 
discarded because it fails to explain certain supernatural beliefs people have. 
His theory is therefore not accurate. 

																																																								
75 (Samples 2008) 
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In what follows, I assess whether the CSR-theories I discussed in chapter 2 
can undo the evidential value of a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs. I 
do not assess whether other theories can or whether the wide occurrence can 
be explained by cultural transmission.76 The second claim discussed above is 
only valid when there is an accurate mechanism that can explain the wide 
occurrence of supernatural beliefs in a naturalistic way. In this section I look 
whether CSR-mechanisms can live up to this task. To assess whether CSR-
mechanisms can accurately explain the occurrence of supernatural beliefs, I 
investigate whether they predict supernatural beliefs as we find them. I will 
return to each theory we discussed in chapter 2 and see what supernatural 
beliefs we could expect if the theory were true.77  I will then see if the 
predicted supernatural beliefs match the ones we distinguished in chapter 1. 
 
My primary aim in this section is not to criticize CSR-theories (although 
inaccuracy might be a problem for some of them). My aim is merely to see if 
they can naturalistically explain the occurrence of supernatural belief. If they 
are not accurate they cannot do so. I will assess whether CSR-theories 
predict the following beliefs: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings interact with people. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings aid in practical concerns.  
‐ A belief that supernatural beings have special powers. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings are compassionate. 

Assessed theories can turn out to be inaccurate when they only predict some 
of the five supernatural beliefs. This need not be a problem for the theory. 
For example, the Big Gods Theory aims to explain how large-scale societies 
could emerge. If it only explains some supernatural beliefs, it could still 
succeed in this goal. Assessed theories can also turn out to predict beliefs 
diametral to one or more of the five beliefs. Then the theory faces problems 
because it is suggested that the theory is wrong. 

																																																								
76 I do note that a naturalistic explanation that relies on cultural transmission does 
not account for why we find supernatural beliefs in regions that were devoid of 
outside contact. It also needs to explain how supernatural beliefs arose in the first 
place. A fuller assessment falls beyond the scope of this thesis. 
77 Some theories I dicussed, like costly signaling theory and identity fusion, and 
some I did not dicuss, like Lawson and McCauley’s theory and terror management 
theory are not relevant because they do not explain the occurence of supernatural 
beliefs but rather why and how people engage in religious rituals.  
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6.6.1. Evolutionary Theory 1: The Broad Supernatural 

Punishment Theory (BSPT) 

The first evolutionary theory, Broad Supernatural Punishment, is perhaps the 
most clear in the supernatural beliefs it predicts. It predicts the following 
supernatural beliefs: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings have privileged epistemic access. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings will punish people in accordance 

with their moral behavior. 

Moral concern – the fourth belief – is obviously predicted. BSPT also 
predicts that supernatural beings will be believed to have some special 
powers. It predicts privileged epistemic access (although the theory arguably 
also works without it), which goes beyond human capacities. It also predicts 
a special power to punish and reward. Punishing and rewarding are in 
themselves not special powers, but the ways in which supernatural beings 
punish or reward are different than the ways humans do it. It only takes a 
small leap from the belief that supernatural beings punish or reward to a 
belief that they do so by influencing life events or by causing turmoil. On the 
other hand, BSPT does not predict special powers like the ability to perform 
miracles.  

BSPT has a hard time predicting practical concerns and compassion on the 
part of supernatural beings. Johnson and Bering are quite explicit in stating 
that supernatural beliefs are most effective when the punishing aspect of 
supernatural beings is strong. Punishing supernatural beings are not likely to 
be invoked for aid in practical affairs. If anything, people will likely shy 
away from involving punishing gods or spirits in their practical affairs. 
Compassion also does not tally well with BSPT. Believing in a 
compassionate supernatural being stands in sharp contrast to believing in a 
punishing supernatural being. Compassion even does not fit well with a 
rewarding supernatural being, since compassion implies that supernatural 
beings will care for humans even when they don’t deserve it.  

BSPT thus only predicts some of the beliefs we discussed in chapter 2. It 
predicts intentional agency, interaction and moral concern; it only partially 
predicts special powers and does not predict practical concerns and 
compassion. Therefore the mechanism discussed by BSPT cannot be said to 
accurately explain supernatural beliefs.  
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6.6.2. Evolutionary Theory 2: The Big Gods Theory 
(BGT) 

The Big Gods Theory predicts the same supernatural beliefs as BSPT: 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings have privileged epistemic access. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings will punish people in accordance 

with their moral behavior. 

Like BSPT, it falls short in predicting practical concern and compassion on 
the part of supernatural beings. The main difference with BSPT lies in the 
scope of supernatural beliefs BGT aims to explain. BSPT claims that 
supernatural beliefs emerged because they were useful in biological 
evolution. Their use reaches back to the dawn of human history. By 
consequence, BSPT aims to explain the whole range of human supernatural 
beliefs. This is not the case for BGT. BGT puts the adaptive use of 
supernatural beliefs in cultural evolution. The usefulness only kicks in at the 
emergence of large-scale societies in the Neolithic. It claims that around that 
time groups with beliefs in moralizing, high gods outcompeted groups with 
different supernatural beliefs. As a result, BGT only makes a claim about 
supernatural beliefs after the emergence of large-scale societies. It does not 
aim to explain older supernatural beliefs. It also does not aim to explain 
supernatural beliefs of groups that currently do not live in large-scale 
societies, like Indian or African tribal people.  
 
Furthermore, BGT appears to be dependent on the prior existence of (a 
variety of) supernatural beliefs and therefore does not offer a mechanism that 
explains the occurrence of supernatural beliefs as such. Rather, it 
acknowledges that supernatural beliefs already occurred before the 
mechanism kicked in.  
 
The conclusion is that not only does BGT not accurately target supernatural 
beliefs as we discussed them in chapter 2, it appears to only explain a limited 
number of supernatural beliefs and moreover only an aspect of those. 
Because of its focus, BGT only explains big gods. Defenders of BGT refer 
mostly to Abrahamic gods as exemplars of big gods. It is not immediately 
clear if Hindu or Buddhist supernatural beings rank among the big gods. In 
his book Big Gods, Ara Norenzayan makes a few remarks about Hindu gods 
but he does not explain whether they fit his description of big gods. He 
discusses a Hindu temple where devotees show their respect by offering 
coconuts to illustrate how religious traditions can foster complex exchange 
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networks (the coconuts need to get there).78 He also discusses a Hindu ritual 
in Mauritius to argue how rituals can create strong bonds,79 and how rituals 
can make some beliefs more credible.80 It is not clear that Hindu supernatural 
beings have a similar interest in punishing or rewarding like Abrahamic gods 
do (see above). This is even less clear for supernatural beings in 
Spiritualism. 
 
Even for belief in Abrahamic gods, BGT only gives a partial explanation for 
why these occur. I noted that BGT presupposes that supernatural beliefs 
were already present before cultural evolution kicked in and favored groups 
with big gods. Belief in big gods was thus already there before the BGT 
mechanism came into effect. By consequence, BGT only explains why belief 
in big gods was more successful than other supernatural beliefs (like Hindu 
or spiritist beliefs). 
 

6.6.3. Evolutionary Theory 3: The Costly signaling Theory     
(CST) 

Costly Signaling Theory predicts the following supernatural beliefs: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern (especially 
for prosocial behavior). 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings issue some ritual prescripts. 

Contrary to BSPT and BGT, CST does not predict that people belief that 
supernatural beings will punish or reward. It also makes no predictions about 
a believed privileged epistemic access. It does however predict that rituals 
were put in place by supernatural beings. In order for CST to work, it needs 
people to engage in certain rituals. The best way to make sure that they will 
do so, is a belief that the rituals were put in place by supernatural beings. 
Without this belief, it is hard to see how people could signal allegiance to 
pro-social norms issued by supernatural beings. 
 

