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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the implications of cognitive science of religion 

(CSR) from philosophical and theological perspectives. CSR is a 

multidisciplinary field that studies the recurrent aspects of religious belief 

and behavior and seeks to explain them with reference to pan-human 

cognitive dispositions and their evolutionary roots. This new science of 

religion has been widely seen as presenting both challenges and 

opportunities for a theistic worldview and for Christian theology. 

The study consists of an introduction and four journal articles. Article I 

“The naturalness of religion: What it means and why it matters” analyzes one 

of the core claims in CSR, namely that religion is natural. After 

differentiating cognitive naturalness from other kinds of naturalness and 

considering the evidence on which the claim is based, I argue that 

naturalness is a comparative concept. That is, folk religious concepts are 

more natural than, for instance, certain scientific theories (such as quantum 

mechanics) or theological concepts (such as the Trinity). The article also 

discusses the four marks of naturalness offered by philosopher Robert 

McCauley. Despite criticism that the naturalness thesis runs into similar 

conceptual problems as the concept of innateness, it can nevertheless serve 

as a popular shorthand for some of the basic assumptions of the byproduct 

model in CSR. A few theological and philosophical implications of the 

naturalness of religion are also mentioned. 

Article II “Debunking arguments gain little from cognitive science of 

religion” discusses four debunking arguments by philosophers Robert Nola, 

Matthew Braddock, John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths, and Taylor Davis. These 

arguments claim that CSR shows god belief to be epistemically unjustified, at 

least when the believer has no independent evidence for god(s). The paper 

begins by clarifying the nature of debunking arguments as undercutting 

defeaters. Such arguments typically aim to show that the belief-forming 

process underpinning god beliefs is unreliable. The paper makes two main 

observations. First, debunking arguments in which the unreliability claim 

hangs on a specific CSR theory (such as the HADD theory) are usually weak. 

Second, strong debunking arguments are often largely independent of CSR 

theories. Any viable naturalistic explanation of religion would seem to serve 

the arguments almost as well. Therefore, I conclude that CSR may not 

present such a novel threat to the rationality of religious belief as is often 

suggested. 

Article III “Cognitive regeneration and the noetic effects of sin: Why 

theology and cognitive science may not be compatible” considers the 

compatibility of CSR with the theological idea of God as the ultimate cause of 

theistic belief. Psychologist Justin Barrett and philosopher Kelly James Clark 

have suggested that God may have guided human cognitive evolution in 
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order to give rise to minds prone to believe in supernatural agency. It has 

been previously argued that this suggestion faces two theological problems. 

First, false and idolatrous god beliefs seem more natural than theistic belief. 

Second, humans have a tribalism bias that seems to be a root cause of much 

moral evil but is also cognitively natural. The idea that God would guide the 

evolution of natural cognition is thus theologically problematic: why would a 

good God who wants people to know him personally give rise to the idolatry 

bias and the tribalism bias? A natural theological response to these worries 

would refer to the noetic effects of sin – a theological notion that philosopher 

Alvin Plantinga invokes in his religious epistemology. This article focuses on 

problems with this response. A theologically consistent application of the 

notion, it is argued, would also indicate the existence of a process that 

Plantinga calls cognitive regeneration. All true believers are said to undergo 

this process. While we should also expect to find empirical evidence of it, 

evidence against cognitive regeneration seems easier to find than evidence 

for it. The fact that even Christian believers entertain anthropomorphic 

intuitions of God might suggest that their minds do not undergo a cognitive 

regeneration. More importantly, sociological data on religious prejudice 

serves as evidence against the affective aspect of cognitive regeneration. 

Because of these problems, invoking the noetic effects of sin may not be a 

viable response to the problems of the naturalness of idolatry and tribalism. 

Article IV “Hell and the cultural evolution of Christianity” considers how 

the cognitive and evolutionary study of religion can further the theological 

debate on the doctrine of hell. The traditional view of hell as eternal 

conscious torment has been increasingly challenged by the proponents of 

universalism (according to which everyone will eventually be saved) and 

conditional immortality (according to which the unsaved will be annihilated). 

This article draws from the cultural evolutionary account of prosocial 

religions (the Big Gods account), the mind-body dualism theory, the 

emotional selection theory, as well as from sociology and biblical studies in 

offering an “error theory” regarding the success of the traditional view. This 

error theory can help explain why the view of hell as eternal conscious 

torment became the dominant paradigm in Western Christianity even if, as 

conditionalists and universalists argue, it was not the only view of the final 

fate of the unsaved among early Christian theologians nor necessarily the one 

best supported by scripture and reason. The traditional view, it is argued, 

could have enjoyed a cultural and cognitive advantage over the “softer” views 

of afterlife punishment. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this dissertation is to systematically analyze some of the 

implications of cognitive science of religion (CSR) for Christian theology and 

philosophy of religion. CSR can be defined as a multidisciplinary research 

program that studies the recurrent aspects of religious belief and behavior 

and seeks to explain them with reference to pan-human cognitive 

dispositions and their evolutionary roots.1 Specifically, the field seeks to 

explain the “presence, prevalence, and persistence of religion” (White 2018, 

40; italics original).  

Since its inception in the 1990s, this new science of religion has been seen 

to present both challenges and opportunities for a theistic worldview in 

general and for Christian theology in particular.2 On the one hand, 

naturalistic explanations of religion – especially psychological and 

evolutionary ones – are often viewed as threatening to religious truth claims. 

According to philosopher John Teehan (2016, 40), “CSR may pose the most 

serious empirical challenge to religious belief to date”. Scientific accounts of 

why people believe in God or gods, he argues, cannot be reconciled with 

theological accounts. Also, the key figures of New Atheism, Daniel Dennett 

(2007) and Richard Dawkins (2006), have both invoked CSR theories as part 

of their case that religious belief is irrational. 

On the other hand, CSR might provide support for certain traditional 

ideas in Christian theology and philosophy, such as the concept of a natural 

knowledge of God or what John Calvin called sensus divinitatis (Clark & 

Barrett 2010; Green 2013). According to psychologist Justin Barrett, a 

pioneer in the field and an Evangelical Christian, “Children’s minds are 

naturally tuned up to believe in gods generally, and perhaps God in 

particular” (Barrett 2012a, 4). The CSR claim that god beliefs are natural and 

usually formed nonreflectively resembles the argument made by proponents 

of Reformed epistemology, an influential account of the rationality of 

 

1 For an up-to-date introduction to CSR, see White (2021). Various “biopsychological” or 

“biocultural” theories of religion have proliferated in the last twenty years. As a result, there has been 

some unclarity about which approaches fit under the CSR label. This dissertation adopts a broad view 

of CSR. This means, for example, that adaptationist theories such as the supernatural punishment 

theory (Johnson 2016) and hybrid theories such the cultural evolutionary synthesis (Norenzayan et al. 

2016) are considered part of CSR. This kind of inclusive view of the field is apparent in recent 

introductory textbooks by Slone and McCorkle (2019) and White (2021) as well as in McCauley’s 

(2020) paper on recent trends in CSR. 

2 Anthropologist Stewart Guthrie’s essay “A cognitive theory of religion” (1980) is usually 

considered the first published study in CSR. However, the publishing of Rethinking religion: 

Connecting cognition and culture (1990) by E. Thomas Lawson and Robert McCauley is commonly 

seen as the starting point for the field. 
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religious beliefs. Its most well-known representative, philosopher Alvin 

Plantinga (2000) argues that if God exists, such nonreflectively formed 

beliefs are likely to be rational and have “warrant” (i.e., count as knowledge). 

In this dissertation, the relationship of CSR to philosophy and theology is 

examined from various perspectives. While my field is that of philosophy of 

religion, the work also serves as a contribution to the field known as “religion 

and science” or “theology and science”.3 This field studies historical and 

contemporary interactions between theology and the sciences and provides 

philosophical analyses of their interrelation (de Cruz 2017). Such an analysis 

is also the aim of this dissertation. The findings of this study are presented in 

four individual articles published in four peer-reviewed academic journals. 

In this introduction, before giving an overview of each article, I will 

outline the background and context of my research. I begin by laying out 

some of the basic characteristics, research questions, and methodologies of 

CSR. In the following section, I discuss contemporary debates and 

disagreements in CSR that pertain to explaining the origin, spread, and 

persistence of beliefs in supernatural agents. This section is followed by a 

survey of some of the discussions that theologians and philosophers of 

religion have engaged in over the implications and background assumptions 

of CSR. Finally, I present the research questions and findings of my own 

study. 

 

 

3 For overviews of the field, see McGrath (2009) and de Cruz (2017). 
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2 CHARACTERISTICS OF COGNITIVE 
SCIENCE OF RELIGION 

2.1 EXPLANATION VERSUS INTERPRETATION 

Not all theories of religion seem equally interesting from the viewpoint of 

theology and philosophy of religion. In this section I consider features of CSR 

that have attracted Christian philosophers and theologians to consider its 

implications. These include its strongly explanatory approach to religion, the 

idea that religion is “natural”, and its focus on the “hidden” causes of 

religious belief that believers themselves are likely to be largely unaware of. 

Academic study of religion can be roughly divided into two approaches: 

interpretation and explanation, also variously termed the 

hermeneutical/substantive/sui generis approach and the 

explanatory/functional/naturalist approach (see Visala 2011, 17–25; 2022; 

Pals 1996, 8). The former approach seeks to understand the ideas that 

“motivate, move, and inspire people”, while the latter looks for the 

underlying causes of human thinking and acting (Pals 1996, 13).4 CSR has 

sought to provide causal, law-like explanations of religious phenomena based 

on the deep workings of the human mind that religious believers themselves 

are usually unaware of. The idea that religious belief and behavior need to be 

explained by hidden causes might already seem to suggest something of their 

unreasonableness. After all, we rarely seek explanations for obviously 

reasonable beliefs, such as why people believe in dogs and trees. Instead, 

beliefs in ghosts, UFOs, conspiracy theories, alternative medicine, and other 

oddities seem to demand an explanation based on underlying psychological 

factors. 

The distinctive characteristics of CSR are seen in the ideas that the 

scholars who gave birth to the field opposed about the hermeneutical 

framework that dominated the study of religion in the twentieth century. 

According to Claire White (2021, 5–15), these ideas include: 

 

• Postmodernism (the rejection of any attempt to provide an 

objective account of religion). 

• Cultural relativism (the idea that a religion can only be properly 

understood “from the inside”). 

• Cultural determinism (the idea that human behavior is determined 

by culture alone). 

