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From Pascal Boyer's 1994 book, The Naturalness of Religious Ideas, onwards, the claim that religion is natural has been the slogan of the cognitive and evolutionary study of religion. Boyer’s approach (and also that of his 2001 book, Religion Explained), emphasizes the ways in which ordinary, naturally occurring cognitive mechanism inform and encourage the spread of ideas we commonly call religious. The idea has since been taken up by some critics of religious thought. Daniel Dennett, among many others, has argued that religion as a whole is a natural phenomenon, not a supernatural one.
 But, are these meanings of the claim “religion is natural” the same?

These discussions revolve around the notions of naturalness and nature. The problem is that these expressions are notoriously vague and can mean different things in different contexts. In what follows, we examine several different notions of naturalness and explain what the cognitive study of religion means by naturalness. We distinguish four types of naturalness attributed to religion: methodological naturalness, cognitive naturalness, cross-cultural naturalness, and ontological naturalness. We argue that the cognitive study of religion does indeed suggest that religious thought and action (that is beliefs and actions concerning supernatural beings, spirits, the afterlife, and the like) are more natural than unnatural in some senses, but not in others.

Methodological Naturalness
Boyer's The Naturalness of Religious Ideas actually contains an outline of a program for the study of religion. This program entails a commitment to what we call the methodological naturalness of religion, namely, that at least some aspects of religion have non-religious causes that are accessible for biological and behavioral sciences.
 For many philosophers and scientists – even theistic ones – such a claim is rather trivial: religion clearly involves practices, rituals, artefacts, and thoughts that clearly count as “natural” in the sense of being part of the immanent, physical world. Regardless of the metaphysical status of religion and the status of its truth-claims, these aspects of religion can be studied by sociological, psychological and even biological methods.  

However, some anthropologists and scholars of religion have maintained, that to study these aspects of religion is the miss the whole point, to reduce religion to something that it is not. They maintain that there is an essence to religion that goes beyond what the standard methods of natural and behavioral sciences can discover. One line of argument is that human rational action cannot be explained in natural scientific terms, because human action does not fall under law-like generalizations or exhibit law-like patterns. Another argument is that all religions entail a special experiential essence - such as divine encounter, the experience of sacred space or the holy - that cannot be studied scientifically. 


Anthropologist Clifford Geertz, for instance, argues that human action cannot be causally explained because it occurs in a meaningful context of ideas and reasons. Culture is a public web of reasons and meanings that can only be accessed by participating in it and understanding it. Causal explanation of human action transforms or reduces all action to mere behavior and reasons to act into instincts, urges, or needs.
 Against such views, the defender of methodological naturalness of religion (or a set of any human behavior and belief) must insist that reasons for action and other beliefs are at least to some extent accessible to cognitive and biological sciences. For Boyer, reasons and beliefs are mental representations produced by the physical brain, so there is at least a minimal causal story to be told about them. In other words, at least some aspects of our religious behavior and the reasoning that goes into it are accessible from a third-person point of view and susceptible to causal explanation of the scientific type.


The second line of argument against methodological naturalness is based on the idea that religion is somehow a sui generis phenomenon. Sui generis theorists - sometimes also called anti-reductionists or religionists - claim that religious ideas and behaviors are spiritual and imaginative creations that are highly resistant to explanations based on non-religious or psychological, social or biological factors. A scholar of religion Mircea Eliade, for instance, insists that such explanations miss the distinctively religious nature of religion, that is, the aspect of the sacred.
 Again, the methodological naturalist has to argue that instead of presuming some underlying sui generis experience or principle behind all religion, we should see religious behaviors and ideas at least partly caused by factors accessible to behavioral and biological sciences.

Cognitive Naturalness and Cross-Cultural Naturalness

Methodological naturalness is not the only kind of naturalness that most cognitive and evolutionary theories of religion attribute to religion. To highlight the difference between further two types of naturalness, cognitive naturalness and cross-cultural naturalness, consider the following scenario. Suppose that I daily bait and set a live animal trap in my garden and repeatedly catch rabbits. I want to explain why it is the case that I am catching so many rabbits instead of something else, squirrels or foxes perhaps. It may be that something about the trap or the bait is especially good at catching rabbits (as opposed to squirrels or foxes) or that there are simply far more rabbits around to be caught than any other kind of animal. Of course, both could be true. 