																																																								
78 (Norenzayan 2013: 55) 
79 (Norenzayan 2013: 96). Norenzayan refers to a paper by Dimitri Xygalatas who 
observed the ritual and concluded that demanding rituals foster stronger bonds 
(Xygalatas et al. 2013). 
80 103 (Norenzayan 2013) Here Norenzayan refers to Jonathan Lanman’s theory of 
Cred’s. Lanman argues that displays of commitment to religious beliefs can make 
that belief more convincing for others (Lanman and Buhrmester 2016). 
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CST does not predict the other beliefs distinguished in Chapter 1. If CST is 
true, a believer need not believe that supernatural beings interact with 
people. It suffices that supernatural beings set out moral standards and 
instructions for rituals and refrain from any further involvement in the world. 
There is no need to assume that they intervene in human lives or even seek 
human attention. One could object that supernatural beings will need to 
communicate their moral standards and ritual prescripts and that this requires 
at least some interaction. However, this does not have to be the case. A 
believer can come to know the moral standards through some form of moral 
intuition. Further, one could object that by engaging in costly rituals 
believers presuppose that supernatural beings can interact with them. Rituals 
are often seen as ways of coming into contact with the supernatural. Without 
an ability to interact from the part of supernatural beings, engaging in rituals 
would make no sense. Again, this need not be the case. Not all rituals are 
ways of coming into contact with the supernatural. For example, some 
Jewish and Muslim rituals are rituals of remembrance. During the Jewish 
Pesach rituals Jews remember the liberation from slavery in Egypt.81 During 
the Friday prayer in Islamic traditions, the message from the Quran is 
remembered and reiterated.  In any case, believers do not have to believe that 
rituals involve interaction with supernatural beings. Also without interaction, 
rituals fulfill the signaling function. 
 
CST does not predict practical concern either. In fact, it might even predict 
the contrary. If by engaging in costly rituals people signal their commitment 
to pro-social norms, these rituals need to stand out somehow. If they are to 
signal something, they need to be easily noticeable by others and also catch 
their eye. In other words, the rituals need to be remarkable. CST thus 
predicts that rituals will be remarkable and (to some extent) public. Many 
occasions where supernatural beings are asked to be of help in practical 
affairs can properly be called rituals (e.g. petitionary prayer, small offerings), 
but they are not remarkable. Many are even private.  
 
Special powers are also not predicted by CST. Supernatural beings need not 
have special powers in order for people to signal their commitment to pro-
social norms. Having a belief that the supernatural beings to which the ritual 
is aimed have special powers does nothing to increase this signaling.  
 

																																																								
81 Jews do remember an interaction by a supernatural being during the Pesach ritual, 
namely God’s interventions on the Israelites’ behalf in Egypt. However, during the 
ritual itself interaction seems absent. 
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Finally, CST does not predict compassion. Like in the case of practical 
concern, CST predicts the contrary. A belief in compassionate supernatural 
beings will likely harm the value of religious rituals for signaling 
prosociality. We noted when discussing BSPT that especially belief in 
punishing gods leads to more pro-social behavior. Someone who engages in 
rituals to a compassionate supernatural being can thereby signal that her – 
and others’ – wrong behaviors will be forgiven. 
 

6.6.4. Evolutionary Theory 4: The Attraction of Religion 
Theory (ART) 

The Attraction of Religion Theory predicts the following supernatural 
beliefs: 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern (especially 
for fidelity). 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings issue some ritual prescripts. 

As expected, the predicted supernatural beliefs are similar on ART as on 
CST. The main difference is the content of moral concern from supernatural 
beings. On CST, supernatural beings can be expected to care about 
prosociality and on ART about fidelity. Like on CST, they will likely be 
believed to have issued ritual prescripts. Without that belief, honest signaling 
is difficult. 
 
Again similar to CST, ART does not predict interaction. In order to signal 
fidelity, people need not believe that supernatural beings intervene in their 
(or anyone’s) lives. The same comebacks we discussed in the evaluation of 
CST could be raised here, but they are not convincing for the same reason. 
 
ART does not predict practical concern either. It does not predict that people 
believe that supernatural beings will aid in practical matters. At first glance, 
it appears that ART does predict that people will believe that supernatural 
beings can help people in their marital life or romantic relationships. They 
can do this because these supernatural beings are believed to care about 
fidelity. Caring about fidelity is, however, still far removed from actively 
helping people finding a romantic partner or strengthening marital bonds. 
 
No belief in special powers of supernatural beings is needed for ART to 
work. From the belief that supernatural beings care about matters like 
fidelity, no belief in them having miraculous powers can easily be deduced.  
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Finally compassion is not predicted as well. We noted when discussing the 
other evolutionary mechanisms that an emphasis on the moral standards 
issued by supernatural beings stands at odds with the idea that they are 
compassionate. ART thus only predicts two of the beliefs we discussed in 
chapter 1. It therefore also does not succeed in accurately explaining 
supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.5. Evolutionary Theory 5: The Religion and Health 
Theory (R&HT) 

The Religion and Health Theory predicts: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings care about people’s health. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings intervene for the benefit of people’s 

health. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings have the power to heal people. 

R&HT predicts that people believe that supernatural beings will intervene to 
heal people. It thereby predicts the belief that supernatural beings interact 
with people. The interaction will be of a specific sort, namely to help people 
get better. R&HT thus predicts the first of the supernatural beliefs we 
discussed in chapter 1. 
 
R&HT also predicts the last belief, namely the belief that supernatural 
beings are compassionate. Healing can be seen as an act of compassion. If a 
supernatural being heals an individual it is not far-fetched to assume it has 
done so out of compassion. Therefore a belief in compassionate supernatural 
beings can be easily deduced from a belief in healing supernatural beings. 
 
R&HT has a harder time predicting the other supernatural beliefs. The 
theory to some extent predicts a belief in special powers. Healing can be 
considered a special power. Humans can also heal by means of medicine or 
care, but healing by supernatural beings is considered more direct, i.e. 
without the need for medicine or care. It can therefore be seen as special. 
However, we noted in chapter 2 that supernatural beings are believed to have 
many other special powers besides healing powers. R&HT thus only predicts 
a subset of beliefs in supernatural special powers. 
 
From a belief in healing supernatural beings a belief in supernatural beings 
that help out in practical affairs is not easily deduced. Helping in healing can 
be considered a practical affair. Involvement in the other practical affairs we 
discussed in section 2.4.3 (e.g. marriage, jobs, etc.), however, is less likely 



206	
	

deduced. For example, asking God for a red car or help in finding a job is 
too far removed from healing.  
 
R&HT does not predict moral concern. Believing that supernatural beings 
have a moral concern increases stress rather than reducing it. Especially if 
they are believed to be punishing supernatural beings, this can be a source of 
great distress. Therefore R&HT predicts supernatural beliefs contrary to, or 
at least distinct from, the ones we discussed in chapter 1.  
 
We can conclude that R&HT does not accurately target supernatural beliefs 
as discussed in chapter 1. It predicts agency, interaction and compassion. It 
also predicts some special powers, but it does not predict supernatural 
involvement in practical affairs and moral concern. 
 

6.6.6. Cognitive Theory 1: The Preparatory Account 
Theory (PAT) 

The Preparatory Account Theory predicts: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings designed the world. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings are rather different than people. 