• The use of outdated or nonexistent theories of human psychology. 

 

4 These approaches roughly correspond to David Hume’s (1779 [1991]) distinction between 

religion’s foundation in reason and its origin in human nature. 
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• The privileging of personal accounts over systematic theories of 

religion. 

• The assumption that religion has a unique essence (sui generis) 

and thus cannot be reduced. 

 

These ideas characterize what evolutionary psychologists have called the 

standard social science model (see Barkow, Cosmides & Tooby 1992). CSR 

scholars take all these features to be problematic. First of all, they argue that 

“religious concepts and behaviors are produced by human minds” and that 

“human minds, or more accurately human brains, are basically the same 

across cultures because we all belong to the same species” (Slone & McCorkle 

2019, 1; italics original). This assumption flies in the face of postmodernism 

and cultural relativism. 

Secondly, CSR scholars believe that by studying the human mind/brain 

we can unearth the actual proximate causes of religious belief and behavior. 

To illustrate the contrast between this assumption and the hermeneutical 

tradition, consider a famous quote from the great twentieth century 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz. “Believing,” he writes, “that man is an animal 

suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be 

those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science 

in search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning” (Geertz 1973, 

5). Geertz goes on to borrow philosopher Gilbert Ryle’s analogy of two boys 

rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eye: 

In one, this is an involuntary twitch; in the other, a conspiratorial signal to a 

friend. The two movements are, as movements, identical; from an l-am-a-

camera, “phenomenalistic” observation of them alone, one could not tell 

which was twitch and which was wink, or indeed whether both or either was 

twitch or wink. Yet the difference, however unphotographable, between a 

twitch and a wink is vast; as anyone unfortunate enough to have had the first 

taken for the second knows. (Geertz 1973, 6.) 

 

Most CSR scholars would probably agree that there is a crucial difference 

between an involuntary twitch and a conspiratorial signal. But in addition to 

(or instead of) trying to understand the meaning of such a signal, they would 

also look for an explanation for why humans in general form conspiratorial 

alliances and why they engage in secret signaling. The webs of significance 

we spin are not independent of the basic functions of our mind/brain. Or, as 

Scott Atran (2002, 10) puts it, “Cultures and religions do not exist apart from 

the individual minds that constitute them and the environments that 

constrain them, any more than biological species and varieties exist 

independently of the individual organisms that compose them and the 

environments that conform them”. This is why CSR scholars also reject the 

sui generis view of religion. As Pascal Boyer (1993) argues, it ends up 

dividing the world into the realm of reasons and meanings, on the one hand, 

and into the realm of cause and effect, on the other. 
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Thirdly, in contrast to cultural determinism, CSR scholars believe that 

minds are not blank slates to be filled with whatever inputs culture provides 

(see Pinker 2003). Rather, minds are endowed with cognitive biases and 

dispositions (also variously called cognitive “tools”, “systems”, 

“mechanisms”, or “modules”) that selectively attend to and process 

information coming from the environment (cultural selection). This view of 

the human mind is where the influence of evolutionary psychology on CSR is 

most obvious. Referring to the ground-breaking work by evolutionary 

psychologists Jerome Barkow, John Tooby, and Leda Cosmides (1992), 

Claire White writes that such 

cognitive tendencies evolved in an era roughly covering the Stone Age, 

termed the “Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness” (EEA), which 

continues to influence how humans think even today. The tendencies are 

specialized learning devices — which Barkow, Tooby, and Cosmides dub 

domain-specific modules. In other words, just like mini-computers can be 

pre-programmed to deal with particular inputs, or just like a Swiss army 

knife contains different tools to solve problems encountered in the wild, the 

mind is pre-programmed to deal with environmental challenges by having 

swift and intuitive responses. It is important to note that those who endorse 

this kind of approach do not necessarily assume that there is one anatomical 

area solely devoted to processing each problem, such as language. […] Many 

cognitive scientists of religion adopted the principal philosophies concerning 

the mind and culture in evolutionary psychology… […] These principles 

included the idea that religious thought and behavior are the results of 

interactions between our evolved psychological dispositions and cultural 

and environmental influences, and that these influences of cognition and 

culture always constrain religious expression. (White 2021, 19–20; italics 

mine.) 

 

CSR scholars have focused primarily on how implicit cognition affects 

explicit religious belief and behavior. However, White’s emphasis that the 

field is concerned with both cognition and culture is important because of the 

common misconception that CSR rejects the latter as insignificant (see White 

2021, 202–203). Moreover, despite all the criticism of the hermeneutical 

approach, some CSR writers, such as Robert McCauley and Aku Visala, 

question the strong distinction between interpretation and explanation 

(McCauley & Lawson 2017; Visala 2011; 2022). After all, it seems difficult to 

explain human behavior without interpreting it first. We need to understand 

the concept of conspiratorial signals, for example, before seeking to explain 

them. Moreover, we cannot really understand any phenomenon without 

some type of explanation. 
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2.2 THE NATURALNESS OF RELIGION 

The importance of implicit cognition to religious belief and behavior is often 

captured in the slogan “religion is natural”.5 This claim seems to assume a 

counterclaim. Ilkka Pyysiäinen (2012) suggests three candidates: religion is 

natural rather than supernatural; religion is natural rather than unnatural; 

religion is natural rather than cultural. He finds all these ideas represented in 

the CSR literature. However, the second assertion seems to be the most often 

assumed. According to this idea, “god concepts are natural (rather than 

unnatural) in the sense that to acquire, recall and pass them on to others 

does not take much time or effort, not to mention explicit instruction” 

(Pyysiäinen 2012, 68). Justin Barrett and Aku Visala (2018) distinguish 

between methodological, ontological, cross-cultural, and cognitive 

naturalness. The novel thesis that CSR has put forward concerns the last 

type. The cognitive naturalness of religion means that humans are biased 

regarding the content of cultural ideas. Specifically, we are biased toward 

easily conceptualizing, remembering, accepting as true, and transmitting 

recurrent forms of religious ideas. Barrett and Visala compare human minds 

to traps that are optimal for catching certain types of cultural ideas (e.g., 

“religious rabbits”) more than some others (e.g., “scientific foxes”). Barrett 

(2012a; 2012b) calls the content of such easily trapped cultural ideas Natural 

Religion. 

The most detailed exposition of the naturalness thesis is provided by 

Robert McCauley. He argues that religion is underpinned by “maturationally 

natural” cognitive systems. McCauley (2011, 37) gives four criteria for such 

systems: 

 

1. They operate mostly unconsciously, automatically, and nonreflectively. 

2. They begin functioning in early childhood. 

3. They evolved to deal with fundamental challenges for human survival. 

4. Their operation does not depend on instruction, structured 

preparations, or artifacts.  

 

Maturationally natural cognitive systems may be seen to constitute what is 

often referred to as System 1. According to dual-process accounts of 

reasoning, minds process information on two levels: intuition and 

reflection/analytic thinking (Evans 2003; Sperber 2008). These two levels 

are also known as System 1 and System 2 (Kahneman 2011). System 1 

outputs are quick, effortless, and typically unconscious. System 2 outputs are 

products of deliberate, effortful, conscious reasoning. As examples of 

activities attributed to System 1, Daniel Kahneman (2011, 21) mentions 

 

5 Consider titles such as Religion is natural (Bloom 2007), The naturalness of religious ideas 

(Boyer 1994), Is religion natural? (Evers et al. 2012), Why religion is natural and science is not 

(McCauley 2011), and Born believers (Barrett 2012a). 



Characteristics of Cognitive Science of Religion 

18 

detecting emotional states in a voice, solving simple math problems (like 2 + 

2 = ?), driving on an empty road, and understanding simple sentences. As 

examples of System 2 activities that “require attention and are disrupted 

when attention is drawn away” he lists maintaining a faster walking speed 

than is natural for you, monitoring the appropriateness of your behavior in a 

social situation, comparing two washing machines for overall value, and 

checking the validity of a complex logical argument (Kahneman 2011, 22). 

The relationship between the two systems is important for understanding 

what CSR scholars such as Barrett and McCauley mean by naturalness. The 

naturalness of religion is sometimes explained by reference to linguist Noam 

Chomsky’s (1965) theory of language development (e.g., Barrett 2011, 131). 

Chomsky noted that children learn to speak with remarkable ease. To explain 

this, he argued that different languages display a similar basic structure, and 

that children have a cognitive “language acquisition device”. This innate 

device both constrains the grammar and syntax of languages and predisposes 

humans to learn their mother tongue. While no one knows a language when 

they are born, there is a natural fit between languages and young human 

minds. Once the developmental period known as the language learning 

window has gone, learning to speak a new language becomes demanding 

work where System 2 is needed. 

Cognitive science tells us that what people tend to believe is similarly 

constrained and informed by System 1 (Barrett 2004). For example, why do 

many people believe that the natural world has been created or designed 

and/or that natural systems have goals and purposes? Part of the explanation 

is that such beliefs are reinforced by System 1. That is why even professional 

physical scientists who explicitly deny purpose and teleology in nature 

nonetheless display intuitions to that end (Kelemen, Rottman & Seston 

2013). This also suggests that System 1 is rather unmalleable. If scientists 

who have studied the impersonal laws of nature for decades cannot fully rid 

themselves of teleological intuitions, their roots seem very deep-seated. For 

the same reason, even the most reflective atheist may catch herself having 

intuitions about the soul of the deceased at a funeral or about a creator when 

gazing upon a beautiful sunset. While this is how System 1 reinforces 

religious ideas, it also constrains their expression. There are several 

counterintuitive beliefs in different religions, but such ideas tend to remain 

local and wither away without explicit teaching and preaching. Instead, 

intuitive (or minimally counterintuitive) religious ideas of souls and 

supernatural agents spread wide because they are supported by System 1. 

The dual-processing model also implies that first-person accounts by 

religious adherents about why they believe what they believe can be 

misleading. People are largely unaware of the cognitive biases and 

dispositions underpinning their religious beliefs. These underlying factors 

are what CSR scholars work hard to unearth. 
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2.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGIES 

“Religion” is rarely defined in CSR, since it is not taken as a naturally 

occurring thing with an essence or with clear boundaries.6 Religion is treated 

as an imprecise category consisting of multiple representations, concepts, 

events, and activities (Barrett 2007a). Scholars typically favor a “piecemeal 

approach”: they aim at “identifying human thought or behavioral patterns 

that might count as ‘religious’ and then trying to explain why those patterns 

are cross-culturally recurrent” (Barrett 2007a, 767). 