Suppose then that our minds are traps for cultural ideas. Now, it is a fact that human minds are full of religious ideas. Our minds are, thus, catching religious rabbits instead of, let us say, scientific foxes. Like in the case of the rabbit trap, the explanation of this fact might be that there is something about our minds that dispose it to catch religious ideas (something about the trap) or that there are simply many religious ideas in our environment. In the former case, religion would be cognitively natural, that is, our belief-forming mechanisms would be biased in such a way as to create a tendency or a disposition to acquire, think, and transmit religious ideas instead of some other kinds of ideas. In the latter case, religion would be cross-culturally natural, that is, most, if not all, human cultures would be proliferated with religious stimuli (including testimony, and ritual).


Consider another example. One could come to believe that other human beings have minds because of multiple instances of social contact, many relevant interactions, and lots of discussion about minds and mental states. In this sense, it would be cross-culturally natural to believe in the minds of others. One could also have – due to several cognitive biases – a tendency or a disposition to form beliefs about others’ minds that require only minimal triggering in the environment. This would mean that belief in the minds of others would be cognitively natural. 


The main distinction between cognitive and cross-cultural naturalness, we think, is what role is given to conceptual biases (cognitive naturalness), on the one hand, and social learning (cross-cultural naturalness), on the other. If the typical human environment is rich in social interaction and talk about minds, and it is by virtue of this human environment that people typically believe that others have minds, then we might say that belief in others’ minds is cross-culturally natural on that basis. Likewise, if our human conceptual tendencies (independent of lots of mind-talk or social interaction in the environment) make us likely to form or entertain the belief in others’ minds, we could call such beliefs cognitively natural on that basis. The social learning emphasis does not regard the human belief-forming mechanisms as particularly receptive to some ideas over others (contra cognitive naturalness) but sees the environment as saturated by cues or evidence for some ideas over others.  


Notice, that both types of naturalness could be the case simultaneously: they should not be seen as rigid alternatives, but perhaps as existing in different ends of a spectrum. It might very well be the case that cross-cultural naturalness might be mostly explained in terms of the cognitive naturalness, or it could be that cross-cultural naturalness and cognitive naturalness reinforce and support each other.


At this juncture, we offer a few words on cognitive naturalness and conceptual biases in order to avoid confusions. It is rather typical to talk about hard-wired or innate behaviors and ideas, on the one hand, and culturally conditioned behaviors and ideas, on the other. Especially the popular science literature is full of hard-wired and innate god genes, beauty instincts and moral codes. We, however, are rather critical of the claim that a clear-cut distinction between innate and cultural can be made in any meaningful way. This is the case especially with conceptual biases and other belief-forming tendencies. Thus, conceptual biases need not be innate or hard wired; instead, they could be rapidly and regularly maturing tendencies based on some combination of human biology and human environmental regularities - what Robert McCauley has called maturationally natural cognition.
 We will return to McCauley's notion of maturational naturalness later in more detail.


Let us now summarize the different meanings of the naturalness of religion thesis examined above:

(1) Religion (or at least some part of it) is natural in the sense that it can be studied by the methods of natural sciences and especially biology and cognitive science. We call this the methodological naturalness of religion thesis. 

(2) Religion (or at least some part of it) is natural in the sense that forming, thinking and transmitting religious ideas is relatively easy (as opposed to some other types of ideas) for human beings with normally functioning biological and psychological makeup. This cognitive naturalness entails that there are other ideas that require more time, effort, and training to form and transmit than religious ones.

(3) Religion is natural is the sense that there are general patterns of behavior and ideas that can be seen in most, if not all, human cultures. This cross-cultural naturalness entails that at least some aspects of religion are not culture-specific but have to do with something universal about humans.