The first belief follows from the tendency towards seeing teleology and the 
second from the bias towards ‘core ontological confusion’. The first belief 
goes some way towards explaining a belief in supernatural beings having 
special powers. Designing a world goes beyond the powers that ordinary 
humans have. However, supernatural beings are believed to have different 
special powers too. Being rather different than humans could also be 
associated with special powers, but only in a very vague way. If core 
ontological confusions have this role, people can be expected to believe in 
supernatural beings that can exist without a physical substrate. From this it is 
easy to infer beliefs about powers of invisibility or sudden (dis)appearance. 
However, this does not cover all the special powers we saw in chapter 1. For 
instance, it does not explain why people believe that supernatural beings can 
heal or perform miracles. Therefore, it seems that this belief is only partially 
explained. 
 
PAT does not predict that people believe that supernatural beings interact 
with humans. The teleological bias merely predicts the belief that things 
were designed; it does not predict anything about the believed behavior of 
supernatural beings towards humans. A belief that the world with everything 
in it was designed is compatible with deism, the thesis that God created the 
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world but does not interact with anything in his creation. Core ontological 
biases also do not predict anything about believed interaction between 
supernatural and human beings. Whether supernatural beings violate certain 
ontological expectations or not, it raises no expectations about their behavior 
towards humans.  
 
Both the teleological and core ontological biases do not predict that humans 
believe that supernatural beings will be involved in practical affairs. One 
could argue that believing in practical concern of supernatural beings is like 
seeing design in how the practical affairs are brought about. For example, 
believing God leads you to a romantic partner could be considered similar to 
seeing that the events leading towards this partner are somehow structured or 
designed. This, however, seems far-fetched.  
 
Neither does the Preparatory Account Theory predict that humans believe in 
supernatural moral concern and compassion. The teleological bias merely 
predicts that supernatural beings will be believed to have created or designed 
nature or something therein. Core ontological confusions merely predict 
something about the nature supernatural beings will be believed to have. 
Both are compatible with having a moral concern and being compassionate. 
However, having a moral concern nor compassion are necessary for them.  
 
The Preparatory Account Theory thus only very partially explains 
supernatural beliefs. Only the first belief (supernatural beings are believed to 
be intentional agents) is predicted by the theory, the rest is not.  
 

6.6.7. Cognitive Theory 2: The Hyperactive Agency 
Detection Device Theory (HADDT) 

The Hyperactive Agency Detection Device Theory predicts: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings reveal themselves to people. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings can be invisible. 

The first belief follows from the claim that the Hyperactive Agency 
Detection Device ‘detects’ supernatural beings. Barrett and Guthrie argue 
that the device can lead people to subjectively believe that they experienced 
an agent. It will thus, if true, in all likelihood lead to a belief that 
supernatural beings make themselves known to people. It will also likely 
produce a belief that supernatural beings can disappear. We saw in chapter 2 
how Barrett argues that supernatural beliefs can be formed after experiencing 
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wispy forms.82 When people experience these forms and subsequently form 
a belief that a ghost or god is around, they might also note that the ghost or 
god is no longer there when they go look for it. 
 
The first belief HADDT likely produces is not far off from a belief that 
supernatural beings interact with humans. Interactions are something more 
than merely revealing, but belief in interaction follows easily from it. After 
coming to believe that supernatural beings show themselves to humans, 
people could easily wonder why they do so. They could then form the belief 
that supernatural beings seek interaction. 
 
Being able to be invisible can be considered a special power. Therefore, we 
could say that our second supernatural belief is to some extent covered by 
HADDT. A belief that supernatural beings can be invisible namely leads to 
the belief that supernatural beings have at least one special power. We noted 
that supernatural beings are believed to have (many) more powers. 
Therefore, HADDT only seems to partially predict the belief of having 
special powers. 
 
HADDT does not predict the practical nature of most interactions with 
supernatural beings. It might even predict the contrary. Especially Barrett’s 
account likens the processing of actions of supernatural beings to that of 
predators. The threat of predators is argued to be the (main) reason why 
humans are overly sensitive to traces of agency. As a result, the most likely 
reaction to detection of agency is one of fear, caution or running away. This 
is hard to match with beliefs that supernatural beings aid people in their daily 
affairs and can be asked to do so. 
 
HADDT does not predict that people will believe in supernatural beings with 
a moral concern. The phenomena that give rise to supernatural beliefs 
according to HADD (e.g. rustling leaves or patterns) appear to have little or 
no moral significance and hence will not likely lead to beliefs about moral 
concern. It is possible that some patterns have some moral significance. A 
pattern can be considered as a sign to do or forego doing something. Yet the 
outcomes of such a pattern will likely be very vague and this moral 
significance is not predicted by HADDT. 
 
Finally, HADDT does not predict that humans believe that supernatural 
beings are compassionate. We noted that the agency detected by HADD is 
often seen as a predator and predators are hardly compassionate beings. 

																																																								
82 See Chapter 1 section 2.3.5 
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Furthermore, the detection of supernatural beings by means of overdetecting 
agency does little to expect that these supernatural agents will be believed to 
be compassionate. The emotional responses that are associated with 
responding to compassion are not obviously connected with beliefs resulting 
from HADD.  
 
The verdict for HADDT is better than for the Preparatory Account. With two 
out of five supernatural beliefs predicted, HADD however still only offers a 
partial explanation of supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.8. Cognitive Theory 3: The Moral Dyad Theory 
(MDT) 

The Moral Dyad Theory predicts the following supernatural beliefs: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings are just. 
‐ A belief that supernatural beings bring about morally significant 

acts. 

The first belief predicted by the Moral Dyad Theory seems to fit well with 
the belief that supernatural beings have a moral concern. This is, however 
not obvious. The supernatural beliefs that result from operations of the 
Moral Dyad can just be beliefs that supernatural beings are responsible for 
some events that make humans suffer or feel better. They need not be beliefs 
that one or more supernatural beings intentionally made humans suffer or 
feel better as a response to human behavior. In ‘ordinary’ moral reasoning, 
the Moral Dyad will likely lead to beliefs about some human as a moral 
agent without her having the intention to create the harm or benefit of her 
actions. If someone carelessly crosses the street and causes a major traffic 
accident, that person will be seen as a moral agent by the moral patients who 
suffered the consequences of the accident. To arrive at belief in supernatural 
beings that are concerned with human behavior something more is needed, 
for example a belief that supernatural beings always act with a specific goal. 
 
This goes to show that the first belief need not imply belief in interaction 
either. The second belief (supernatural beings punish morally bad behavior) 
does imply the belief that supernatural beings interact with people. 
Supernatural beings need to interact in order to brings about morally 
significant events. The interaction here has a specific form. The analogy 
above shows that bringing about morally significant acts need not involve 
intentional action. 
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The Moral Dyad also does not explain why people believe that supernatural 
beings are of help in practical affairs. Some practical concern can be fitted 
in, for example the belief that a failed harvest results from supernatural 
morally significant acts.  People could reason that appeasing supernatural 
beings can avoid this fate. Others are far less easy to fit in. Questions about 
how to manage one’s life or one’s marriage do not have the same clear moral 
dimension. 
 
Finally, the Moral Dyad does not predict that humans believe that 
supernatural beings are compassionate. Its focus on belief in supernatural 
justice and supernatural morally significant acts might even be at odds with 
it. Beings that are believed to be compassionate are often believed to forego 
harming acts and even to forego justice. Being just and causing acts like 
disasters is hard to combine with compassion for people. 
 
The Moral Dyad predicts only one of the five supernatural beliefs we 
discussed in chapter 2. It therefore only amount to a partial explanation of 
supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.9. Cognitive Theory 4: The Existential Theory of Mind 
Theory (EToMT) 

 The Existential Theory of Mind Theory predicts: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings communicate through important 
life events. 
 

From this belief it can be derived that supernatural beings interact with 
humans. Communicating through life events is a form of reaching out to 
people. By communicating in this way, they intervene in people’s lives. 
EToM thus predicts the first of our five supernatural beliefs. 
 