Theories in the field tend to gravitate towards themes like supernatural 

agency, morality, afterlife beliefs, rituals, and the nature of the world (see 

White 2021). In terms of research questions, consider the following chapter 

titles in a volume surveying the key empirical studies in CSR (Slone & 

McCorkle 2019): 

 

• Why do we see supernatural signs in natural events? 

• Do children attribute beliefs to humans and God differently? 

• Do people think the soul is separate from the body and the mind? 

• Is memory crucial for transmission of religious ideas? 

• How religious environments affect our behavior? 

• Do rituals promote social cohesion? 

• Does praying resemble normal interpersonal interaction (in the 

neuro-cognitive level)? 

 

In seeking answers to such questions, CSR employs the methods of cognitive 

science. Cognitive science draws from psychology, neuroscience, 

anthropology, archaeology, and evolutionary science to study topics like 

perception, attention, memory, conceptualization, communication, 

reasoning, and learning (Barrett 2011, 9–14). As already indicated, many 

early CSR scholars such as Boyer rejected hermeneutical theories in favor of 

causal, law-like explanations. While this emphasis has not disappeared, “CSR 

has come to be characterized by its diversity in theories (interdisciplinarity) 

and methods (methodological pluralism)” (White 2021, 93). Robert 

McCauley is known for emphasizing what he calls explanatory pluralism. He 

sees CSR as an opportunistic program. Researchers are encouraged to recruit 

“methodological, theoretical, and evidential resources wherever they can be 

found” (McCauley 2020, 98; italics original). 

According to White (2021, 64), CSR considers four basic levels of 

explanation: evolution, the brain, cognition, and culture. She imagines an 

interdisciplinary team of experts planning a joint project in which each 

approaches the question “why and how do ideas and behaviors that have 

been deemed religious spread?” from the perspective of their own discipline: 

 
6 Scott Atran, however, has offered a definition of religion as “a community’s costly and hard-to-

fake commitment to a counter-intuitive world of supernatural causes and beings” (Atran 2002, 264). 
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The evolutionary psychologist is interested in […] intuitive responses [that] 

are likely to be based on universal mechanisms, constraints, traits, etc., 

which may have been selected for during evolution. […] [T]he researcher 

conducts experiments in different cultures, especially those that differ. If 

cultures differ in their accepted views, yet people tend to think similarly, then 

it suggests that evolutionary processes also influence responses. 

The neuroscientist wants to understand better how cognitive functioning and 

emotional states are activated in the brain, as well as the connections 

between them. […] This researcher uses methods such as neuroimaging to 

see which brain areas are activated in religious activities. 

The cognitive psychologist is interested in cognition and wants to seek out 

conditions that make it possible to tap into intuitive processes. For example, 

by designing nifty experiments where people respond based on their off-the-

cuff, gut-like reactions rather than relying on people’s carefully thought 

through responses. […] 

[A]nthropologists, cognitive scientists, historians, psychologists, 

philosophers, sociologists, and religionists […] use a combination of methods 

including archaeological surveys, historiographical analyses, textual analyses, 

self-reports, interviews, narrative recall tasks, behavioral tasks, economic 

games, experimental and quasi-experimental fieldwork, and computer 

modeling. (White 2021, 87–89.) 
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3 DEBATED QUESTIONS IN 
CONTEMPORARY CSR 

3.1 IS RELIGION AN ADAPTATION, A BYPRODUCT, OR 
BOTH? 

In recent years, CSR scholarship has been divided over three overlapping 

questions (see McCauley 2020). First, is religion an evolutionary adaptation 

or a byproduct – or possibly both (depending on the level of explanation)? 

Second, what roles do cognitive content biases and social context biases play 

in explaining religion? Third, is religion primarily the outcome of natural 

selection, cultural selection, or perhaps sexual selection? These questions are 

the topic of this section. 

In order to discuss these issues, I will focus on how CSR theories explain 

the cross-cultural prevalence of beliefs in supernatural agents or “gods” (in 

all that follows, “God” with a capital G stands for the God of (mono)theism 

while “god” stands for any supernatural agent people today or in the past 

have believed in). According to Justin Barrett (2011, 97), CSR defines gods as 

 

• counterintuitive intentional agents 

• that a group of people reflectively believes exist 

• that have a type of existence or action (past, present, or future) 

• that can, in principle, be detected by people; and whose existence 

motivates some difference in human behavior as a consequence. 

 

While adaptationist theories of religion are as old as Darwin, the claim that 

made CSR stand out early on was that religious beliefs are evolutionary 

byproducts, an “evolutionary accident” of sorts (Bloom 2009). What is an 

evolutionary byproduct? Over forty years ago, Stephen Jay Gould and 

Richard Lewontin (1979) criticized adaptationist theories of human behavior 

for ignoring the possibility that many typical human traits may be 

byproducts or “spandrels”. For instance, there is no adaptive reason why 

blood is red. Hemoglobin is iron-rich and thus red in color. The redness of 

blood is a byproduct of the oxygen-transporting hemoglobin of red cells. In 

line with the Gould-Lewontin claim, the central assumption of early CSR 

theorists was that “many forms of religious cognition are byproducts of the 

operations of cognitive systems that are in place for reasons having nothing 

to do either with one another or with how they figure in religious matters” 

(McCauley & Lawson 2017, 126). While the cognitive mechanisms themselves 

may be adaptations that evolved for specific evolutionary challenges, their 
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religious outputs are nevertheless accidental byproducts.7 Mechanisms that 

originally evolved for dealing with natural agents such as other humans, 

predators, and prey (proper domain), for example, may also be in charge of 

reinforcing beliefs in supernatural agents (actual domain) (Pyysiäinen 2009). 

Theories that may be considered to fall under the byproduct model of 

religion include the following:8 

 

• (Hypersensitive) Agency Detection Device (HADD or ADD) makes us 

attend to cues of agency such as rustling in a bush or tracks in the 

snow (Barrett 2015). HADD also produces or reinforces beliefs of 

supernatural agents (Guthrie 1993; Barrett & Lanman 2008). 

• Theory of Mind is a mechanism that helps us attribute intentionality 

and make inferences about the mental states (emotions, beliefs, 

desires) of other agents on the basis of external cues (Goldman 2012). 

The theory of mind also reinforces inferences about the mental states 

of supernatural agents (Barrett & Lanman 2008; Bering 2002). 

• Minimally counterintuitive concepts include a violation or a transfer 

of an ontological boundary, according to what is called the cognitive 

optimum theory (Boyer 2001; Barrett 2004). Such concepts include 

persons without physical bodies (e.g., angels, demons, ancestor 

spirits), purely physical objects with mental qualities (e.g., a statue 

that listens to prayers), and persons without minds (zombies). Such 

concepts are attention-grabbing and thus they are easily retained and 

transmitted. 

• Mind-body dualism (or commonsense dualism/Cartesian dualism) 

pertains to our tendency to divide agents into souls/minds and bodies 

(Bloom 2004; 2007). Dualism underpins afterlife beliefs (Bering & 

Björklund 2004) and the view of god as a cosmic mind (Bering 2006). 

• Promiscuous teleology is the tendency to attribute purposes and goals 

to natural phenomena (Kelemen 1999; Kelemen & Rossett 2009) and 

life events (Banerjee & Bloom 2014). This tendency is said to support 

belief in a god who has created and designed the world and who 

guides people’s lives. 

 

Theories that regard religious belief as a byproduct no longer hold the place 

of prominence that they used to in CSR theorization.9 While these theories 

 

7 However, byproducts may turn into “exaptations”, that is, they may become beneficial at some 

later point in time. According to the Big Gods account (Norenzayan et al. 2016), for example, beliefs in 

supernatural agents emerged as a byproduct but became adaptive on the group level once they began to 

promote prosocial behavior. 

8 By “byproduct model”, I mean what has sometimes been called the “standard model” in CSR – a 

name that now seems outdated. 

9 This is evident from the recent introductory books by Slone and McCorkle (2019) and White 

(2021). 
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focus on explaining religious beliefs, adaptationist theories have tended to 

focus more on religious rituals. Experiments have shown, for example, that 

rituals help relieve anxiety (e.g., Lang et al. 2015; Sosis & Handwerker 2011). 

Perhaps one reason for this is that belief in healing deities and the practice of 

healing rituals produce a placebo effect that alleviates stress and thus makes 

believers generally healthier (Bulbulia 2006). Many adaptationist theories 

also see religious beliefs and rituals as fostering trust and cooperation 

between humans. According to Richard Sosis’ costly signaling theory, 

religious “behaviors, badges, and bans” serve as hard-to-fake signals of 

trustworthiness, without which cooperation cannot take place (Sosis & 

Alcorta 2003; Sosis 2006). Recently, theories regarding supernatural 

policing and punishment have become popular. These will be discussed 

below. 

3.2 CONTENT BIASES AND CONTEXT BIASES 

Theories that view religion as a byproduct typically invoke various content 

biases in explaining religious beliefs. The naturalness of religion thesis is 

based on the idea that humans naturally find religious ideas attractive 

because of their ontological content. Consider Pascal Boyer’s (2001) cognitive 

optimum theory of minimally counterintuitive concepts. The concepts of an 

ancestor spirit, a statue that can hear prayers, and a zombie all include a 

single violation of our core knowledge, that is, our cognitive expectations 

about physics, biology, or psychology. While maximally counterintuitive 

ideas are hard to comprehend and remember (for instance, a statue that can 

hear prayers from afar or an invisible zombie), minimal counterintuitiveness 

makes religious ideas cognitively optimal: attention-grabbing but easy to 

remember and thus transmit. Content bias theories, however, leave many 

important aspects of religion unexplained (Gervais et al. 2011; Atran & 

Henrich 2010). For example, why are not all minimally counterintuitive 

agents, such as zombies or Mickey Mouse, gods? Why do people passionately 

devote themselves to the worship of gods instead of just believing they exist? 

Why do they sincerely believe in specific gods but reject the existence of 

others (Gervais & Henrich 2010)? 

According to Taylor Davis, content bias theories successfully “identify 

genetically inherited cognitive capacities that are involved in forming theistic 

beliefs”, but “[i]t is a separate question whether these capacities actually bias 

individual minds toward such beliefs, as opposed to merely being recruited 

by cultural beliefs that require them” (Davis 2020, 197; italics original). 