We should also add another kind of naturalness of religion thesis – mainly exemplified by those who argue for the falsity of religious truth-claims on the basis of natural explanations:

(4) Religion can be argued to be natural in the sense that it does not have to do with the supernatural or non-natural. In other words, the claim is that since all religions, including beliefs and practices, are naturally caused, their claims about supernatural or non-natural realities are suspect or false. We call this ontological naturalness of religion. 

We should be careful not to mix these four senses of the naturalness of religion claim, because they are not logically connected to each other and they can be defended and criticized independently of each other.


Different logical relationships, nevertheless, can and do exist among these four theses. Sometimes the cognitive naturalness thesis is used to explain the cross-cultural naturalness of religion, especially among those who think that “religion” as a whole is an evolutionary by-product rather than an adaptation. That cross-cultural naturalness is a product of cognitive naturalness, however, is not necessarily so: as we will illustrate below, numerous explanations of the cross-cultural naturalness of religion have been given in evolutionary, not cognitive terms. Further, writers such as Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins appear to use methodological, cognitive, and cross-cultural naturalness as grounds for thinking that religion is ontologically natural.


Finally, the scope (or “strength”) of these theses can vary significantly. For this reason, we included qualifications like “religion (or at least some part of it)” in the theses themselves. One can claim that religion is more or less cognitively, cross-culturally or methodologically natural. One need not claim, for instance, that all religious thinking is cognitively natural: indeed, research indicates that there are forms of theological and philosophical reflection of religious ideas that are at least as cognitively demanding as scientific thinking. Further, one need not claim that religion is the same in all cultures: minimal cross-cultural naturalness simply requires that there are some recurring patterns. We will return to the issue of scope and strength at the end of the article.


In what follows, we take the methodological naturalness as granted and focus on the theories that entail either cognitive or cross-cultural naturalness of religion (or both). 
Evidence for the Cognitive Naturalness of Religion

In the last 20 years, research into the cognitive naturalness of religion has been conducted under the rubric of the so-called cognitive science of religion. Boyer, among many others, has presented evidence for religion’s cognitive naturalness. The basic argument of Boyer is as follows: 

(1) Because of the numerous evolutionary selection pressures on our ancestors, all normally-developing humans share cognitive systems that process information and solve basic problems in cross-culturally recurrent ways. Among these systems are those that produce what might be thought of as intuitive ontologies: assumptions about the different characteristics and causal properties of things in the world (such as physical objects, living things, and intentional agents).

(2) Other things being equal, ideas that are not easily acquired, remembered and transmitted, do not become widely shared to the extent that they become parts of the prevailing culture. 

(3) Ideas that closely approximate our intuitive ontological assumptions about the characteristics and causal properties of things in the world (that is, fit with our intuitive ontologies) are easily acquired, remembered and transmitted. He calls such ideas intuitive. By contrast, ideas that are highly counterintuitive (or maximally counterintuitive), that is, ideas that deviate extensively from our intuitive ontological assumptions, are difficult to acquire, remember and transmit.

(4) Ideas that have a lot of inferential potential—the ability to readily generate inferences, predictions, and explanations pertinent to widely recurrent human concerns—are more attention-grabbing, and hence more memorable, than those that have low inferential potential.

(5) Ideas of intentional agents generally have great inferential potential, but counterintuitive features (such as invisibility, super power, or super knowledge), can increase their inferential potential.

(6) Other things being equal, ideas that are only slightly counterintuitive (or minimally counterintuitive) are more attention-grabbing than wholly intuitive ideas, and hence are more memorable.

(7) Religious ideas, insofar as they no more than minimally counterintuitive and have lots of inferential potential, are easy to acquire, remember and transmit. Religious ideas often concern intentional agents with a small number of counterintuitive features that make them high in inferential potential. Finally, Boyer also explains why gods often get connected up to moral concerns and fortune and misfortune.