EToMT also predicts that humans believe that supernatural beings have 
special powers. Some (though not all) meaningful events require powers 
beyond ordinary human powers, for example, making the sun rise. It might 
also explain other special powers like healing powers. Experiences of 
healing, especially if they are unexpected, are very often experienced as 
meaningful. If meaningful events trigger the EToM to produce supernatural 
beliefs, it is plausible that the event will partly determine what these beliefs 
will be like. In the case of healing, the event is experienced as meaningful 
and hence attributed to a supernatural being. If the supernatural being 
brought about the healing, she can be said to have healing powers. Other 
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special powers supernatural beings are believed to have can probably be 
explained in this way too. 
 
The theory can maybe explain why people believe that supernatural beings 
are compassionate. If on this theory some events are deemed meaningful and 
are believed to be caused by some supernatural being, it is not a small step to 
believe that this being invested the event with meaning for the benefit of that 
person. Meaningful events are not always positive experiences. For example 
long periods of illness are sometimes seen as negative life events. Yet they 
are usually considered important experiences in people’s lives.  By causing 
these meaningful events, supernatural beings can be said to show their 
compassion for humans. 
 
EToM does not predict that people will believe that supernatural beings are 
of assistance in practical affairs. Meaningful events are usually extraordinary 
events that do not happen very often. A case can even be made that events 
that happen more often lose their meaningfulness. Practical affairs are by 
their nature things that are common and need to be addressed often. On the 
EToM, we should expect people to believe that supernatural beings only 
concern themselves with special events.  
 
Finally, the EToM does not predict a moral concern of supernatural beings. 
Unconsciously inferring to supernatural beings after meaningful events is not 
easily connected to them having any interest in morality. Some meaningful 
events can have a life-changing effect with moral implications. But for a 
belief like this more is needed. 
 
The EToM predicts the most supernatural beliefs of all the theories discussed 
in this chapter. With interaction, special powers and compassion it predicts 
three out of five. Still, it only partially explains supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.10. Cognitive Theory 5: Attachment Theory (AT) 

The Attachment Theory (AT) predicts: 
 

‐ A belief that supernatural beings are like attachment figures. 

We noted in chapter 1 section 2.3.8 that attachment figures are usually 
parental figures or romantic partners. If supernatural beliefs result from the 
workings of the attachment system we can expect that supernatural beings 
will be like these figures. Kirkpatrick argues that supernatural beings will be 
likened more to parental figures than romantic partners. 
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Since attachment figures interact with people, the Attachment Theory 
predicts our first supernatural belief.  A possible objection is that attachment 
figures do not have to seek interaction. Being an attachment figure for 
someone merely requires that that someone attaches herself to that figure; it 
does not require a particular response from the attachment figure. The belief 
that the attachment figure will respond in some intentional way is, however, 
easily assumed. Therefore, the Attachment Theory can be said to explain the 
believed intentional agency of supernatural beings too. 
 
It can also explain well why supernatural beings are believed to be 
compassionate. Attachment figures, like parents or romantic partners, 
usually are compassionate towards people for whom they are attachment 
figures. Bowlby’s original theory allowed for attachment figures that are not 
compassionate too. There can be destructive attachment relations in families 
or partnerships, for example following abuse. Attachment relations like this 
however are the exception rather than the rule. Therefore, if supernatural 
beliefs result from the same mechanism, supernatural beings will likely be 
believed to be compassionate too. It can potentially even explain individual 
differences in believed compassion. For some people supernatural beings are 
more like parental figures and for others more like romantic partners. The 
Attachment Theory thus predicts this supernatural belief well. 
 
One supernatural belief that appears to be partially explained is the believed 
moral concern of supernatural beings. Some attachment figures, most 
notably parental figures, have a moral concern for those they are attachment 
figures for. Supernatural beings that resemble parental figures can thus be 
expected to have a moral concern too. The Christian God fits well in this 
category. This, however, does not hold for supernatural beings that resemble 
attachment figures like romantic partners. Examples are the devotion to 
Krishna in Hindu Vaishnava traditions. 
 
The Attachment Theory does not predict that humans believe that 
supernatural beings will play a role in practical affairs. It is true that 
attachment figures like parents or romantic partners are usually involved in 
practical affairs but this is not on account of their role as attachment figures. 
 
On the Attachment Theory, supernatural beliefs would also not be expected 
to feature special powers. Having special powers like healing powers are not 
required for being an attachment figure, nor are attachment figures likely to 
have them. Attachment figures can play a role in a healing process but this is 
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far removed from the healing powers of supernatural beings we discussed in 
chapter 2. Attachment figures are, by contrast, rather ordinary.  
 
The Attachment Theory predicts three from the five supernatural beliefs we 
distinguished in chapter 1. It therefore also only amount to a partial 
explanation of supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.11. Cognitive Theory 6: The Cognitive Optimum 
Theory (COT) 

The Cognitive Optimum Theory only predicts this belief: 
 

‐ Supernatural beings are somewhat different than other beings. 

This belief might go some way towards explaining the belief in special 
powers because beings with special powers are often different than ordinary 
beings. Having special powers is, however, more than being somewhat 
different. In many cases the special powers supernatural beings are believed 
to have are even very counterintuitive. Therefore, COT cannot be claimed to 
predict this belief. 
 
COT also does not predict the other beliefs. This is not very surprising since 
we noted in chapter 2 that COT did not really explain how supernatural 
beliefs are formed but rather why they are transmitted and why they matter 
to people. It therefore does not explain any of the five supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.6.12. Combining mechanisms 

We noted above that none of the proposed mechanisms predicts all the 
supernatural beliefs we discussed in chapter 1. This problem could 
potentially be solved by combining two or more mechanisms. Ann Taves 
suggests this approach. She proposes to disaggregate elements that are called 
religious into more basic processes. 83  It is not clear whether belief in 
supernatural beings can be fractionated into subparts in the same way. When 
Taves argues that ‘religion’ can be fractionated she sees ‘religion’ as broader 
than supernatural beliefs. Jonathan Lanman argues that supernatural beliefs 

																																																								
83  (Taves 2015) Taves uses the terms ‘called religious’ rather than ‘religious’ 
because a dominant idea in recent cognitive study of religion is that ‘religion’ does 
not constitute a natural kind. The idea states that religion does not constitute an 
independent category with clearly marked borders from other categories. Instead it is 
seen as an aggregate of social, cultural, moral and other phenomena. 
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are one of the components in which religion can be fractionated. 84 
Norenzayan et al. suggest that supernatural beliefs can also themselves be 
fractionated when they argue that cultural evolution harnesses cognitive 
biases like the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device.85 For example, it is 
possible that one mechanism produces belief in morally concerned 
supernatural beings and another belief in compassionate supernatural beings. 
In this case, it is necessary to show how the outputs of both mechanisms are 
brought together to form beliefs in morally concerned and compassionate 
supernatural beings. In doing so, both mechanisms are brought together in 
one overarching mechanism. I lack the background to lay out how two or 
more mechanisms could be combined into one overarching mechanism. I can 
however suggest which mechanisms can be combined to arrive at an 
accurate explanation for supernatural beliefs. I will first consider which 
combinations could be most successful and secondly consider whether these 
combinations are possible. 
 
A first observation is that R&HT should have a place in every combination 
because it is the only theory that predicts practical concern. Another 
observation is that EToMT and R&HT predict the largest number of 
characteristics (three out of five), which makes them natural starting points 
for combinations. Finally, some theories seem poor candidates to feature in 
combinations because they predict only a few characteristics. This applies to 
PAT, HADD and ART. These will not feature in any of the possible 
combinations I will discuss below. 
 