Recent CSR scholarship has seen more emphasis on social context biases, 

also known as model-based learning biases. While content bias theories 

explain what kinds of beliefs people favor, context bias theories explain 

whose beliefs are adopted and in what situations. For instance, people are 

likely to adopt beliefs and behaviors that are (1) held by many rather than few 
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people (conformity bias) (2), and by prestigious (older, skilled, successful) 

individuals (prestige bias), (3) and supported by credibility enhancing 

displays (CREDs) (Henrich 2016). CREDs are potentially costly actions that 

signal trustworthiness. Fasting, sacrificing, or participating in painful rituals 

indicate that the person is not trying to mislead anyone. Practicing what you 

preach implies that you believe in your own message. CREDs and other 

context biases also help explain differences in the demographics of various 

religions and the contemporary prevalence of nonreligion and atheism 

(Langston, Speed, and Coleman III 2020). 

3.3 NATURAL SELECTION, GROUP SELECTION, AND 
SEXUAL SELECTION 

Many adaptationist theories connect religion with trust and cooperation. 

According to the supernatural punishment theory, belief in moralizing and 

punishing deities has served as an effective deterrent against selfish behavior 

(Johnson 2016; Johnson & Bering 2006). Selfishness was a good strategy 

early on in our evolutionary history, but became maladaptive once humans 

became socially intelligent and began monitoring each other. The fear of 

getting caught by one’s conspecifics was rarely scary enough. The fear of 

supernatural punishment, however, helped people control their selfish 

desires. Thus, they avoided the costs of retaliation and reputational damage. 

While the supernatural punishment theory views belief in moralizing, 

punitive deities as the result of natural selection selecting god-fearing 

individuals, the so-called Big Gods account explains its prevalence by 

reference to cultural evolution (Norenzayan 2013; Norenzayan et al. 2016). 

According to this multidisciplinary synthesis, belief in Big Gods paved the 

way for large-scale cooperation around twelve thousand years ago. Large-

scale cooperation gave rise to large, complex societies – the world as we 

know it. The emergence and maintenance of cooperation among anonymous 

individuals is a well-known evolutionary puzzle. Free riding, such as cheating 

or exploitation of shared resources, erodes cooperation but may prove to be 

adaptive from the individual’s point of view. As long as one avoids getting 

caught, it is beneficial to let others play fair and do all the hard work. Ara 

Norenzayan and colleagues argue that Big Gods helped suppress free riding 

so that people could trust each other. Belief in an all-seeing and all-knowing, 

punitive deity such as Yahweh or Allah may not be cognitively natural as 

such. There is no cognitive bias for monotheistic belief specifically. Instead, 

belief in a Big God spreads via context biases. CREDs such as fasting and 

praying function as signals of trustworthiness of the believer (“this guy 

probably won’t cheat me since he believes his god sees him and might punish 

him for cheating”) as well as of the truth of his religion (“it must make sense 

to worship this god if this person is willing to put so much time and energy 

into it”) (Lanman & Buhrmester 2017). 
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As the fear of God helped people curb their self-interest in favor of 

prosocial, cooperative behavior, belief in punitive deities was targeted by 

cultural group selection (see Richerson et al. 2016). The Big Gods account 

combines the byproduct model which invokes natural selection, with 

adaptationism and cultural group selection. Here we must keep in mind the 

distinction between the mechanisms of selection (natural, cultural, and 

sexual) and the units of selection (genes, concepts, groups) (see McCauley 

2020, 121). The HADD theory, for example, posits a naturally selected and 

genetically undergirded cognitive mechanism. Hominids with a well-

functioning HADD survived and spread their genome better than their 

conspecifics without HADD. But natural selection is slow. Cultural group 

selection, however, operates on the genes and minds already in place. Groups 

that acquire a culture of cooperation tend to overtake less cooperative ones 

via warfare, economic production, and demographic expansion.10 Thus their 

beliefs and practices spread. In the common era, religions with Big Gods 

have taken over the whole world.11 

While not discussed in this dissertation, sexual selection theories have 

recently joined the debate. James van Slyke and colleagues have argued that 

religious people are desirable as mates (van Slyke & Szocik 2020). For 

instance, a female who signals her religiosity lets men know that she is likely 

not a cheater (thus, a man can be confident about paternity), while a male 

who exhibits his religiosity is informing women about his willingness to 

invest in his children. 

 

 

10 The evolutionary framework behind cultural group selection theory is called gene-culture 

coevolution (Richerson & Boyd 2005; Henrich 2016). 

11 A similar mechanism arguably lies behind the success of the karmic beliefs of Hinduism (White 

& Norenzayan 2019). 
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4 CSR, THEOLOGY, AND PHILOSOPHY OF 
RELIGION 

4.1 THE NEED FOR A RESPONSE 

This dissertation focuses on the intersection of CSR, Christian theology, and 

philosophy of religion. In this section, I will provide an overview of four types 

of discussions that form the backdrop for my own four articles. 

Few scholars in the field of theology and science had tackled evolutionary 

explanations of religion before the rise of CSR.12 At a time when CSR theories 

had begun proliferating, philosopher of religion Wesley Wildman challenged 

religionists and theologians by saying they 

ought to have some response to emerging scientific theories of the origin of 

religion, to the dawning intelligibility of bizarre religious activities, and to 

theories of cognition that predict the recurrence of supernatural beliefs. 

Evolutionary psychology and cognitive neuroscience should influence 

theological claims about ultimate and proximate realities, salvation and 

liberation, the meaning and purpose of life, and how so many human beings 

come to believe in such things (Wildman 2006, 231). 

 

To date, the new science of religion has grabbed the attention of many 

theologians and philosophers of religion.13 The topics they have addressed 

can be roughly divided into four general and partly overlapping categories: 

 

• The philosophical assumptions of CSR. 

• The rationality of religious beliefs (especially theistic belief). 

 

12 The few works include Ralph Wendell Burhoe’s Toward a scientific theology (1987), Philip 

Hefner’s The human factor (1996), and J. Wentzel van Huyssteen’s Alone in the world (2006). While 

van Huyssteen’s book includes a brief discussion of Pascal Boyer’s cognitive optimum theory, it mostly 

focuses on material not recognized as part of CSR. 

13 Important monographs include Aku Visala’s Naturalism, theism, and the cognitive study of 

religion (2011), James van Slyke’s The cognitive science of religion (2011), Justin Barrett’s Cognitive 

science, religion, and theology (2011), Helen de Cruz and Johan de Smedt’s A natural history of 

natural theology (2015), F. LeRon Shults’ Theology after the birth of God (2015), Kelly James Clark’s 

God and the brain (2019), and Hans van Eyghen’s Arguing from cognitive science of religion (2020). 

Edited volumes hosting a number of articles on CSR and philosophy of religion include The believing 

primate (Schloss & Murray 2009), The new science of religion (Dawes & MacLaurin 2013), The roots 

of religion (Barrett & Trigg 2014), Advances in religion, cognitive science, and experimental 

philosophy (de Cruz & Nichols 2016), as well as New developments in the cognitive science of religion 

(van Eyghen, Peels & van der Brink 2018). Several important journal articles are discussed in this 

introduction. 
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• The compatibility of CSR with a theistic worldview and/or Christian 

theology. 

• CSR as a source for theology and philosophy of religion. 

4.2 PHILOSOPHICAL ASSUMPTIONS OF CSR 

The cognitive-evolutionary approach to religion includes several 

controversial assumptions (see Visala 2022). Many philosophers and 

theologians have been critical of the apparent attempt to “naturalize” religion 

(e.g., Visala 2011; van Slyke 2011; Oviedo 2012; 2018; Spiegel 2020).14 Some 

CSR scholars seem to view religion as nothing but a natural phenomenon, 

and as such susceptible to materialist and physicalist explanations. Consider 

Boyer’s way of contrasting CSR with the hermeneutical approach: 

The hermeneutic stance is based on the fundamental premise that 

phenomena of meaning cannot be the object of explanation because they 

cannot be causally related to other, notably physical phenomena. Against this 

framework, the “naturalized” view of cultural phenomena is based, precisely, 

on the assumption that “meanings”, or in less metaphysical terms, thought 

events and processes, are the consequence and manifestation of physical 

phenomena. (Boyer 1993, 8.) 

 

Boyer makes a contrast “between ‘thought’ as independent of physical causes 

and ‘thought’ as a product of physical operations of the brain” (Visala 2018, 

58). Scott Atran and Dan Sperber express similar sentiments. According to 

Aku Visala, these scholars end up giving physicalism a sort of constraining 

role in the study of culture. Specifically, “if an explanatory theory in some 

higher-level discipline is not analyzable in terms of some lower-level 

discipline, then this constitutes a prima facie case against the higher-level 

theory” (Visala 2018, 59). The problem with the physicalist constraint, he 

argues, is that it tends to exclude perfectly sensible explanations of human 

belief and behavior in terms of reasons. Such “strict naturalism” is also 

related to the eliminativist view of the mind, according to which many mental 

states are not real. As Lluis Oviedo (2018) points out, theologians, 

philosophers, and scientists are likely to reject such a view for both 

philosophical and scientific reasons. 

Visala thinks CSR is not necessarily tied to strict naturalism, however. He 

proposes a framework of “broad naturalism” that would be more open to the 

higher-level mental processes (e.g., conscious reasoning) that feature in 

scientific explanations (see Visala 2011). In a similar vein, Oviedo argues that 

 

14 For example, Spiegel (2020, 351) argues that “the kind of scientific naturalism that tends to 

underwrite projects of naturalizing religion operates with a tacit conception of nature which, upon 

closer inspection, turns out to be untenable”. 
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we cannot fully make sense of religious phenomena without hermeneutical 

viewpoints: 

It is absolutely legitimate to study religion inside an exclusive scientific 

framework, just as for aesthetic perceptions, feelings of love and other 

characteristics of human experience, such as consciousness. The question is 

not whether or how legitimate it is, but how much utility and how much 

explanatory power can we wield when we apply scientifically oriented 

methods alone, by which I mean those methods relying on empirical 

observation, testing processes, explanation of the outcomes inside of a broad 

accepted theoretical framework and successive processes of verification or 

falsification. This method requires from its inception a consequent reduction 

of variables involved in the experience and has to translate subjective or first-

person experiences into specific and clear objective data, corresponding to 

inter-subjective observations. Its scope is unavoidable very limited, and at 

most will be able to explain some minor aspects or dimensions of religious 

experience. My point is that we can hardly avoid the “hermeneutic approach” 

to religion, if we want to understand this kind of experience. Such an 

approach has to include: traditional theology, the philosophy of religion, and 

the twentieth-century tradition of anthropology and phenomenology of 

religion. (Oviedo 2012, 91–92.)  