Other accounts of cognitive naturalness along similar lines have followed Boyer’s, with differences in emphasis. Scott Atran’s account gives more attention, for instance, to the role of religious rituals in signaling commitment to the community’s religious beliefs, beliefs that may seem implausible at times.
 Likewise, Barrett’s treatments have focused more on additional cognitive foundations in early childhood.
 Research by developmental psychologists suggests that children have a natural tendency to see features of the natural world as having purposes best accounted for by one or more intentional agents
, and it appears this tendency must be overridden or it persists into adulthood.
 Children recognize that gods—not humans—are required to account for this apparent design.
 Other divine attributes are easily extended to gods because they approximate the default assumptions children have about other minded beings, or are at least easily understood. In some ways, others may be assumed to be super knowing, super perceiving, and never dying until children learn otherwise (as is the case with humans, animals, and some gods).
 It may be, too, that believing in a soul or afterlife is a minor tweak on natural intuitions concerning minds, bodies, and death.
 Religious beliefs, then, are natural in the sense of conforming to the early-developing expectations of children’s conceptual systems. 


To give more robust content for cognitive naturalness, in his book, Why Religion is Natural and Science Is Not (2011), Robert McCauley develops a handful of heuristic questions for identifying whether a form of thought or cultural expression is closely undergirded by maturationally natural cognition. These questions include the following:

· Is the form of thought or cultural expression characterized by fluency, automaticity, and ease?

· Did it arise early in childhood (that is, before the age of 5)?

· Is its invention “lost in the sands of time”?

· Does it (or did it) require artifacts or institutions that are not human universals? 

McCauley argues that affirmative answers to questions such as the first three and a negative answer to the last suggest maturational naturalness and predict very little inter- and intra-group variability on the trait or expression in question. As should be evident, most folk religious beliefs and practices, as compared with science, chess, literacy, or bicycle riding are largely natural in McCauley’s sense, that is, well supported by maturationally natural cognition. 

Evidence for the Cross-Cultural Naturalness of Religion

Next, we will consider some evidence for the claim that religion is cross-culturally natural. Recall what cross-cultural naturalness means: the cultural environment in which humans find themselves is abundantly populated with religious ideas and that is why we find ourselves acquiring religious thoughts and actions. Religious ideas are plenty, like rabbits, and not much needs to be said about the particulars of the trap—our minds. The accounts as to why our environment is saturated by religiosity tend to be more evolutionary than cognitive.


The most common argument for cross-cultural naturalness of religion has been the potential adaptive or functional value of religious practices, particularly collective rituals.
 Many social scientists of religion, following Durkheim, have observed that religious rituals may serve the function of enhancing group cohesion.
 What the evolutionary perspective adds to more classical sociological accounts, such as Durkheim's, is a causal mechanism for why such rituals have survived and spread. Imagine a community C, which performs a ritual that engenders trust, good will, and cooperation between individuals in the community. Because of high levels of trust and cooperation, community C can be larger (thus benefiting individuals with greater labor specialization, greater protection against enemies and predators, access to harder to get resources such as large game), and more likely to share resources and engage in long-term exchange agreements that help insure against bouts of personal misfortune than it would be without the ritual in question. Such a community would have an advantage over communities that do not have such rituals, that is, individuals in community C would enjoy greater fitness than comparable individuals living in smaller, less cooperative communities. Hence, the genotype of culture C that gives rise to the ritual phenotype will be selectively encouraged, but further, the cultural environments of C would also out survive competitors. The culture of cooperative communities—including their religious and ritual systems—would survive and reproduce better than their less fit neighbors.


We can now ask the more detailed question about the causal mechanisms through which religious rituals accomplish this purported increase in-group cohesion. Signaling explanations are the most prominent candidates: costly-signaling and hard-to-fake-signaling. What the two theories have in common is that participation in religious rituals is thought to signal to members of the community a determination to cooperate. William Irons, for instance, has argued that these rituals serve as costly signals of commitment.
 If a ritual is costly enough (in terms of time, energy, resources, or threat to well-being) that it discourages free-riders from taking advantage of a community’s cooperative networks without paying the cost of being a good co-operator oneself, then such a ritual is thought to filter out the free-riders. All who participate in the ritual(s) can be safely regarded as trustworthy, committed members of the community as they have already signaled their commitment at a personal cost. Empirical studies have provided some supportive evidence for a connection between ritual participation and in-group cooperation, trust, and/or altruism.
 