EToMT only left practical concerns and moral concern unexplained. 
Therefore an obvious place to look for a mechanism to combine with the 
EToMT is one that does explain these beliefs. Here, BSPT and CST come 
into the picture. Although they explain moral concern, they do not explain 
the believed practical concern of supernatural beings. The theory that seems 
to have the best chances of explaining the believed practical concern of 
supernatural beings is R&HT. We noted that the beneficial effect of 
supernatural belief on people’s health might be due to stress relief. Believing 
that supernatural beings concern themselves with practical affairs could 
potentially provide stress relief. Practical affairs can easily be a cause of 
stress. Worrying about family issues or daily affairs can cause despair and 
																																																								
84 Lanman writes: “[T]o make progress in scientifically explaining religious belief 
and practice, evolutionary anthropologists have found it necessary to fractionate or 
divide up the concept of religion into different components, such as supernatural 
agent beliefs, creationist beliefs, rituals, and altered states of consciousness.” 
(Lanman 2016: 68). 
85 (Norenzayan et al. 2016: section 2.1) 
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anguish. Believing that a supernatural being helps out with these things or 
having some higher purpose for it might help people cope with the stress. 
The connection is, however, not straightforward. Believing that a 
supernatural being is concerned with your practical affairs can also increase 
stress. Especially a feeling of being watched from above can have this effect.  
 
A combination of EToM, BSPT and R&HT faces some other difficulties 
besides the ambiguous relation between moral concern and stress. We noted 
that the experiences that prompt the EToM to produce supernatural beliefs 
are usually considered positive experiences. Bering’s examples were 
experiences of a beautiful sunset or important life events. Negative 
experiences can also be considered meaningful and trigger the EToM but it 
seems that in the majority of cases the experiences are positive. We also 
noted when discussing BSPT that beliefs about moralizing gods are 
evolutionary most effective when they are believed to be punishing. The 
general positive experiences of the EToM thus appear to stand at odds with 
the general negative beliefs associated with BSPT. R&HT also seems to rely 
on mostly positive experiences. For if supernatural beliefs could alleviate the 
stress associated with practical affairs, they likely will be positive 
experiences too. This suggests that EToM and R&HT will be easier 
combined with each other than either of both with BSPT.  
 
Therefore, it seems that a combination of EToM, BSPT and R&HT needs 
some work before it can be said that they jointly explain supernatural beliefs. 
At this moment it seems difficult to make the connection because the 
mechanisms appear to produce contradictory beliefs. Perhaps a connection 
where this is not the case is possible but for now we are not there yet. 
 
Another combination that could predict all characteristics is R&HT, MDT 
and BSPT. Here the same problem comes back; R&HT relies mostly on 
positive experiences while BSPT relies mostly on negative experiences. 
MDT and BSPT also stand at odds to some extent. We noted in chapter 1 
that the Moral Dyad produces supernatural beliefs because people intuitively 
look for moral agents and moral patients in morally significant events. When 
no moral agent is found, people intuitively conclude to an ultimate moral 
agent, i.e. a god. Defenders of MDT Kurt Gray and Daniel Wegner back 
their theory up by claiming that God (at least in Abrahamic traditions) is 
seen by believers as possessing (almost) exclusively agency and lacking 
patience. On BSPT, supernatural beings do seem to possess patiency. On 
BSPT supernatural beings appear to be personally invested in morality; they 
value people’s moral rules to a great extent and even go as far as monitoring 
individuals’ inner lives to check whether they oblige. This all strongly 



216	
	

suggests that supernatural beings are believed to have patiency. It is not a far 
leap from believing that supernatural being care personally about people’s 
moral behavior to believing that supernatural beings are personally harmed 
when people’s moral behavior goes astray. Therefore, any combination of 
MDT and BSPT seems difficult. 
 
Another combination that could succeed in predicting all five beliefs is ART, 
BSPT and R&HT. Apart from the problems with combining BSPT and 
R&HT we noted above, there is a problem with combining AT and BSPT. 
We noted in chapter 1 that punishing gods have a better effect on reducing 
free-riders and fostering cooperation than rewarding gods and noted that 
concepts of punishing gods are hard to reconcile with R&HT. On this theory, 
we can thus expect a greater prevalence in belief in punishing gods. On 
ART, a lower prevalence in punishing gods is to be expected. If supernatural 
beings serve as attachment figures they are more likely to be rewarding or 
forgiving than punishing. According to the main defender of ART Lee 
Kirkpatrick, God is most similar to parental attachment figures. 86  While 
parental attachment figures do punish, Kirkpatrick sees the likeness mainly 
in supernatural beings being ‘benevolent caregivers.’87 He does explicitly 
claim that perceptions of God as a nurturing caregiver need not oppose the 
idea of God as also being punitive and frightening. He refers to studies that 
show that children are attached to parents who mistreat them. This suggests 
that punishment can also activate the attachment system.88 This all shows 
that a combination of BSPT and AT could be possible. It will require more 
work on how the attachment mechanism deviates from its normal operation 
in producing supernatural beliefs. Its normal operation seems to predict 
benevolent supernatural beings. Before BSPT and ATT can be combined, a 
plausible story on how the attachment mechanism is caused to deviate is 
needed. 
 
It thus seems that at the moment there is no clear candidate for a 
combination that accurately explains the occurrence of supernatural beliefs. 
The combination of AT, BSPT and R&HT could be promising but requires 
more work on how BSPT and AT can be combined. 
 

																																																								
86 Kirkpatrick writes: “The most sensible conclusion from (…) research seems to be 
that images of God combine elements of both stereotypically maternal and 
stereotypically paternal images.” (Kirkpatrick 2005: 81) 
87 Kirkpatrick cites a bulk of evidence showing that belief in a comforting or loving 
God is widely prevalent (Kirkpatrick 2005: 81-82). This strongly suggests that he 
sees parental attachment figures as mainly positive figures in people’s lives. 
88 (Kirkpatrick 2005: 80-84) 



217	
	

6.7. Objections  

6.7.1. An accurate mechanism is forthcoming 

A possible objection is that while at this stage no mechanism yields an 
accurate explanation of supernatural beliefs, in the future one or more 
mechanisms might be improved so that they do. It is also possible that in the 
future a new mechanism will be proposed that is able to accurately explain 
supernatural beliefs. 
 
We cannot look into the future. It is possible that some undiscovered 
mechanism will be able to account for all the characteristics we discussed in 
chapter 2 and thus will be able to accurately explain supernatural beliefs as 
we find them.89 Cognitive theories of religious belief are still quite young; 
the first suggestion was made by Stewart Guthrie in 1980,90 and the first 
comprehensive theory was published in 1990.91 Since then the number of 
theories proliferated. It is possible that a future theory will be able to explain 
supernatural beliefs more fully. It is also possible that an existing theory will 
be improved. 
 
Cognitive theories of supernatural belief could evolve in the same way as 
theories on biological evolution did. Darwinian evolutionary theory is often 
claimed to explain the occurrence of apparent design in nature. Apparent 
design in nature was often used as evidence for the existence of a creator.92 
Because Darwin’s theory is naturalistic,  it shrinks the evidential value of 
apparent design in nature for a creator. 93  When Darwinian evolutionary 
theory was first proposed, it likely suffered from lack of accuracy or other 

																																																								
89 Here the caveat must be made that I did not claim that the list of beliefs in chapter 
1  is exhaustive. More characteristics of supernatural beliefs could be distinguished 
and a theory must be able to provide a mechanism that can accurately explain all of 
them. In any case, a mechanism that explains the beliefs discussed in chapter 1 will 
have a better claim to accuracy than the mechanisms surveyed in chapter 2. 
90 (Guthrie 1980) 
91 (Lawson and McCauley 1990) 
92 (e.g. Paley 2006) 
93  It does, however, not explain apparent design in the cosmos. Most recent 
arguments for design do not draw conclusions from apparent design in nature but 
rather from the fine-tuning of fundamental constants for life (e.g. Holder 2002). The 
evidential value of these phenomena is not reduced by Darwinian evolutionary 
theory because it’s concerned with biological evolution; the explanandum is 
different; even though something like an evolutionary mechanism may apply to 
cosmology. 
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shortcomings like lack of empirical support.94 Therefore it could be claimed 
it posed no threat to the evidential value of apparent design in nature. As the 
theory developed, it did. Cognitive theories of supernatural belief could 
evolve in the same way and in time reduce the evidential value of 
supernatural beliefs. 
 