 

Oviedo thus argues for a holistic approach to religion that appreciates the 

complexity of its object of study. While one might question how exactly 

theology or philosophy of religion might contribute to scientific theorization 

of religion, Oviedo’s suggestion may not appear too unorthodox in the light of 

nonrestrictive models of CSR, such as McCauley’s explanatory pluralism. 

4.3 THE RATIONALITY OF RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

Religion has been considered irrational by ancient philosophers, 

Enlightenment thinkers, early theorists of religion, and, more recently, the 

New Atheists. CSR provides detailed explanations for many of the empirical 

observations such cultured despisers of religion have made, such as the 

persistent human tendency to detect patterns and agency in our 

environment. While there are all sorts of supernatural agents (angels, 

demons, ancestor spirits, etc.), philosophers of religion have focused on the 

epistemic implications of CSR for theistic belief. That is, they are concerned 

with belief in the God of the Abrahamic religions, the all-powerful, all-

knowing, eternally existing, and perfectly good creator and sustainer of the 

universe.  

As already indicated, most people are unaware of how their evolved 

cognitive biases and dispositions influence what they believe. Although, as a 

naturalistic enterprise, CSR is in principle blind to religious truth claims 

(Atran 2002, ix; Barrett 2004, 123), it is often viewed as detrimental to the 
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intellectual respectability of religion. F. LeRon Shults, a former theologian 

and nowadays a self-professed atheist scholar, writes as follows: 

A growing number of scholars in the biocultural study of religion are arguing 

that the empirical findings in these fields do more than help explain the 

origin and evolution of belief in gods. They also provide adequate warrant for 

rejecting the existence of such culturally postulated disembodied intentional 

forces. (Shults 2014, 15.) 

 

How might CSR provide “adequate warrant” for rejecting the existence of 

gods? Joshua Thurow lists five ways in which CSR may “cast doubt” (CD) on 

religious beliefs. For example, let X stand for a naturalistic explanation of 

god belief and Y for the proposition that “God exists”. 

CD1. X entails that Y is false. 

CD2. X entails that belief in Y is formed in an irrational way. 

CD3. X is evidence against Y. 

CD4. X removes/undermines what was once regarded as a source of 

evidence/good grounds for Y. 

CD5. X contributes to explaining various phenomena of the hypothesis that Y 

is false at least almost as well as the hypothesis that Y is true explains the 

phenomena. (Thurow 2014a, 200.) 

 

So far, claims about irrationality (CD2) have been the most common way of 

casting doubt on religious belief (see van Eyghen 2020). While the concept of 

rationality is often used commonsensically and rarely defined in these 

debates, most arguments also invoke the concept of epistemic justification. It 

is claimed that CSR provides evidence demonstrating that god belief is 

unjustified. Epistemologists have different views of what justification is. For 

example, justification has traditionally been understood as a deontological 

notion: I am justified in believing that p if and only if I am not obliged to 

refrain from believing that p (Steup 2020). As Steup points out, this theory of 

justification seems to assume a good degree of control over our beliefs. In 

reality, however, we have little control over what we believe. The traditional 

view also indicates that justified beliefs are based on reasons to which the 

believer has reflective access – an idea associated with epistemic internalism 

(Pappas 2014). Instead, cognitive science suggests that, whether or not the 

believer can present reasons for her belief, such reasons may not feature 

among the actual causes of the belief, which are often outside of one's 

conscious awareness. 

The deontological view of justification is rarely invoked by those 

employing CSR to argue against religious belief. Instead, process reliabilism, 

or at least its focus on the reliability of belief-forming processes, is commonly 
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adopted.15 Reliabilism is an externalist (i.e., not internalist) approach to 

justification. That is, it rejects the idea that believers need mental access to 

the justifiers such as reasons and evidence. According to process reliabilism, 

justified beliefs are true beliefs formed by a reliable mental process instead 

of, say, wishful thinking, guesswork, or faulty perception. Process reliabilism 

asks “whether the general belief-forming process by which S formed the 

belief that p would produce a high ratio of true beliefs to false beliefs” 

(Becker 2022). An unreliable process is one that tends to cause too many 

false beliefs. In several domains of belief – such as perception, science, 

morality, mathematics, or religion – evidence of unreliability has given rise 

to so-called debunking arguments. In these arguments, evidence of 

unreliability serves as an undercutting defeater. Whereas a rebutting defeater 

provides evidence against the belief that p, an undercutting defeater provides 

evidence that the belief that p is based on shaky grounds. Kahane’s (2011, 

105) widely cited formulation of a debunking argument goes as follows: 

Causal premise. S’s belief that p is explained by X. 

Epistemic premise. X is an off-track process. 

Therefore  

S’s belief that p is unjustified. 

 

CSR is taken to provide evidence that the process underpinning god belief is 

unreliable. An unreliable belief-formation process cannot, it is argued, yield 

justified belief in God. Note that this is independent of whether God exists or 

whether there is good evidence for theism. 

By far the most widely cited CSR theory in this debate has been that of the 

(hypersensitive) agency detection device (ADD or HADD).16 Robert Nola 

(2013) is one who argues that the theory shows god beliefs to be unjustified.17 

Natural selection has made us sensitive to cues of agency. We see faces in 

clouds, hear voices in the forest and steps in the attic, feel someone’s 

presence when we’re alone – all thanks to HADD. The mechanism is 

hypersensitive in that it regularly produces false positives. Just like a smoke 

detector, HADD is a better-safe-than-sorry mechanism. Detecting predators 

and prey would have been an issue of life or death for our ancestors. HADD 

also reinforces beliefs in gods, ghosts, and goblins. These are byproducts of 

its normal operation. Because of hypersensitivity, we cannot trust its 

deliverances to track truth in the domain of religion. 

Debunking arguments need not bank on any particular CSR theory, 

however. For example, according to Matthew Braddock (2016), religious 

 

15 An interesting case has been recently made by Halvor Kvandal (2022) who employs virtue 

reliabilism in arguing against theistic belief. 

16 While many scholars agree that an agency-detection mechanism exists, whether it is 

hypersensitive is a controversial issue. 

17 Nola also discusses theories regarding the Theory of Mind and minimally counterintuitive 

concepts, but these are not as vital to his argument. 
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diversity indicates that the belief-forming processes reinforced by the biases 

and mechanisms that CSR has identified are unreliable. After all, many 

religious people believe that the gods of other religions are false gods. Thus, 

the CSR mechanisms are misleading even by their own standards. 

A successful debunking argument must avoid the problem of collateral 

damage (e.g., Barrett 2007b). If our cognitive machinery is wholly unreliable 

in the domain of religion, why think that our moral, philosophical, scientific, 

and even commonsense beliefs survive without a scratch? After all, “natural 

selection does not care about truth; it cares only about reproductive success” 

(Stich 1990, 62). As Thurow (2014a, 205) notes, evolutionary genealogies of 

theistic belief “are not nuclear weapons that wipe out the justification of 

religious belief; if they were, then, like real nuclear weapons, they would take 

out a whole lot more than the immediate target”. The point is driven home by 

Alvin Plantinga’s (2011) evolutionary argument against naturalism. 

According to Plantinga, we cannot rely on any of our belief-forming faculties 

if there is no design plan behind cognitive evolution. 

To counter full-blown evolutionary skepticism regarding the truth 

tracking abilities of the human mind, John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths (2013) 

have offered a litmus test they call the Milvian Bridge (see also Wilkins 2016; 

Bennett 2021).18 While natural selection may not care about truth as such, in 

some cases true beliefs are more adaptive than false beliefs. In order to 

vindicate beliefs in any given domain, one must find a link (a Milvian Bridge) 

between their adaptive value and their truth value.  

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 (Griffiths and Wilkins 2013, 134). 

 

For instance, having mostly true beliefs about middle-sized natural objects 

such as predators, prey, plants, and hand-axes is obviously more adaptive 

than having false beliefs about them. Even if our evolved minds do not 

represent reality exactly as it is, such commonsense beliefs can hardly be 

arbitrary with respect to reality. Griffiths and Wilkins go on to argue that 

science is ultimately based on common sense. Empirical testing and logical 

thinking that characterize science would have been adaptive also in our 

ancestral environment. Thus, commonsense reasoning forms an indirect link 

between scientific beliefs and reproductive success. Evolutionary theories of 

religion and morality, however, explain religious and moral beliefs without 

any reference to their truth. Thus, Griffiths and Wilkins argue, we lack 

reasons to think that religion and morality are truth tracking. 

 

18 The Milvian Bridge was the location for the decisive military victory of Emperor Constantine 

over Maxentius in 312 CE. The victory was later attributed to the favors of the Christian God. 
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Debunking arguments have given rise to an extensive literature defending 

the rationality and justification of religious belief.19 Theistic scholars have 

responded to debunking arguments primarily by defending the reliability of 

the cognitive mechanisms underpinning god belief (e.g., Barrett 2007b; Clark 

& Barrett 2011; Murray 2009; Murray & Goldberg 2009; Barrett & Church 

2013; Mawson 2014; Van Eyghen 2020). For example, Michael Murray 

(2009) argues that we cannot be sure that HADD is unreliable in the domain 

of religion. In many daily contexts it rightly interprets cues of agency as 

coming from a human or an animal in the vicinity. While it sometimes causes 

false positives, he asks, how can we know that the inferences of divine agency 

number among them unless we presume supernatural agents do not exist? 

Kelly James Clark and Justin Barrett (2011; Clark 2019, 44–101) compare the 

operation of CSR mechanisms to the operation of sense perception and 

memory, and god beliefs to beliefs about other minds and about the reality of 

the external world. They argue that god beliefs – just as any other beliefs 

immediately produced by our cognitive faculties – are epistemically 

“innocent until proven guilty”. Regarding the worry about the diversity of god 

beliefs, for example, they suggest that while the cognitive mechanisms “may 

be unreliable in securing belief in, say, Yahweh and Yahweh alone” they 

nonetheless “may be reliable in producing belief in a divine aspect of reality” 

(Clark & Barrett 2011, 667). 