Hard-to-fake-signaling theories of religion employ a different logic.
 Rather than the cost of a religious ritual being high so as to weed-out pretenders seeking to parasitize the benefits of community membership, religious rituals are or generate genuine indexes of commitment that would be hard for a skeptic to feign. These indexes might be emotional reactions to the ritual such as ecstasy or weeping indicative of being a true believer. As such accounts generate considerable empirical and theoretical attention, they continue to receive critique and augmentation.


In addition to the concern with cooperation and signaling intent to cooperate, evolutionary approaches also share in common the same resulting condition: communities with lots of religious actions. And having religious actions would carry with them the related beliefs, doctrines, and the like. Consequently, though the selection pressures target actions, ideas would be indirectly selected. 


The difference, again, between cognitive and cross-cultural naturalness is this: evolutionary accounts simply posit the requisite cognitive equipment for acquisition and transmission of religious ideas and behaviors. Why the rituals have content we might call religious (as opposed to different content) or the structures they have, are left for others to explain. This division of labor could be justified or it may undermine any given signaling theory. In criticizing costly-signaling theories Murray and Moore write, 

The logic of costly signaling requires that signaling costs or benefits must vary in proportion to the quality being signaled. In the case of religion that is aimed at solving the problem of group cooperation, the quality being signaled is disposition to cooperate or cooperative intent. How is it exactly that signal costs correlate with cooperative intent? ...What are needed are costs that certify commitment to principles or to norm supporting agents that enjoin moral behavior, rule following, or altruism…. Displaying powerful commitments to moralizing gods sends a message: I believe in the gods and will do what they command.
 

Thus, not just any costly ritual will do as a signal, but those generated by obedience to a morally-concerned god. But not all religious rituals feature such gods and not all communities have such gods. Why? Where do moralizing gods come from? To answer these questions, the evolutionary perspective needs to be complemented by a cognitive answer. Signaling theories are not only richer with cognitive inputs but may require them if they are to be at all successful as accounts of religion, a synthesis we turn to below. 


In principle, there is nothing to prevent combining the cognitive and the cross-cultural naturalness theses. That is, it could be that certain ideas, including those about minimally counterintuitive gods, are already likely to be entertained because of their cognitive naturalness, but some may also generate actions that prove to be adaptive for both the individual and the group in terms of producing interpersonal trust and cooperation. Jesse Bering, Dominic Johnson, and Ara Norenzayan have all offered accounts along these lines.
 In these accounts, it is not merely ritually signaling in-group commitment that is important but acting (either ritually or otherwise) in response to one’s god concepts such that one is more self-regulating in pro-social ways. Believing that a morally interested god is around and watching may lead one to resist cheating others.
 It might also lead to individual being more generous, particularly to one’s in-group.
 These fear of superhuman punishment theories are not without concerns but have the virtue of capturing a much wider array of data concerning religion than either straight cognitive or straight social naturalness accounts.

What the Naturalness of Religion Is Not

In conclusion, we want to identify some very common misunderstandings regarding the meaning and consequences of the different naturalness of religion theses discussed above. 


First of all, it seems rather common to assume that if some aspects of what is called religion are natural in some way identified above, this applies to everything we may be temped to call religious. In other words, if religion is cognitively natural, for example, then every religious idea is cognitively natural and, by implication, if we find some religious ideas that are not cognitively natural, this claim is falsified. Such a conclusion is not warranted. It is important to realize, that most cognitive and evolutionary theories about religion are not aimed at comprehensive explanations of all beliefs or practices that one may want to call religious. Most of these projects are attempts to account for a small subset of cross-culturally recurrent ideas, and practices such as afterlife beliefs, god concepts, prayer, religious ritual, and the like. Consequently, though one project may argue for the naturalness of some variety of religious beliefs, it does not follow that all religious beliefs are natural in the same respect.