At this time we do not know whether cognitive theories of supernatural 
belief will develop as well as Darwinian evolution did. What would follow if 
we had good reasons for thinking they would? It seems as if the promise of 
finding a mechanism responsible for supernatural belief can defuse the 
evidential value of supernatural beliefs. After all, having good reasons for 
thinking such a mechanism will be found comes close to actually having 
found the mechanism. However, having good reasons that an accurate 
mechanism will be found leaves room for doubt. Therefore, it seems that 
supernatural beliefs will still keep some of their evidential value in this case. 
 
The future could also look different. The occurrence of consciousness is 
traditionally seen as a challenge for physicalism. It also features in an 
argument for the existence of God.95 The rise of neuroscience in the 1960’s 
raised expectations of finding a physicalist theory for consciousness. The 
results however have been meager.96 Consciousness thus remains a challenge 
for physicalism and its evidential value for non-physicalism seems to stand. 
If we were to have good reasons for suspecting that cognitive theories of 

																																																								
94  Gijsbert van den Brink draws this parallel between cognitive science and 
evolutionary biology and notes that some theologians responded to the earliest 
evolutionary theories that these were still in their infancy and that they did not cause 
much concern. He writes: “ Voorlopig staat deze [cognitieve theorie van religie] 
echter nog in de kinderschoenen, en zouden theologen kunnen zeggen dat ze zich 
niet veel van deze theorieën hoeven aan te trekken aangezien ze nog lang niet 
bewezen zijn (zoals Kuyper, Bavinck, Warfield e.a. dat, in hun tijd terecht, van de 
evolutietheorie zeiden).”(Van den Brink 2015: 124) “For now, this [cognitive theory 
of religion] is still in its infancy and theologians could respond that they should not 
concern themselves much with these theories as long as they are not proven (like 
Kuyper, Bavinck, Warfield and others claimed about the theory of evolution).” 
95 (e.g. Moreland 2009) 
96  One group of philosophers called the ‘New Mysterians’ even claims that 
consciousness will never be explained by a physicalist theory. Quoting Thomas 
Nagel, Owen Flanagan writes: “Nagel argued that there can be no remotely plausible 
naturalistic account of consciousness, that something essential will always be left 
out of even our very best theory. Nagel writes, ‘Consciousness is what makes the 
mind -body problem really intractable. (…)Without consciousness the mind -body 
problem would be much less interesting. With consciousness it seems hopeless.’” 
(Flanagan 1991: 313 quoting (Nagel 1974)) 
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supernatural belief will ‘develop’ in the same way as theories of 
consciousness, the evidential value of supernatural beliefs seems to be 
unharmed. For suspecting that no mechanism will be found comes close to 
there not being a mechanism (as far as we know). 
 
We cannot foresee what new cognitive theories of supernatural belief will 
look like. Therefore we do not yet know whether they will point to a 
naturalistic mechanism that produces supernatural beliefs. On the other hand, 
we also cannot exclude that such a mechanism will be found. Being where 
we are, I believe it is not rational to believe that there is such a mechanism. 
This will become clear when we come back to the tree-analogy. We cannot 
foresee what the future will look like concerning study into the mechanisms 
responsible for tree-beliefs. For all we know, scientists might discover a 
mechanism able to produce tree-beliefs without any need for trees. Being 
where we are now it seems not rational to believe that there is such a 
mechanism.  
 
One could object that the analogy does not hold here. For example, it seems 
that we have more reason to think that a naturalistic mechanism that 
produces supernatural beliefs will be discovered than we have to think that a 
tree-less mechanism that produces tree-beliefs will. We seem to have more 
reason because cognitive science of religion at least gives us some indication 
for a mechanism. The theories might not deliver a clear view of the 
mechanism yet  but they give an indication of mechanisms that do some 
work in the production of supernatural beliefs and these could very well 
someday feature in a broader mechanism that can accurately and 
naturalistically explain supernatural beliefs. We have no indications of this 
sort for tree-less mechanisms.  
 
Against this objection, I note that it is not all that clear that current CSR-
theories are on the right track towards pointing to a naturalistic mechanism 
that accurately explains supernatural beliefs. We discussed some criticism of 
these theories in chapter 2. This suffices to show that the existing theories 
are not uncontroversial. Upon surveying CSR in general, Jonathan Jong, 
Christopher Kavanagh and Aku Visala write: “CSR has yet to fully deliver 
on its promises: the disagreements alluded to above – between adaptationist 
and byproduct theorists, and so forth – exist in large part because CSR’s 
theories are still massively underdetermined by data.”97 Jong et al. refer to 
the debate between adaptationist- and by-product-theories; the distinction 
roughly coincides with my distinction between evolutionary and cognitive 

																																																								
97 (Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015: 250) 
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theories. Where adaptationist theories claim a direct evolutionary use for 
supernatural beliefs, by-product theories claim supernatural beliefs have no 
direct evolutionary use but co-evolved with other adaptive traits. Elsewhere 
Jong writes in a review of a book about CSR: “[V]ery little mention is made 
about the evidential paucity for the alleged central tenets of ECSR’s 
[evolutionary cognitive science of religion HvE] standard model. The role of 
evolved agency detection mechanisms [HADD] and the mnemonic 
advantage of “minimally counterintuitive” concepts [the cognitive 
optimum], to cite two prominent examples, are notoriously under-
determined by data, as anyone intimately familiar with the primary research 
literature knows.”98 This shows that it is not at all clear whether existing 
theories are on the right track of finding a naturalistic mechanism for 
supernatural beliefs. 
 

6.7.2. Partially explaining is enough  

Another possible objection is that while the mechanisms discussed above do 
not predict all the supernatural beliefs I laid out in chapter 1, they do predict 
some of them. As a result they can partially diminish the evidential value of 
supernatural beliefs. 
 
The tree analogy is again helpful. A tree-less mechanism (or a combination 
of mechanisms) could predict tree-beliefs partly; for example it could predict 
that people will believe in objects with trunks and roots but not that they will 
believe those objects also have leafs and are made of wood. In this case, it 
seems that tree-beliefs still have evidential value for the claim that trees 
exist; for without their existence the odds are low that a vast majority of 
people will have similar beliefs about trees with features that are not 
predicted by the mechanism. This is so because beliefs about other features 
of trees can be granted an innocent until proven guilty status which transfers 
into testimony and because beliefs about these features can be said to reflect 
people’s experiences and evidence. It can be claimed that the evidential 
value of beliefs in trunks and roots is diminished. Even if trees do not 
actually have trunks and roots, people would still believe they did. Therefore 
it seems that the evidential value of the features predicted by the mechanism 
diminishes. However, because it is hard to imagine trees without trunks or 
roots, tree-beliefs in general do still provide evidence for trees with trunks 
and roots. This is so because believing in trees with trunks and roots coheres 
strongly with other beliefs about trees. In any case, the wide occurrence of 

																																																								
98 (Jong 2014) 
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tree-beliefs still renders a world with trees more probable than a world 
without trees. 
 
If we apply this to supernatural beliefs, we can conclude something similar. 
As an example, I will use the Existential Theory of Mind because along with 
the Religion and Health theory it predicted the most of our characteristics. I 
choose EToM over R&HT because it received more attention in the 
literature. We saw that EToM predicts three of the five characteristics, 
namely, interaction, special powers and compassion. The mechanism does 
not predict practical concerns and moral concern. Because belief in these 
characteristics occurs widely, these beliefs can be claimed to enjoy an 
innocent until proven guilty status that transfers into testimony and can be 
said to reflect people’s own evidence and experiences. It therefore seems that 
a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs still has evidential value for 
supernaturalism if there is a mechanism that partially explains it. 
 