Appeals to the reliability of our cognitive mechanisms appear weak, 

however, in the face of strong debunking arguments such the one by Griffiths 

and Wilkins. Philosophers tackling debunking arguments from a more 

internalist perspective often maintain that belief in God may be justified even 

if the CSR mechanisms are not reliable (e.g., Jong & Visala 2014; Leech & 

Visala 2011b; 2012; Thurow 2013; 2014a; 2014b). For one, these mechanisms 

are not the only cause of religious belief. No Christian believes, say, in the 

Trinitarian God simply as the result of the operation of HADD and other such 

mechanisms. Many believe because of religious experiences, the testimony of 

their friends and family members, the morally exemplary lives of other 

believers, and so on. Since content bias theories point to panhuman cognitive 

features that manifest themselves across time and space, such theories do not 

appear to undermine – at least not initially – other pathways to belief in God. 

Some people can also provide specific reasons and arguments for why 

they believe in God, such as arguments from natural theology. In an oft-cited 

paper, Jonathan Jong and Aku Visala (2014) argue that debunking 

arguments often confuse the causes of belief with reasons to believe (that is, 

the context of discovery with the context of justification). Jong and Visala 

recapitulate an anecdote of August Kekulé, a German chemist who came up 

with the ring structure theory of the benzene molecule by dreaming of a 

snake catching its own tail. Although dreams are hardly truth tracking, his 

 

19 In fact, defenses predate carefully formulated debunking arguments. To my knowledge, Justin 

Barrett’s (2007b) paper was the first academic article to address these worries. 
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theory was proven empirically afterwards. What this shows, according to 

Jong and Visala, is that the context of discovery is epistemically irrelevant.20 

Instead, justification depends on reasons and arguments. If a believer lacked 

them, her belief could be rendered unjustified simply by inquiring about her 

reasons to believe and pointing out she has none. No naturalistic explanation 

of religion would be needed. Furthermore, in their response to Griffiths and 

Wilkins, Jong and Visala point out that reasons and arguments for God, such 

as those provided by natural theology, are based on commonsense reasoning, 

not unlike scientific theories. If commonsense reasoning can help debug our 

belief-forming processes and thus allow scientific beliefs to cross the Milvian 

Bridge, surely the same can be done with the belief-forming processes that 

underlie religious beliefs? 

Although some debunkers claim that theistic arguments are simply post 

hoc rationalizations and do not actually cause religious beliefs (e.g., Leben 

2014), many of them agree that CSR does not undermine belief in God if one 

is aware of such arguments. Nonetheless, cognitive science casts doubt on at 

least some reasons and arguments as well (CD4). Such reasons may be based 

on religious experiences (van Eyghen 2020, 113–128) or on the testimony of 

others (Braddock 2016, 276), for instance. Regarding natural theology, one 

traditional argument that is significantly weakened by CSR is the so-called 

common consent argument (consensus gentium), which treats the 

prevalence of belief in God as evidence for God (de Cruz & de Smedt 2015, 

184; van Eygen 2020, 129–146).  Joshua Thurow (2014b) thinks CSR also 

undermines C. S. Lewis’ famous “argument from desire”, which takes the 

human yearning for a transcendent reality as evidence for its existence (see 

Lewis 1996, 121). 

While those arguments are less frequently employed by contemporary 

theistic philosophers, in their book A natural history of natural theology 

(2015), Helen de Cruz and Johan de Smedt survey the most popular 

philosophical arguments for God in search of their cognitive underpinnings. 

Consider arguments from the design of the universe. Psychologist Deborah 

Kelemen has shown that both children and adults (even professional 

scientists) display an intuitive tendency to make sense of the natural world 

by reference to teleology and purposeful, intelligent design (Kelemen 2004; 

Kelemen & Rossett 2009). De Cruz and de Smedt (2015, 195) argue that such 

findings could serve as an undercutting defeater for our perception of design 

as well as the intuitive inference to a designer. The nature does not speak for 

itself, they write, and design is not an objective phenomenon that forces itself 

upon us. Instead, the evidential force of design arguments seems to depend 

partly on the presuppositions of the person evaluating them. 

Debunking arguments mainly cite byproduct/content bias theories. 

However, Taylor Davis (2020) has recently put a new spin on Griffiths and 

 

20 McBrayer (2018) rightly points out that just because the genealogy of belief is sometimes 

irrelevant for justification – like in the Kekulé anecdote – this does not mean it is always irrelevant. 
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Wilkins’ argument in light of the Big Gods account. The question is not, he 

argues, whether the cognitive content biases are reliable but whether the 

cultural process that selects beliefs tracks truth. In constructing a Milvian 

Bridge on cultural group selection, Davis shows how debunking arguments 

can be reformulated as the science progresses.21 

4.4 THE COMPATIBILITY OF CSR WITH THEISM AND 
CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY 

According to John Teehan (2014, 173), “the challenge of cognitive science is 

not that it rules out a belief in God, but that it offers an empirical account for 

the conceptualization of god beliefs that may in fact conflict with theological 

accounts”. In what follows, we consider a few debates on the compatibility of 

CSR with theism or Christian theology/worldview. 

One debate pertains to whether CSR is wedded not only to methodological 

naturalism, but to metaphysical naturalism as well. In the latter case, one 

could not simultaneously believe in God and hold CSR theories to be fully 

true. As we have seen, scholars like Boyer and Atran exclude all non-physical 

entities and causes from their theories and, by implication, the existence of 

God. However, as Visala has suggested, CSR can adopt also a view like broad 

naturalism. This would leave open the question of the existence of entities 

not observable by science. CSR could be considered “worldview neutral” with 

respect to theism (Leech & Visala 2011a; Visala 2011). 

Leo Näreaho (2014) rejects the claim that broad naturalism can make 

CSR worldview neutral.22 CSR allows only natural causes in explanations of 

religious belief, but theists typically take divine action to feature in the causal 

chain that gives rise to religious experiences and beliefs. Näreaho cites 

Barrett (2007b, 61), who writes that a theist “could simply maintain that a 

god or gods put into place the natural order […] such that human brains 

naturally give rise to religious experiences under particular situations”. While 

Näreaho thinks that CSR is incompatible with supernatural causation, he 

suggests that God might function as a “structuring cause” that makes 

religious experiences and beliefs possible instead of being their “triggering 

 

21 Launonen & Visala (forthcoming) respond to Davis by arguing that a Milvian Bridge can be 

constructed for Christian theological beliefs because of the similarities between academic theology and 

the sciences. 

22 According to Leech and Visala (2014), Näreaho misinterprets the point of broad naturalism. 

They believe that CSR can be worldview neutral just because it need not make assumptions about the 

totality of causal factors there might exist. CSR theories need not to be seen as positing causally 

sufficient theories or including strong ontological assumptions. Leech and Visala are also critical of 

Barrett’s line of thinking, but for a different reason than Näreaho. Since religious people take God as 

directly causing god beliefs, but in reality He does not (according to CSR), God might seem like a 

deceiver (deus deceptor). 
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cause”.23 This is analogous to how the technology in my computer non-

causally makes possible the letters on the screen when I press the keyboard. 

Simply showing that such generic theism (or deism!) is not incompatible with 

CSR may not be very interesting, however. As Teehan points out, what 

theologically motivated scholars want to argue 

is not simply that the existence of God is logically consistent with an evolved 

psychology, but that the existence of a robust conception of God, the God of 

the Judeo-Christian-Islamic traditions, is compatible with evolutionary 

psychology – and it is in this regard, I believe, that evolutionary psychology 

raises significant challenges for religion… (Teehan 2014, 171.) 

 

Teehan probably has the writings of Clark and Barrett in mind. Along with 

defending the rationality of god belief, they make intriguing claims about the 

compatibility of CSR and Christian theology (Clark & Barrett 2010; 2011; 

Barrett 2009; 2011; 2012b; Clark 2019). CSR may support the existence of a 

“god-faculty”, by which they mean that “the ordinary arrangement and 

function of cognitive architecture in human minds often produces 

nonreflective, unreasoned belief in gods” (Clark & Barrett 2011, 642). The 

idea is reminiscent of John Calvin’s concept of sensus divinitatis. This quote 

from Calvin is frequently cited in a long or short form (as in here): 

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an 

awareness of divinity. […] God himself has implanted in all men a certain 

understanding of his divine majesty. […] [T]here is […] no nation so 

barbarous, no people so savage, that they have not a deep-seated conviction 

that there is a God. (Calvin 1536 [2008], 1.3.2.) 

 

Alvin Plantinga (2000) introduced Calvin’s concept into the contemporary 

debate about religious epistemology. Plantinga argues that belief in God is 

typically not the result of analytic consideration of arguments and reasons for 

God. Rather, belief is produced automatically and nonreflectively in 

existentially moving situations by the sensus divinitatis. This view of belief-

formation converges with cognitive science. More importantly, according to 

Plantinga, such belief in God can be properly basic. Just as with beliefs in 

other minds or in the external world, god beliefs are basic beliefs that need 

no support from other beliefs in order to have “warrant”. Warrant is that 

property or quantity “enough of which is what makes the difference between 

knowledge and mere true belief” (Plantinga 2000, 6). 

It would seem like a great success for the theology and science enterprise 

if CSR could be shown to be convergent with such ideas. This is, after all, 

what Clark and Barrett might seem to suggest. There are a few worries, 

however. For example, Halvor Kvandal (2020) argues that one must choose 

between Plantinga’s sensus divinitatis, which produces basic belief in God, 

 

23 The distinction between triggering and structuring causes is from philosopher Fred Dretske. 
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and Clark and Barrett’s coarse-grained god-faculty, which reinforces belief in 

supernatural agency but not in “Yahweh and Yahweh alone”. Plantinga’s view 

conflicts with CSR, for there is no one particular faculty that produces belief 

in the one true God. Rather, there are several cognitive mechanisms that 

make humans susceptible to a plethora of supernatural agents. While Clark 

and Barrett’s view is in line with the science, it fails to deliver the goods 

promised by Plantinga’s epistemology: properly basic, warranted belief. For 

if belief in Yahweh is not cognitively natural as such but needs additional 

cultural input (say, in the form of Christian upbringing), it is not generated in 

the direct manner that Plantinga envisions. 