Consider god-concepts, for instance. As we have seen, Boyer and others have argued that minimally counterintuitive god-concepts are more cognitively natural than both intuitive concepts and maximally counterintuitive concepts. Based on developmental studies, Barrett has made a more specific argument for the conclusion that some kind of super-knowing creator god is cognitively natural.
 However, it does not follow from this that the standard classical theistic God with attributes like atemporality and aseity is cognitively natural. Indeed, there is some evidence suggesting to the contrary.

 
The fact that cognitive and evolutionary explanations of religion are pitched on this general level does not in any way diminish their scientific status or usefulness. Most psychological, biological and social scientific explanations are like this anyway: they aim to explain population-level tendencies and do not purport to give a complete causal picture of some individual case. The explanations entail that the traits being explained are distributed in the real world such that while the bulk of people fit the general pattern, many will not and no special explanation for this distribution is necessarily required. The fact that the trap occasionally catches a wandering field mouse does not mean that it does not have a bias towards catching rabbits. Likewise, it may be that any given individual is not terribly attracted to religious concepts. Perhaps a special explanation in terms of unusual cognitive equipment or unusual environmental conditions would be helpful, but not necessarily. In any case, the point we want to make here is that we have no scientific reason to think that current cognitive, evolutionary or social explanation of religion are either comprehensive explanations of religion or comprehensive accounts of religions in any ultimate, metaphysical sense.


A related misunderstanding has to do with the targets of cognitive and evolutionary explanations. Some such explanations are aimed at explaining how some set of ideas and practices has originated and why people believe it, but for the most part the target of cognitive and evolutionary explanations is the differences in cultural persistence between two (or more) sets of ideas and practices. That is, given two competing arrangements, why is one pattern more common than another. McCauley and Lawson’s work on religious ritual forms is an example of such a project.
 They draw upon ordinary cognitive system’s dynamics to account for why some arrangements in the features of religious rituals recur more frequently than others. Similarly, Cohen’s treatment of spirit possession does not attempt to account for why people believe in possessing spirits, but why it is that people tend to conceptualize spirit possession as a displacement of agency rather than in some other way.


Another related misunderstanding is that if religion is natural, it has to be everywhere: all individuals or cultures need to be religious. Often one hears people say that religion cannot be natural because there are cultures that seem to lack religious ideas and behaviors and individuals that are not religious. But as we have already seen, such claims are not entailed in any naturalness of religion thesis. Even given the cognitive or cross-cultural naturalness of religion, it might very well be the case that there are many individuals (and even some cultures) that exhibit no religious ideas or behaviors. As to the causal factors contributing to the emergence of non-religious cultures or individuals the cognitive scientist or the biologist would probably have to turn to the historian, anthropologist, or sociologist.  


Finally, we need to be careful not to mix the ontological naturalness of religion thesis with the others. Some argue that since cognitive and evolutionary theories make no direct reference to possibly existing gods, souls, spirits and so forth, they entail, if true, that such entities do not exist. This would mean that the ontological naturalness of religion is somehow entailed in, say, the cognitive naturalness of religion. This is, again, not true. Mere scientific research into human cognition or the evolutionary origins of religion is not enough to ground the claim that theism, for instance, is false. More substantive, mainly philosophical arguments, are needed for this conclusion.
 Thus, research in the area of cognitive and evolutionary study of religion should be understood as methodologically agnostic, not methodologically atheistic. It is true, however, that occasionally metaphysical commitments leak in to the theories themselves. For instance, Stewart Guthrie’s account of religious beliefs as a byproduct of a natural tendency to anthropomorphize, carries a tacit assumption that humans falsely detect gods in their environment.
 But it may be that the background conditions under which these cognitive and cultural systems have emerged includes one or more gods. Nothing, in principle, rules out this possibility, but scholars typically leave such a possibility to one side.
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