A partially explaining mechanism does harm the evidential value for a 
different claim. It could be argued that when a naturalistic mechanism 
explains three out of five supernatural beliefs, the evidential value of those 
specific beliefs is harmed. When interaction, special power and compassion 
are explained by the mechanism, these beliefs are likely to occur even if 
there are no supernatural beings that interact with humans, have special 
powers or are compassionate. The existence of such a mechanism shows that 
these beliefs can occur in a world with distant, ordinary and vicious 
supernatural beings. Therefore the evidential value of a wide occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs for more specific claims, namely that there are 
supernatural beings that interact with humans, have special powers or are 
compassionate, is harmed. Similar to what we saw in the tree-analogy, it 
could be claimed that these supernatural beliefs fit well with the unexplained 
supernatural beliefs. This was, however, not the claim for which we set out 
to assess the evidential value of a wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs. It 
is not clear why the evidential value for supernaturalism should be partially 
diminished. 
 
Claiming that mechanisms that partially explain the occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs partially reduce their evidential value does not hold 
water. While a partially explaining mechanism might harm the evidential 
value for some claims, it does not do so for supernaturalism. 
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6.8. Conclusion 

From this chapter we can conclude that the CSR-theories under 
consideration do not defuse the evidential value of a wide occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs for supernaturalism. This is so because naturalistic 
mechanisms in general do not affect epistemic trust in others and because the 
CSR-theories do not appear to accurately explain supernatural beliefs as we 
find them.  

(Craig and Moreland 2009; Mageo and Howard 1996; Olmos and Paravisini‐Gebert 2001; Rinehart 2004; Rodrigues 2011b; Craig 1979; Miller 2014; Belzen 2012; Irwin 2000; Johnston and Kleinhenz 2000; Wainwright 2012; Jong, Kavanagh, and Visala 2015; De Ridder, Peels, and Van Woudenberg 2018) (Gordon 1996: 56‐57; Hitlin and Vaisey 2010; Hume 1977) (Twelftree 2011) (Lindhardt 2011a)	(Pagel	2002;	
McLaughlin	and	Bennett	2005;	McNamara	2006;	Bergman	and	Kain	2014;	Gintis	2004;	Koenig,	King,	and	Carson	2012;	Frey	2010;	Mageo	and	Howard	1996;	Olmos	and	Paravisini‐Gebert	2001;	Buss	2015;	Slone	and	Slyke	2015a;	Pyysiäinen	2010;	Van	Slyke	2011;	Zwingmann,	Klein,	and	Büssing	2011;	Paloutzian	and	Park	2014;	Kahneman,	Diener,	and	Schwarz	1999) 

(Schloss and Murray 2009; ‐ 2016, 2011)	(Stump	and	Alan	G.	Padgett	2012;	Dawes	and	Maclaurin	2013;	Bulbulia	et	al.	2008;	Boudry	and	Pigliucci	2017) (Clark 1993; Bulbulia et al. 2008; Martin 2006; BonJour and Sosa 2003)	(Clark	and	VanArragon	2011;	Zalta	2003;	Tesser,	Stapel,	and	Wood	2002;	Carruthers	and	Smith	1996;	Clayton	and	Simpson	2006;	Gilbert	and	
Andrews	1998;	Cassidy	and	Shaver	2002;	Whitehouse	and	Laidlaw	2007;	De	Cruz	and	Nichols	2016;	Van	Belzen	2012;	Nadel	2003;	Nesse	2001;	Clements	2016;	Martin	and	Wiebe	2017;	Schaller	et	al.	2011;	Zellner,	Keuzenkampf,	and	McAleer	2001;	Wilson	and	Keil	1999;	De	Bruijne,	Burger,	and	Te	Velde	2015;	Dole	and	Chignell	2005;	Plantinga	and	Wolterstorff	1983) 
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Conclusion  
	
I started off with the question whether recent CSR-theories have serious 
negative implications for the epistemic status of religious belief. The answer 
leans strongly towards ‘no’. I argued that CSR-theories are not incompatible 
with the content of religious beliefs; that CSR-theories do not show that 
supernatural beliefs are unreliably formed; that it is not clear whether CSR-
theories show that everything supernatural is superfluous for explaining 
religious experiences and thus do not show that beliefs based on religious 
experiences are unjustified or aid the case for naturalism; and that CSR-
theories have only limited implications on the evidential status of a wide 
occurrence of supernatural beliefs. Only one argument can thus conclude to 
a limited epistemic deficit and one other might if more empirical data is 
available. 
 
My answer ‘no’ needs to be qualified of course. Firstly because I did not 
discuss all recent theories of religious belief. Though I believe I covered the 
most influential theories in CSR in chapter 2, other theories are around and 
new ones will very likely be proposed in the future. It does seem that some 
of the discussion will be relevant for arguments using other theories as well. 
The discussion in chapter 3 shows that a theory will have to make claims 
that are significantly different than ‘religious beliefs are caused by cognitive 
mechanisms and/ or evolutionary pressures’, ‘religious beliefs arise 
intuitively’ or ‘religious rituals serve an evolutionary function’ in order to 
make some kind of incompatibility plausible. I hope to have shown in 
chapter 4 that unreliability arguments that argue for unreliability by showing 
that mechanisms responsible for supernatural belief evolved or produce 
many false beliefs will not work either if they rely on other theories. Another 
theory might be more successful in showing the mechanism for supernatural 
belief is off-track. Other theories might be able to produce naturalistic 
explanations of a wider scope. If so, they could, however, still not show that 
beliefs based on religious experiences are unjustified. Before they can do so, 
the cosmological and design arguments need to be shown false. Anyone 
familiar with (recent) philosophy of religion will know that this is a hard job. 
One argument where most progress can be made is the last argument against 
the evidential status of supernatural belief. Other theories might be more 
accurate and lower the evidential status of a wide occurrence of supernatural 
beliefs. 
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A second reason why my ‘no’ needs to be qualified is that there might be 
other arguments than the ones I discussed. Other arguments might show how 
CSR-theories speak against the epistemic status of religious and/ or 
supernatural beliefs in another way. I have not come across such other 
arguments than the ones I have discussed and did not think of any myself. 
Furthermore it is hard to see how arguments can take a different route than 
arguing for incompatibility, unreliability or superfluity to conclude to an 
epistemic deficiency. Here we can also see what the future holds.  
 
Nowhere in this thesis did I argue that an argument based on CSR-theories 
could never conclude to a serious epistemic deficit of religious or 
supernatural beliefs. An incompatibility argument will likely be the most 
difficult. It is hard to see what claim CSR-theories can make that will 
conflict with a religious truth claim that is widely held. They might make 
claims that conflict with religious claims that are not commonly held. For 
example, future research in CSR could show that the operation of cognitive 
mechanisms responsible for religious belief cannot be altered. This could 
conflict with a claim held in some new-age religions that people can evolve 
into a new state of mind, a state where they are only open to true (religious) 
knowledge. Since the prevalence of beliefs in such a claim are quite rare, 
such an argument will be quite trivial. The most promising road for an 
unreliability argument is probably an off-track argument (see chapter 4 
section 4.6). If CSR-theories were to convincingly show that supernatural 
belief results from cognitive mistakes or false positives in a non-question-
begging way, a case can be made that supernatural beliefs can suffer from a 
serious epistemic deficit. The argument will, however, also need to show 
that the unreliability of the mechanism cannot (easily) be overcome by 
additional input like culture or upbringing. A superfluity argument that both 
affects the justification of supernatural beliefs based on religious experiences 
and strengthens the case for naturalism is possible. A prerequisite is that 
CSR-theories can yield an explanation of religious experiences with a 
sufficiently broad scope. Future CSR-theories could also affect the evidential 
status of a wide prevalence of supernatural beliefs. For this purpose the 
theories will need to be accurate. 
 