Clark and Barrett (2011, 645) as well as Plantinga (2011, 140) also suggest 

that God may have guided cognitive evolution in order to give rise to the god-

faculty. A problem that follows is why would God endow humans with such a 

faulty mechanism that predominantly produces beliefs in finite deities and in 

“elves, dwarves, goblins, tree spirits, and witches” (Clark 2019, 76; see also 

Marsh & Marsh 2016). Rik Peels and colleagues (2018) explain the long 

history of false god beliefs by referring to what Calvin called the noetic effects 

of sin. After the Fall into sin, they suggest, perhaps God withdrew his 

presence and the environment of the first humans transformed into one 

where sensus divinitatis no longer functioned properly. Of course, as the 

authors admit, there is no scientific evidence for the Fall nor of a pristine 

state when people worshipped only the one true God. Instead, de Cruz and de 

Smedt (2013) suggest that the god-faculty may not be corrupted so much as 

underspecified. Culture seems to determine whether one ends up adopting 

polytheistic beliefs, monotheistic beliefs, or no explicit religious beliefs 

whatsoever. There are theological issues with this response as well. For 

example, Christian theology has traditionally viewed the belief and worship 

of gods other than Yahweh as idolatry, not merely as an inadequate instance 

of theism. In order to make their account theologically viable, de Cruz and de 

Smedt would have to give an account of the cultural forces that disorient the 

god-faculty. As is the case with many other theology-and-science debates, 

such arguments come close to sacrificing either science or theology on the 

altar of compatibility. 

4.5 CSR AS A SOURCE FOR THEOLOGY AND 
PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION 

The findings of CSR can also serve as a source for theology and philosophy of 

religion. For example, CSR offers insights for developing a doctrine of 

general revelation and concept of the natural knowledge of God (see Barrett 

2021; Green 2013; Smedes 2014). According to the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church (§50), “by natural reason man can know God with certainty”. God’s 

general revelation, by definition, is available to all people at all times. In a 

similar vein, according to CSR, panhuman cognitive tools reinforce religious 
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beliefs in all natural human environments. CSR thus agrees at least with the 

mainstream theological claim that nothing culturally specific, such as 

religious texts or artifacts, is needed for the generation of religious belief. 

According to Adam Green (2013), CSR suggests that Thomas Aquinas and 

Jean Calvin, both of whom wrote extensively on the natural knowledge of 

God, were mistaken in viewing Greek philosophy as an example par 

excellence of such knowledge. Philosophy and theology are rare cultural 

achievements, products of reflective reasoning (System 2) by numerous 

people over several generations. Religion, however, is maturationally natural 

(System 1) and “thoroughly enmeshed with the social mind being engaged in 

a pragmatic mode” (Green 2013, 410). 

As indicated above, CSR does not provide evidence that belief in one God 

is cognitively natural. Therefore, it seems questionable whether science 

actually supports the doctrine of general revelation or the concept of the 

natural knowledge of God. This question would seem to depend partly on 

what we believe God to be like (Launonen & Mullins 2021). Christian 

theologians have defended several models of God (see Diller & Kasher 2013). 

Consider especially the ongoing debate between the classical view of God 

versus “personalist” forms of theism such as open theism. Much of theology 

is highly counterintuitive – just think of the doctrines of the Trinity or the 

hypostatic union. This makes much of theology cognitively unnatural and 

more akin to science than religion (Barrett 2012c; de Cruz 2014; McCauley 

2011). For this reason, religious people habitually entertain beliefs that are 

theologically incorrect (Slone 2004). Classical theism – the historically 

dominant view of God in Christian, Jewish, and Islamic theology – includes 

several highly counterintuitive ideas such as simplicity, timelessness, 

immutability, and impassibility (Mullins 2020). In a paper titled “Born 

idolaters”, Jonathan Jong, Christopher Kavanagh, and Aku Visala (2016) 

argue that CSR (or, as they call it, cognitive science of idolatry) tells us 

virtually nothing about belief in the classical God. The classical God is totally 

unlike anything created, is outside of space and time, and the ultimate cause 

of absolutely every event. Instead, cognitively natural supernatural agents are 

finite, located somewhere in the natural world, cause some events, and can 

sometimes be detected. They are human-like, anthropomorphic beings 

(Heiphetz et al. 2016). While most Christians think prayer can move God to 

do something he might not have done otherwise, classical theists argue that 

God is not affected by anything outside himself. If classical theism is true, 

then our minds seem to lead us astray theologically. Cognitively natural 

knowledge of God is nothing but anthropomorphism running wild. However, 

many contemporary theologians and Christian philosophers opt for a more 

personalist understanding of God. If God is a person not totally unlike us, our 

natural cognition may not be that defective after all. 

One debate in philosophy of religion to which CSR perspectives have been 

applied concerns divine hiddenness. According to J. L. Schellenberg’s (2015) 

hiddenness argument, God does not exist because nonresistant nonbelief 
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does. There are many kinds of people who would be open to entering a 

relationship with God if God existed, but who nevertheless do not or cannot 

believe in God. A perfectly loving God would be open to a relationship with 

all who do not resist it. Since nonbelief gets in the way of that relationship, 

we would expect a perfectly loving God to help people believe so that they can 

enter it. Therefore, nonresistant nonbelief should not occur. 

According to Schellenberg, there have been and still are many kinds of 

nonresistant nonbelievers. For example, prehistoric people lacked the 

concept of a high god altogether. Jason Marsh (2013) thinks CSR supports 

this claim. With mental tools such as HADD in play, he argues, “those in the 

forest might come to a belief in forest spirits, whereas those in more stormy 

regions might come to believe in angry sky deities”, but no prehistoric 

peoples were, strictly speaking, theists (Marsh 2013, 361). A theologically 

correct God concept was simply unavailable to prehistoric individuals. Since 

this would be surprising if God really existed, theism is probably false. 

Matthew Braddock (forthcoming) has recently countered Marsh’ claims. 

Invoking Barrett’s account of Natural Religion, Braddock claims that 

humans’ cognitive biases make them prone to theistic-like beliefs. 

CSR has also been called on to support a theodicy explaining why God 

might at least temporarily allow nonresistant nonbelief. According to 

Michael Murray (2001), God hides himself because a good deal of epistemic 

distance may be necessary for building a mature moral character, which God 

desires in humans. Clear awareness of God might hinder our free choices and 

consequently our moral development. Helen de Cruz (2015) notes that CSR 

gives empirical credibility to this theodicy. Numerous studies show that 

religious reminders of God tend to make people behave more honestly and 

generously. But as Murray and others suggest, perhaps the most formative 

moral choices happen in the absence of any reminder that God exists and is 

watching. 
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5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND FINDINGS 

5.1 CLARIFYING THE CONCEPT OF NATURALNESS 

In this section I will outline the research questions and the results that make 

up the four articles published in four academic journals. Each of the articles 

contribute to one of the philosophical and theological areas of inquiry 

outlined above. 

My first research question was: what do CSR scholars mean by the claim 

that religion is “natural” and what theological implications might this claim 

have? In article I, titled “The naturalness of religion: What it means and why 

it matters”, I first go over four different concepts of naturalness listed by 

Barrett and Visala (2018). I follow their claim that what scholars like Barrett, 

Jesse Bering, and Pascal Boyer mean by “naturalness” is cognitive 

naturalness. In other words, because of pan-human cognitive biases and 

dispositions, our minds are prone to favoring some types of cultural ideas 

over some others. Recurrent religious concepts (e.g., about intentional 

supernatural agents) are attention-grabbing, and easily remembered and 

sustained. Cognitive selection leads to cultural selection so that religious 

beliefs become widespread. 

After reviewing some of the scientific evidence for naturalness, I go on to 

describe the naturalness thesis as a comparative claim. Recurrent religious 

ideas are cognitively natural compared to, for example, highly 

counterintuitive scientific theories (e.g., relativity theory, quantum 

mechanics, or evolution by natural selection) or theological formulations 

(e.g., God as a Trinity). After this, I consider Robert McCauley’s (2011) 

attempt to define naturalness. McCauley discusses two forms of natural 

thinking and behavior, “maturational naturalness” and “practiced 

naturalness”. Religious belief and behavior, he argues, is the product of 

maturationally natural cognitive systems. 

The concept of naturalness has been criticized, in part, for the same 

reasons as the scientifically denigrated concept of innateness. Nevertheless, I 

argue that, despite these issues, the naturalness thesis works as shorthand 

for the basic assumptions of the byproduct account in CSR. At the end of the 

article, I consider some of the implications of the naturalness thesis for a 

theological account of the natural knowledge of God, for the future of 

religion, and for the freedom of religion. 



Research Questions and Findings 

40 

5.2 DO CSR THEORIES MAKE DEBUNKING 
ARGUMENTS STRONGER? 

The second research question was: what are the epistemological 

implications of CSR for the rationality of belief in God? In article II, titled 

“Debunking arguments gain little from cognitive science of religion”, I 

contribute to the extensive philosophical debate regarding the implications of 

CSR for the rationality of religious belief. I argue that CSR has less relevance 

to debunking arguments than is often assumed. The empirical findings in 

themselves rarely give us a reason to question the reliability of the belief-

forming processes that underpin theistic belief. I go over three much-

discussed debunking arguments and one relatively new one. I first discuss 

Robert Nola’s (2013) debunking argument, which builds on the HADD 

theory. Nola takes the hypersensitivity of the agency-detection mechanism to 

indicate that it produces several false positives and is thus off track. 

Therefore, a belief-forming process generated by HADD does not yield 

justified belief in God. I present two reasons why it is difficult to argue simply 

on the basis of this mechanism’s hypersensitivity that god belief is irrational. 

I also discuss scientific evidence indicating that even if such a mechanism 

existed, it is not clear whether it would produce or reinforce belief in the 

supernatural. 

In what follows, I discuss three other debunking arguments that I take to 

be much more plausible than Nola’s. Matthew Braddock (2016) has argued 

that the prevalence of beliefs in finite and multiple gods is evidence, 

especially for monotheists, that the CSR mechanisms are unreliable. John 

Wilkins and Paul Griffiths (2013) make the case that, even if religious beliefs 

were adaptive, there would be no link between the truth of religious beliefs 

and reproductive success. Only if there were such a link could natural 

selection be expected to have favored true religious beliefs instead of false 

ones. Without it, we cannot expect religious beliefs to be truth-tracking. 

Taylor Davis (2020) has made a similar argument on the basis of cultural 

evolution. My argument is that, in each case, these authors are able to 

construct a rather convincing (even if not insurmountable) case against the 

justification of god beliefs produced by the CSR biases and mechanisms. 

However, even though some naturalistic account of religion is necessary for 

each of them to succeed, I argue that their force is mostly independent of any 

particular CSR theory. This suggests that CSR may not pose such a novel or 

major threat to the rationality of religious belief as is often assumed. 