Whether future arguments will be successful is thus largely dependent on the 
quality of future CSR-theories or other explanations of religious phenomena. 
As I noted in chapter 6 section 6.7.1, it is hard to assess the future of CSR. It 
seems unlikely that (propositions in) future CSR-theories will be 
incompatible with (propositions believed in) religious beliefs. The domain of 
cognitive explanations in general are cognitive mechanisms and evolutionary 
pressures. We noted in chapter 3 that propositions about a causal role of 
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these does not conflict with the truth of religious propositions. Future CSR-
theories might conclude to unreliability of supernatural beliefs but not be 
showing that the mechanisms for supernatural belief were shaped by natural 
selection, produce false god-beliefs or produce incompatible god-beliefs. 
Future theories might show that the mechanisms are off-track. They will 
need to argue for this in a non-question begging way. I believe that the most 
progress can be made for the arguments I discussed in chapters 5 and 6. By 
finding a naturalistic explanation for religious experiences of a sufficiently 
wide scope, future CSR-theories could render supernatural beliefs based on 
religious experiences unjustified. By finding an accurate naturalistic 
explanation for the wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs, future CSR-
theories could defuse the evidential status of that wide occurrence of 
supernatural beliefs. 
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Epilogue: Cognitive Science of Religion and scientism 
 
Before ending I want to discuss how my conclusions weigh in on the 
discussion over scientism. It appears as if many hold implicit scientistics 
ideas like ‘science explains everything’ or ‘science has shown that many 
common sense beliefs (like religious beliefs) are false’. My conclusion 
implies that any simplistic claim like ‘science shows that religious belief is 
bunk’ or ‘science shows that religion is all in the brain’ are without solid 
basis. Apart from being unclear, claims like these betray overconfidence in 
science that is unsupported by the science itself. 
 
Some hold more complex scientistic positions and argue that only the natural 
sciences deliver knowledge or that only the natural sciences can show what 
exists. The theses implicit in both claims are what Rik Peels calls 
‘epistemological scientism’ and ‘ontological scientism’.1 If epistemological 
scientism is true, my discussion in this thesis was futile since the natural 
sciences do not show that anything supernatural exists or do not deliver 
knowledge about anything supernatural.2 CSR does not deliver knowledge 
about the existence or nature of supernatural beings either nor does it aim to 
do so. It does deliver knowledge that religious belief exists, but this is not 
doubted by anyone. Looking to CSR to settle questions over whether we 
know anything about supernatural beings asks too much from CSR and does 
not really do justice to the discipline. 
 
If ontological scientism is true, the discussion in this thesis was largely futile 
too. Since the natural sciences do not show that supernatural beings exist, a 
rebutting defeater for supernatural belief is straightforwardly available. 3 

																																																								
1 Peels distinguishes various forms of both theses (Peels 2018). 
2  One could claim that some arguments for the existence of God suggest the 
opposite. For example, William Craig’s version of the cosmological argument relies 
on theories about the big bang in physics to conclude to a supernatural being. 
Craig’s argument (and other arguments that rely on natural science), are 
philosophical arguments and not scientific theories. They rather claim that science 
points to something beyond the natural world or that some scientifically studied 
phenomenon is best explained by reference to some supernatural being. Therefore, if 
these arguments are sound, the science does not in itself show that some 
supernatural being exists. This conclusion requires an additional (philosophical) 
step. Science might add to the arguments. 
3 Strictly speaking, this does not really follow from the ontological scientism thesis. 
If only science can show what exists, it does not immediately follow that it can show 
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CSR-theories also do not claim that God or any supernatural being exists and 
do not aim to do so. Theories in psychology and cognitive science generally 
do not pass verdicts on the existence of mind independent entities (like 
supernatural being presumably are).  
 
On both scientistics theses, assessing the epistemic impact of CSR on 
religious belief is a non-starter. Since both forms of scientism are considered 
problematic for many reasons,4 and a scientistic assessment of the epistemic 
impact of CSR would have been very short I believe my approach was more 
interesting. Some claims I discussed, like those of Dawkins, Thomson and 
Shermer (see 3.2) show some scientistic tendencies when they assume a 
straightforward incompatibility between CSR and the truth of religious 
beliefs. I, however, read their arguments in the light of a more complex 
argument. 
	 	

																																																																																																																																		
us what does not exist since absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. The 
negative thesis ‘what science does not show that exists, (likely) does not exist’ 
seems, however, implied by ontological scientism. 
4 See for example (Van Woudenberg 2018). 
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Summary 
	
The main question in this thesis is whether recent theories from Cognitive 
Science of Religion (CSR) imply a negative epistemic status of religious 
belief. This question can be answered in multiple ways: CSR-theories could 
make truth claims that stand in conflict with religious truth claims; CSR-
theories could show that religious belief is unreliably formed; CSR-theories 
could show that religious experiences are wholly natural phenomena and 
hence do not justify religious beliefs; and CSR-theories could undermine the 
Consensus Gentium Argument. I assess whether CSR-theories can indeed do 
so. 
 
Before assessing the epistemic impact, I first discuss what religious beliefs 
are and what CSR-theories state. In chapter 1, I discuss what religious 
beliefs are. Since most CSR-theories have one subclass of religious beliefs, 
i.e. supernatural beliefs, as their explanandum, I devote most of the chapter 
to those beliefs. I also flesh out some more specific supernatural beliefs by 
giving examples from three traditions: Christianity, Hinduism and 
Spiritualism. 
 
In chapter 2 I discuss 11 cognitive theories of religious belief. I give a broad 
overview of the theories and the empirical data to which they refer. Where 
available, I also discuss the main criticisms. Before discussing the theories, I 
start with some preliminary remarks about adaptation, group selection and 
cognitive mechanisms. 
 
In chapter 3, I consider whether any of the 11 theories makes a truth claim 
that is incompatible with some religious truth claim. I discuss three potential 
conflicts: a conflict between the causes of religious belief, a conflict over the 
role of revelatory experiences, and a conflict over the function of rituals. I 
argue that there is no conflict in either case. 
 
In chapter 4, I consider if the 11 theories show that religious beliefs are 
unreliably formed. Since unreliably formed beliefs are often regarded as 
epistemically tainted, this would affect the epistemic status of religious 
beliefs. I survey four existing arguments for unreliability and argue that they 
are unconvincing because they wrongfully oppose evolutionary forces and 
divine action, overstate the scope of what CSR-theories explain, or 
uncritically accept naturalistic presuppositions in CSR-theories. 
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In chapter 5, I develop a new argument based on CSR-theories. The 
argument states that religious beliefs based on religious experiences are 
unjustified because CSR-theories show that these are wholly natural 
phenomena. If religious experiences are wholly natural phenomena, they 
cannot justify belief in the existence of anything supernatural. I argue that 
the argument is unconvincing because the scope of CSR-theories is likely 
not sufficiently wide to conclude that all religious experiences are wholly 
natural. 
 
In the final chapter I discuss the impact of CSR-theories on the Consensus 
Gentium Argument for the existence of God. The argument states that the 
wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs provides evidence for God’s 
existence. I argue that CSR-theories only have a limited impact. This is so 
because they defuse only some reasons for granting evidential weight to a 
wide occurrence of supernatural beliefs. 
 
In an epilogue, I discuss how my thesis relates to scientism, the thesis that 
‘science explains everything’ or ‘science has shown that many common 
sense beliefs (like religious beliefs) are false’. 