5.3 THE ORIGINS OF GOD BELIEF ACCORDING TO 
SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY 

The third research question was: is the idea that God has given rise to the 

CSR dispositions for revelatory purposes theologically and scientifically 
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plausible? Article III, “Cognitive regeneration and the noetic effects of sin: 

Why theology and cognitive science may not be compatible”, considers the 

compatibility of CSR and traditional Christian theology. CSR suggests that 

humans are naturally prone to believe in supernatural agency. According to a 

mainstream idea in Christian theology, God has made himself known so that 

people can come to believe in him without learning about God from other 

humans. Psychologist Justin Barrett and philosopher Kelly James Clark have 

suggested that God may have guided human cognitive evolution in order to 

give rise to minds that are prone to believing in supernatural agency (Clark & 

Barrett 2011; Clark 2019).24 

After some introductory remarks, I lay out two theological concerns 

previously presented in the literature. First, our natural cognition seems to 

favor false god beliefs over belief in the one true God (idolatry bias). Second, 

John Teehan (2016) has argued that our moral intuitions are biased in favor 

of our in-group and against people in out-groups (tribalism bias). According 

to Teehan, this bias is the root cause of much moral evil in the world. 

Importantly, the tribalism bias is similarly part of our natural cognition 

(System 1), as is our disposition toward god belief. What follows is that if God 

has guided human cognitive evolution in order to give rise to the “god-

faculty” (a term employed by Clark and Barrett), then it seems he has also 

given rise to the idolatry bias and the tribalism bias. This, however, conflicts 

with the Christian belief that God is wholly good, and that God wants people 

to believe in and worship him instead of any other god. In what follows, I 

consider these concerns in the framework provided by Alvin Plantinga.25 

Plantinga (2000) has famously argued that all people have what the reformer 

Jean Calvin called a sensus divinitatis, a faculty that automatically and 

nonreflectively produces belief in God in the appropriate circumstances. 

Therefore, there is some overlap between CSR and Plantinga’s account of 

how religious beliefs are formed (Clark & Barrett 2010). 

In the second section, I consider what seems to be the most natural 

theological response to the concerns regarding the idolatry bias and the 

tribalism bias. This is the claim that these biases are not part of God’s 

original, good creation, but instead instances of the noetic effects of sin. 

According to Plantinga, sin is why we entertain false conceptions of divinity 

and are prone to disregard and hate our neighbors. The problem with this 

response, it is argued, is that the evolutionary view of human origins makes 

 

24 It could be asked whether the concepts of divine revelation and cognitive evolution belong to 

different “language games”, so that considering their compatibility is intellectually futile. For instance, 

van Huyssteen (2006) thinks that because of the different natures of theology and science, the dialogue 

between them has certain boundaries that cannot be crossed. However, many scholars writing on these 

topics do not seem to worry about crossing boundaries, perhaps partly because they adopt a critical 

realist view of both theology and science. 

25 The choice of this framework is natural given the close connection Clark and Barrett have 

drawn between CSR and Plantinga’s thinking (see Clark & Barrett 2010). 
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the traditional Augustinian understanding of a historical fall unlikely. 

Moreover, what we know of the prehistory of both religion and violence 

suggests that humans have always had these biases. I end this section by 

considering Helen de Cruz and Johan de Smedt’s (2013) Irenaean account of 

the fall, which attempts to make the idea of the noetic effects of sin 

compatible with evolutionary psychology. 

The third section introduces the central claim of my paper: even if we 

could formulate an account of sin that is compatible with evolutionary 

science, a theologically robust response to the problems of idolatry and 

tribalism would also have to take into account what Plantinga calls cognitive 

regeneration. Cognitive regeneration means that God is healing the minds of 

believers of the noetic effects of sin. If such a process were actually taking 

place, we would expect true believers to display less idolatrous and tribalistic 

thinking. We would also expect to be able to find empirical evidence of 

cognitive regeneration. I go on to argue that whether or not Christians also 

suffer from the idolatry bias depends on our model of God. Just as other 

people, Christians often display what CSR calls theological incorrectness. For 

example, they entertain highly anthropomorphic intuitions of God. If the 

model known as classical theism is the correct view of God, then it seems that 

Christians have thoughts about God that could be labelled idolatrous. 

However, if what is called theistic personalism is the correct model of God, 

anthropomorphism may not be a problem, since the God of theistic 

personalism is very human-like. In this case, believers’ intuitions about God 

do not serve as good evidence against cognitive regeneration. 

There is also evidence that Christians display tribalistic thinking. The 

fourth section discusses studies on the relationship between prejudice and 

religiosity. Social psychological studies suggest that this relationship depends 

largely on one’s religious orientation. Certain types of believers (those 

scoring high on the Quest orientation scale) seem to be less prejudiced than 

people on average. An orientation that is clearly connected to many forms of 

prejudice is called Religious Fundamentalism. I argue that since conservative 

Christians often score high on the Religious Fundamentalism scale, there 

seems to be a link between traditional Christian belief and prejudice. This 

conflicts with the claim that believers are undergoing cognitive regeneration. 

And if believers are not undergoing such a process, the notion of the noetic 

effects of sin does not seem like a viable response to the problems of idolatry 

and tribalism, which make it difficult to argue that God has providentially 

guided human cognitive evolution. I end by discussing a few objections and 

solutions to the problem. 
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5.4 HOW BIG GODS HELPED FOSTER THE VIEW OF 
HELL AS EVERLASTING TORMENT 

The fourth research question was: can CSR theories of belief in supernatural 

punishment help explain why the view of hell as eternal conscious torment 

became the dominant view of afterlife punishment in the Western church? 

In article IV, “Hell and the cultural evolution of Christianity”, I examine how 

CSR can provide fresh perspectives on old and contemporary theological 

debates about the final fate of nonbelievers. What is known as the eternal 

conscious torment view of hell was not the only view of the fate of the 

unsaved in the early church. Some theologians defended views that are today 

known as conditional immortality (according to which the unsaved will be 

annihilated) and as universalism (according to which all people will 

ultimately be saved). According to contemporary proponents of conditional 

immortality and universalism, these views were widespread in the early 

church before they were overshadowed by everlasting hell. Philosopher Jerry 

L. Walls (2016) has challenged these proponents to provide an “error theory” 

of why the Christian church would have been misled in adopting the eternal 

conscious torment view even if it were theologically false. 

In my paper I aim to offer an error theory based on the cognitive and 

cultural evolutionary study of religion as well as on sociological and 

exegetical considerations. The so-called Big Gods account of the cultural 

evolution of prosocial religions shows why the fear of supernatural 

punishment is beneficial: it fosters prosocial behavior in big groups of people 

by weeding out free riding (Norenzayan et al. 2016). Early Christian 

communities were known for prosocial behavior such as caring for people 

during epidemics (Stark 1997). While belonging to such a community was 

beneficial to the individual, the churches also expected much from their 

members. Hence, the temptation to free ride – to reap the benefits of 

cooperation but not pull your own weight when the costs of belonging get too 

high – probably existed. If, however, early Christians believed that free riding 

could lead to spending eternity in hell, they would have thought twice before 

defecting. As evidence for this, I discuss the work of the New Testament 

scholar Megan Henning (2014). She argues that some passages in the New 

Testament (e.g., Jesus’ depiction of the final judgment in Matthew 25) and 

especially later apocalyptic visions of hell (e.g., the Apocalypse of Peter and 

the Apocalypse of Paul) are intended to send a clear message that free riders 

should expect a fiery punishment. Therefore, fear of hell could have helped 

early Christian communities maintain large-scale cooperation even during 

times of persecution or times of widespread popularity. At both times 

believers’ commitment to cooperation was at risk. 

While conditional immortality and universalism also include the concept 

of an afterlife punishment, I argue that the punishment envisioned by these 

views is very mild compared to everlasting torment. Belief in annihilation or 

a period of correction before salvation would not have deterred people from 
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free riding as effectively as the eternal concept of hell. Moreover, there are 

content biases that possibly favored everlasting hell over other views. First, 

stories that elicit strong, negative emotional reactions, such as certain urban 

legends, tend to spread easily (Heath, Bell & Sternberg 2001). Second, 

studies on mind-body dualism and afterlife beliefs (e.g., Bering & Björklund 

2014) suggest that the complete annihilation of a person is counterintuitive. 
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6 CONCLUDING REMARKS AND FUTURE 
DIRECTIONS 

Since the early 1990s, CSR has proven to be a fruitful research program. 

There has been progress as well as proliferation of various theories. The early 

byproduct model has been partly subsumed under adaptationist approaches 

such as the supernatural punishment theory. Theories invoking content 

biases (e.g., HADD, Theory of Mind, mind-body dualism) have been 

supplemented by context bias theories (e.g., the CRED theory). In addition to 

naturally selected cognitive tools that reinforce religious beliefs as 

byproducts in individual humans, adaptationist and cultural evolutionary 

approaches have gained prominence, especially via the Big Gods account. 

Because of the increasing variety of approaches, it might be more fitting to 

speak of research programs in the plural. 

Theologians and philosophers of religion have provided criticism and 

considered the implications of CSR for their fields. The importance of their 

contributions has also been recognized by many CSR scholars. For example, 

in her recent introduction to the field, Claire White devotes five pages to the 

philosophical and theological implications of CSR (see White 2021, 309–

314). The articles in this dissertation advance this ongoing conversation. 

They analyze the idea of the naturalness of religion, the role that CSR 

theories play in debunking arguments against the rationality of theistic 

belief, the problems with the attempt to make CSR compatible with Christian 

theological claims, and how a particular theoretical synthesis (the Big Gods 

account) can help further a particular theological debate. 

In conclusion, let me suggest a few avenues that future studies on the 

relationship of CSR with Christian theology and philosophy of religion might 

focus on. First, as Justin Barrett (2021) has recently suggested, the theology 

of revelation might be considered more carefully in relation to the cognitive 

naturalness of religion. One question we might ask is: to what extent, from a 

theological point of view, can non-Christian religions and non-Christian god 

concepts/beliefs be recognized as the result of God’s general revelation? 

Second, future studies might consider more closely the role of expert 

testimony in reliable belief-formation processes. Debates on the debunking 

arguments offer little consideration regarding the reliability of testimony. 

According to an old Christian idea, however, part of how individuals come to 

know God is via the testimony of others, especially of those with theological 

expertise and authority. The new emphasis on cultural evolution and context 

biases should perhaps push Christian scholars to consider the role that the 

church – especially its theological experts – should play in the belief-forming 

processes and justification of ordinary believers’ beliefs. 
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